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Аннотация
David Coburn: working undercover, but profiting from the activities of the remote outpost he is supposed to have infiltrated.

Hari Tan: sapphire trader turned modern-day pirate preying on shipping in the Malacca Strait.

Heather Cameron: UNICEF nurse struggling to prevent the exploitation of children on a beach of toxic waste.

Luther O'Halloran: nuclear defence analyst on assignment to the US National Counter-Proliferation Centre.

These are the four people whose futures hang in the balance when the crew of a Russian supertanker are found dying of radiation poisoning. There is a conspiracy so menacing that unless Coburn can halt an attack on a warship in the Yellow Sea, the US will be forced into conflict with an enemy having a nuclear arsenal that this time will be frighteningly real.


Colin D. Peel
THE TUNNEL: A Ben Hope Story

‘North Korea’s growing ties to organized crime groups and illicit shipping networks could be used to facilitate weapons-of-mass-destruction shipments.’
David Asher
Chief Monitor of the US State Department

‘It is unlikely that North Koreans will roll out of bed in the morning and say: “We are going to get out of the nuclear weapons business”.’
Christopher Hill
US Assistant Secretary of State


CHAPTER 1

Fauzdarhat was the nearest thing to a beach from hell. Coburn hadn’t expected it to be a pretty sight, but he’d never imagined any beach could look like this.
He pulled off the road at the top of a rise and got out of the car, trying not to breathe in the smell of what was reputed to be one of the most dangerously polluted places anywhere on Earth.
From where he was standing, in either direction for as far as he could see, the scene was one of devastation on an almost unthinkable scale, a vast wasteland of blackened, oil-soaked sand and mud on which stood the rusting skeletons of ships that had come here to die before they were stripped and broken up for scrap. And everywhere, attended to by armies of bucket-carrying workers, were the fires — hundreds of them burning along a seven-mile stretch of foreshore — an easy way to get rid of material that was unsaleable, Coburn guessed, and an equally easy method of disposing of toxic oil and sludge that was too contaminated to be reclaimed.
Here and there, so thick was the smoke that it was difficult for him to see anything at all. It was obscuring the sun, hanging in a pall over the entire length of the beach, and only slowly being carried out to sea by a breeze that was doing nothing to relieve the mugginess of the morning.
Already Coburn could feel the sweat soaking into his shirt. In midsummer, Bangladesh wasn’t a place where you’d want to be, he thought. Once you ventured outside your air-conditioned hotel, there was no escape from a combination of temperature and humidity that sucked the very life out of you, and at this time of year, for men toiling on the shoreline, the conditions would be intolerable. There were countless thousands of them, struggling with their bare hands to cut up and recover sections of superstructure so large and so unwieldy it was impossible to believe that manpower alone could hope to free them from the mud and silt the tide had left behind.
Now he was actually here, it seemed even less likely that his trip would turn out to be worthwhile. If this was where Heather Cameron had chosen to spend her summer, she was either crazy or deluded, and irrespective of how well connected she happened to be, he didn’t much care what it was she believed she might have tripped over.
The crunch of tyres on gravel made him turn round. During his drive from Chittagong, most of the morning traffic had been travelling towards him — trucks and trailers of all shapes and sizes, each laden down with everything from toilet pans to enormous chunks of steel plate.
Only on one occasion had he overtaken a slower vehicle that, like him, had been bound for the coast — an open-roofed, slat-sided cattle truck crammed with what Coburn had supposed at the time were local Bangladeshis heading out for a day’s shift work at the beach.
The truck that had pulled up behind him was the same one, but the occupants were wearing bandannas they hadn’t been wearing before, and no longer looked like the labourers he’d assumed they were — an impression that was reinforced when he caught sight of the assault rifles that some of the men were failing to properly conceal.
Conscious of being a foreigner, Coburn was careful not to stare, showing his indifference to the arrival of the truck by unzipping his fly and relieving himself against the rear wheel of his rental car. The tactic was one he’d employed in the past, but on this occasion it proved to be unnecessary.
Once the driver had finished consulting a map and made a brief call on a mobile phone he eased the truck back on to the tarmac, gunning his engine as he went past without displaying the slightest interest in the stranger at the roadside.
For Coburn it was a reminder, a chance encounter that could have equally well turned sour, although judging from the appearance of the men, he thought they were more likely to have been anti-government revolutionaries than local bandits who were out looking for any easy hit.
He waited until the truck had disappeared then drove down slowly to the foreshore, wondering how the hell he was going to find someone called Heather Cameron among the throngs of Bangladeshis who called this place their home.
Soon the road began to deteriorate, splitting in to dozens of rutted tracks, each leading to a different shipyard, and every one of them flanked by a collection of ramshackle buildings.
Having spent the best part of the last three months working in the swamp marshes of Sumatra, Coburn was familiar enough with shanty town shacks of plastic sheeting and corrugated iron, but these were buildings unlike any he’d encountered anywhere before.
A few were fabricated from rough-cast concrete, but many of the others had been cobbled together using materials scavenged from the ships — irregular-shaped panels of flame-cut steel mixed with pieces of broken plywood, tar-paper, asbestos sheeting and buckled metal pipes that also served as clothes lines.
Alongside were latrines, kitchens, dormitories and God knows what else, all red with rust, none of them weatherproof and, as far as Coburn could make out, without a single window between them.
Now he was closer to the fires and ships, the noise of hammering was deafening, and the smell was a good deal stronger — not just of smoke, but of hot steel and from the sweat of the thousands of men who were wielding the cutting torches.
Choosing a track at random, he parked his car beside what seemed to be an office building. More soundly constructed than the neighbouring structures, it looked as though at one time someone had even given it a lick of paint. Sign written in English on a splintered wooden plaque above the door were the words PEACE, HAPPINESS AND PROSPERITY SHIPBREAKING AND RECYCLING LTD.
At a desk inside, a Bangladeshi teenager was too busy using a calculator to notice he had a visitor.
‘Hi there.’ Coburn interrupted him. ‘Do you speak English?’
The boy turned round.
‘I’m looking for someone.’ Coburn pointed to a pen on the desk. ‘Can I borrow that?’
The boy nodded and produced a sheet of paper.
‘She’s a nurse who works for the United Nations.’ Coburn wrote down the name Heather Cameron and printed out the letters UNICEF. ‘Do you know where I can find her?’
There was no reaction from the boy until Coburn put his hands inside his shirt and clenched his fists to simulate a pair of breasts. ‘A white girl.’
The boy started to grin, but then became confused when Coburn made the mistake of repeating the word nurse, and pretended to inject himself with an imaginary syringe.
‘OK. Never mind.’ He returned the pen but took the sheet of paper with him, hoping he’d meet with better luck elsewhere, but already realizing how hard this was going to be.
The last communication he’d received from London had been as sketchy as the others, instructing him to proceed with caution if he was able to confirm the girl’s suspicions, but otherwise providing little in the way of new information except for the name of the beach where she was based and the departure time and number of his prepaid flight from Singapore — information that was as good as useless when he was faced with an unending length of coastline that had people crawling over every inch of it.
Leaving his car where it was he set off along the shore, endeavouring to avoid the mud and the heaps of asbestos fibre that were drying in the sun while he showed the sheet of paper to any Bangladeshis who looked as though they might speak English.
It was an exercise in futility. Although at least half the people he approached understood what he was saying, after half an hour of asking questions he had obtained not a single lead.
The problem stemmed from the insularity of rival shipyards, he decided. Despite them all occupying the same beach, each yard had guards watching over their own ships, and whilst the sharing of work gangs was common practice, the sharing of information wasn’t.
Making the job more difficult was his inability to distinguish one damn shipyard from another. At sea level, even if you could close yourself off from the noise, the smell and the mass of humanity that was Fauzdarhat beach, finding your way around was a major problem when the boundaries between yards were largely arbitrary and unmarked.
The only real clue to which company was breaking which vessel were the remains of the ships themselves, and then only if Coburn could see past the buildings and the piles of scrap that were waiting to be trucked away to the furnaces of the Chittagong steel mill.
More than anything it was the ships that dominated the skyline — most of them giant supertankers that had reached the end of their lives, or old single-skinned vessels that as a result of the Exxon Valdez disaster had long ago become the white elephants of the sea.
Over the last ten minutes, having decided that the beach was more like an abattoir than a graveyard, Coburn had stopped looking at the ships, rapidly losing enthusiasm and beginning to wish he’d told London what they could do with a job he hadn’t wanted to begin with.
He’d also given up asking for directions. Instead, relying on the assumption that the girl would most likely be operating in an area where children were being worked, he’d started restricting his search to places where there seemed to be a higher concentration of them.
They weren’t hard to find. Ahead of him, a long straggly line of undernourished boys were being used as a conveyor belt. Half-naked and no older than ten or eleven, they were recovering a heavy electrical cable that was being dragged from the gaping bowels of a huge beached tanker, each boy supporting the cable above his head and passing it mechanically to the next in line so a group of men on drier ground could coil it on a pallet ready for collection.
Since this was one of the larger gangs he’d come across, and because the work looked tough enough to attract the attention of someone who was here to try and limit the exploitation of children, Coburn changed direction and was wandering over to the men who were coiling the cable when, above the noise of hammering, came the sound of engines.
At any one time at any given point along the beach, convoys of battered trucks and pickups could be seen making their way slowly across the mud.
But the vehicles approaching Coburn now were neither battered nor slow moving.
There were two of them, Nissan Landcruisers travelling at high speed in a cloud of spray, both painted in olive-drab, and each armed with a heavy machine-gun mounted on the tray behind the cab.
They were Bangladeshi Army vehicles, heading directly for the tanker where the children were at work.
To avoid the spray, Coburn ducked behind a nearby stack of oil drums, wondering what the hell was going on and only realizing the danger he was in when he heard the clamour of automatic weapons.
For a second he thought the machine-guns had opened fire. But he could not have been more wrong.
The leading Landcruiser was cartwheeling in a ball of flame, its driver already dead from a hail of bullets that was coming not from the Nissans but from a truck that Coburn had seen before — the one that little more than an hour ago had drawn up behind him at the roadside.
It had emerged from shadows cast by the tanker’s hull and was accelerating towards the second Landcruiser on a deliberate collision course, the men in the back emptying their magazines by firing indiscriminately in all directions until, at the last minute, the driver of the Landcruiser lost his nerve and swerved.
For the soldiers inside, the end was mercifully swift. Close to tipping over and travelling far too fast, the vehicle slammed head-on into a thirty foot-high pile of metal scrap, dislodging an avalanche of thick steel plates that all but buried it.
The children were less lucky. Terrified by the gunfire, in their haste to escape, many had either run the wrong way or, on bare feet made slippery by the mud, had been too slow.
Making not the slightest attempt to avoid them, the truck driver mowed them down like skittles, continuing to accelerate on his chosen course without giving them a glance.
The act had been among the most callous Coburn had ever seen — so appalling and so unnecessary that for several seconds after the truck had gone he found himself still struggling to come to terms with an incident that had created a trail of crushed and broken children who had been treated as though they were nothing more than road-kill.
How many had died, he didn’t know. Nor could he guess how many had been injured. What he did know was that he’d just witnessed something that was going to be fairly difficult to forget.
Having no clear idea of what he was going to do, he joined a throng of men and women who were rushing to assist those children who were still alive, pushing his way through a circle of people who having already arrived on the scene were standing motionless with their heads in their hands.
At least six of the boys were beyond help, lying in pools of blood that had accumulated in the wheel tracks, their eyes still open and with their limbs twisted and distorted by the impact. Three or four others looked as though they weren’t going to make it, and another three were trying ineffectively to crawl across the mud.
Further away were more casualties. These weren’t children but workers who had fallen victim to the gunfire — some sitting down endeavouring to stem the flow of blood from flesh wounds, several others dazed and bewildered, but on their feet searching for someone to help them.
And on her knees in the middle of it all, her hands red with blood and her uniform smeared with silt and fuel oil, was the young woman whom Coburn had been sent to find.

CHAPTER 2

She’d been easy to recognize. Surrounded by a sea of brown faces and brown bodies, Heather Cameron was a fair-skinned blonde, working furiously to bandage the leg of an injured boy, doing what she could to reassure him by forcing a smile before she limped over to attend to another youngster who had white bone protruding from his forearm.
By now, one by one, other people had begun to respond. As soon as each of the children had received some kind of rudimentary treatment, Bangladeshi women were carrying them off to places that Coburn imagined would offer them little more comfort than the stretch of beach on which the tragedy had occurred.
Conscious of a growing anger against the men who had inflicted the carnage, and knowing that the longer he stood around doing nothing the angrier he was going to get, he was pleased when he saw the girl stand up and beckon to him.
He went over to her, intending to introduce himself, but was given no opportunity to do so.
Before he could open his mouth she handed him a key and pointed. ‘Shipping container with white doors,’ she said. ‘It’s over there by one of the big winches. You can’t miss it. I need more bandages, more disinfectant and as much bottled water as you can carry.’ She knelt down again beside the boy with the broken arm. ‘Don’t forget to lock up when you leave.’
The container was sitting at an angle on the beach about a hundred yards away. Just as she’d said, the doors at one end were painted white, but the rest of the outside was flaked in rust, and in an advanced state of disrepair.
The inside, though, was a revelation. No sooner had he undone the padlock and eased open one of the doors than the stench of the beach was replaced by the fresh smell of soap, and he found himself stepping into what for all the world looked like a cross between a storeroom and a mobile home that had been constructed with materials from a scrapyard.
The place was as clean as it was tidy, ventilated by panels of secondhand louvres welded over holes cut in the walls, and illuminated by sunshine filtering through two cracked skylights in the roof.
A primitive kitchen was separated from a bedroom by a screen of cardboard boxes, while at the rear of the container behind a sheet of plywood, stood a chemical toilet and a foot pump that fed water to an ancient shower-head bolted to the wall.
Realizing too late that he was tracking mud everywhere, he searched around for the items she wanted, finding bandages and antiseptic in a bedroom cupboard and dumping them in an empty box together with several bottles of water he collected from the kitchen.
Remembering at the last minute to refasten the padlock, he hurried back to the crowd of people, intending to see if there was anything else he could do.
There wasn’t.
An ambulance was speeding across the mud, and in the distance, two more were on their way.
Quite how they’d managed to get here this quickly, Coburn didn’t know. But wherever they’d come from, for some reason or another, the wail of sirens had been a signal for Heather Cameron to abandon her efforts.
Even before paramedics started spilling out of the ambulance, she’d been retreating, reaching into her pocket for a headscarf to hastily cover up her hair, and evidently no longer prepared to play an active role or hang around in case she could.
Still limping and still retreating, she almost backed in to Coburn who had gone to see what the problem was.
‘Oh. I’m sorry.’ She reached out to take the box he was holding.
He didn’t let her have it. ‘Doesn’t look as though you’ll be needing this now,’ he said.
‘No. It’s all right though. I can carry it back.’
‘It’s heavy.’ He kept hold of it. ‘Are you packing up because of the paramedics?’
‘The local health authorities don’t much like me being here. I’m not a Muslim, and the shipyard owners think I’m making trouble for them.’ She glanced back at the ambulances. ‘If you’re the person who’s brought the Rad Block and the AED, you’re two days too late.’
Having no idea what she was talking about, he decided to start again. ‘My name’s David Coburn,’ he said. ‘I don’t know what Rad Block is, and I’m afraid I’ve never heard of AED.’
‘What are you doing here then?’
‘Looking for someone called Heather Cameron. That’s you isn’t it?’
‘What if it is?’
Had the circumstances been different, her bluntness could have been amusing. As things were, Coburn wasn’t sure if it was a reflection of the strain she’d been under, or whether she was finding it hard to distance herself from what she’d just been dealing with.
‘Look,’ he said, ‘if you want to talk to me here, that’s fine. But if you want to know why I’ve been looking for you, how about inviting me back to that nice shipping container of yours?’
‘All right.’ She began to walk off, trying not to wince in pain from what was obviously some kind of injury to her leg.
‘Hey.’ Coburn stopped her. ‘Did you get hurt?’
‘It’s nothing.’ She pushed past and limped away, keeping ahead of him until she reached the container and having to wait there until he gave her back the key for the padlock.
He helped her swing open the doors and accompanied her inside, this time remembering to remove his shoes. ‘Do you live here permanently?’ he asked.
‘Mostly. If I can save up enough money, once in a while I treat myself to a hotel room in Chittagong.’ She found a folding chair for him to sit on and disappeared behind the wall of cardboard boxes. ‘You can talk to me while I clean up and get changed. What is it you want?’
Because it was a difficult question, Coburn elected to start somewhere else. ‘How about this?’ he said. ‘Suppose I tell you what I know, then you can tell me how much of it I’ve got wrong.’
‘Is it about the Rybinsk?’ She put her head round the wall. ‘It is, isn’t it?’
Although he half remembered seeing the name on the stern of the supertanker where the boys had been working, London had made no mention of it.
‘Was it the Rybinsk that arrived here with the sick crew?’ he asked.
‘Yes. I’m still waiting to hear what you want.’
‘OK.’ He cleared his throat. ‘I work for the IMB — that’s the International Marine Bureau in London, but for the last three months I’ve been on loan to the Singapore Government.’
‘Doing what?’
‘Does it matter?’
‘Not if you don’t want to tell me.’
Coburn ignored the remark and carried on. ‘About a week ago someone called Sir Anthony Fraser contacted the IMB and told them he had information about the possible radioactive contamination of a Russian ship that was being broken up on a beach in Bangladesh. He said that the crew of the ship arrived here suffering from what could be radiation sickness and suggested it might be a good idea if the IMB were to send someone to check things out.’
‘And that’s you?’
‘I happened to be in Singapore, and I used to know a bit about nuclear radiation, so here I am.’ He paused. ‘Does any of that make sense?’
‘Mm.’ She came back into the kitchen. ‘Yes it does.’ She was wearing a cotton blouse and was buckling up the belt of a pair of shorts while she tried unsuccessfully to inspect the back of her right leg.
‘Let me see that.’ He knelt down. ‘Turn round a minute.’
She had a wound in her thigh, a nasty jagged cut about half an inch long. It wasn’t bleeding, but the edges were puckered and inflamed, and to Coburn it didn’t look too good at all.
‘Well?’ She stepped away from him.
‘How close were you to the shooting?’
‘I don’t know. A hundred and fifty yards or so. Why?’
‘My guess is you’ve picked up a metal fragment from the jacket of a bullet that’s ricocheted off something. Whatever it is, it’s going to have to come out.’
‘You’re an expert on these things, are you?’ She sounded slightly scathing.
‘Just trying to help. Was it you who decided the crew of the Rybinsk had been exposed to radiation?’
She nodded. ‘I hadn’t seen the symptoms anywhere before, so I was really slow to get on to it — you know, because I didn’t believe that’s what it could be. It was only after the men got worse that I started making phone calls and began to think they might be suffering from radiation poisoning. Even then I wasn’t certain.’
‘But you contacted UNICEF anyway.’
‘No. I’m fairly sure UNICEF have forgotten all about me. They only sent me here to write a report on child labour in the shipyards. I’m not supposed to be working as a nurse. Anyway, if I was right, I needed anti-radiation drugs in a hurry, and it takes months and months to get anything out of the UN.’
‘So you got hold of someone else instead.’
She nodded again. ‘Anthony Fraser’s my godfather. He’s a director of a London company of insurance underwriters called Maritime Fidelity. I called him one evening and explained the whole thing to him on my sat-phone.’
‘And he promised to send you this Rad Block and AED stuff you thought I’d brought?’ Coburn was starting to put the pieces together. ‘They’re anti-radiation drugs, are they?’
‘Rad Block is just potassium iodide. It’s been around since the meltdown at Chernobyl and Three Mile Island. But I couldn’t find any in Bangladesh. AED is different. It’s a brand new adrenal gland hormone called 5-androstenediol that stimulates marrow-cell growth. It’s supposed to work really well.’ She paused. ‘Not that it would’ve helped as things turned out. The last crewmember of the Rybinsk died in Chittagong hospital two days ago. He was the cook.’
‘How many have died altogether?’
‘All of them — six Malaysians. Ships that come here to be broken up only have tiny delivery crews.’ She went to stand at the open doors. ‘Now we’ve got this too — dead soldiers, people with bullet wounds and all those poor boys.’
‘Do you think there’s a connection?’ Coburn had already decided there had to be one.
‘I suppose it depends whether you believe certain ships are unlucky.’ She turned round. ‘If you talk to seamen, that’s what they think. Perhaps the Rybinsk is one of those.’
‘It might just be unlucky because of the port it sailed from. Do you know where that was?’
‘Vladivostok on the Russian coast. It was at sea for about three weeks. That’s not long, but it was long enough for whatever’s on board to irradiate the crew.’
‘Nuclear power plant,’ Coburn said. ‘If it’s an old Soviet-era ship, maybe that’s the problem.’
‘That’s what I thought too. But the Rybinsk isn’t nuclear powered.’
‘How do you know it isn’t?’
The question had annoyed her. ‘Because I asked the captain, and because I went to see. And if you think I misdiagnosed the crew’s symptoms, I didn’t — nausea, vomiting, bloody diarrhoea, fever, internal haemorrhages, anaemia and emaciation. How does that sound?’
‘Did you do a white blood-cell count?’
‘Have a look around.’ She kept her voice level. ‘Does this look like a testing lab to you? Why do you think I had to get the men transferred to hospital? The last I heard their white cell count was around two hundred and dropping. Is that low enough for you?’
‘It’s what you’d expect in someone who’s been exposed to a good three week dose of something like six or seven hundred Rem.’
‘So you believe me?’
‘I never said I didn’t.’ He was thinking, wondering how best to locate the source in a quarter of a mile-long steel-hulled vessel that was in the process of being cut up into pieces. ‘I’ll go and have a look,’ he said.
‘You won’t know where to begin. If you haven’t been on board a supertanker before, you’ll either end up being gassed to death at the bottom of an empty tank, or you’ll spend days and days finding your way around.’
Coburn thought she was probably right, but after all the time it had taken him to get here, another day or so wasn’t going to make much difference. ‘Have any of the Bangladeshis got sick yet?’ he asked. ‘I mean the ones working on the ship.’
She shrugged. ‘I wouldn’t necessarily have heard if they have. I’m not running an emergency clinic. I’m just doing what I can for the children. I only got involved with the crew of the Rybinsk because the captain came begging me for medicine. Why do you want to know?’
‘Well, if the shipyard workers aren’t showing symptoms, it’s probably because none of them have been close to the source of the radiation for long enough.’
‘But the crew were?’
He nodded. ‘Maybe for the whole time they were at sea they were sitting right on top of it.’
‘Living quarters,’ she said. ‘Or somewhere near the cabins.’
‘Good place to start looking, don’t you think?’
‘There’s nothing to see. I’ve been inside the deckhouse — when I went to visit men who were too ill to leave their cabins.’
‘You don’t see radiation,’ Coburn said, ‘you hunt it down with a Geiger counter.’
‘Did you bring one?’
‘It’s in my car. If you can put me in touch with someone who can get me on board, I’ll go and have a poke around with it.’
She leaned back against the door. ‘I’ll take you.’
‘How are you going to do that when you can’t walk properly?’
‘You fetch your Geiger counter and let me worry about my leg. I’m good at metal splinters. I’ll have it out by the time you get back.’
Doubting that she would, and in two minds about having her accompany him anywhere, Coburn put his shoes back on and went to see if the imaginatively named Peace, Happiness and Prosperity Company had requisitioned his car for scrap.
They hadn’t. It was still parked where he’d left it, and the Geiger counter he’d bought in Singapore was still in its box inside the boot.
Along this section of the beach, although a few people were standing around watching the last of the ambulances depart, work was being carried on much as it had been before, uninterrupted by an incident that had taken place two shipyards away and therefore of little consequence.
To find out if the same was true elsewhere, on his way back, Coburn made a detour that took him nearer to the Rybinsk.
Except for the electrical cable lying on the mud where the boys had dropped it, there was no obvious evidence left of the events he’d witnessed.
A tracked vehicle was recovering the remains of the burned-out Landcruiser, but otherwise it was hard to believe that anything of significance had happened here at all — proof if he needed it of how cheap life was at Fauzdarhat beach, Coburn thought, and why, no matter how hard people like Heather Cameron tried to change things, they were never going to make a difference.
He’d expected her to be waiting for him at the door. But she wasn’t. She was in the other room lying face down on the bed. Beside her was a saucer on which she’d placed a scalpel and a pair of tweezers.
‘I’m sorry about this,’ she said. ‘I know you’ve only just met me, but there’s not anyone else I can ask. I can’t twist myself round far enough, so you’re going to have to do it for me. I’ve got something to bite on, so you can be as rough as you want.’
‘Forget it.’ He didn’t bother to re-inspect the wound. ‘You’re not that brave. Whatever you got hit with is in too deep. You need a local anaesthetic and a doctor who knows what he’s doing. I’ll drive you to Chittagong.’
‘If I don’t take you out to the ship first you’ll have to wait until tomorrow because of the tide.’ She rolled over on to her back and stood up. ‘My leg’s not that bad, and it’s not going to get any worse in the time we’ll have before the water’s too deep for us to get back.’
It was hardly a persuasive argument, but in the absence of anyone else he could ask, he was half inclined to accept her offer. She was anxious to prove she was right about the radioactivity, he decided, and if, like him, she believed the mayhem on the beach had something to do with the Rybinsk, she’d be equally anxious to find a reason for that too.
‘Well?’ She was waiting for him to agree.
‘OK. Can you find a plaster to stick on your leg?’
‘I thought I’d just let the cut get filled with muck so my leg will turn gangrenous and I’ll have to have it amputated. You’re not very impressed with me, are you?’ She spent a minute or two wrapping a waterproof bandage around her thigh, then reached under the pillow and took out a large flashlight. ‘If we’re going inside the hull we’ll need this and we’ll need some hard hats. I’ve got one for myself, but we’ll have to borrow one for you.’
‘Wait until we get there,’ Coburn said. ‘If the living quarters are in the deckhouse, we might not have to go anywhere that’s dangerous.’
For the first time since he’d met her she managed a faint smile. ‘The whole beach is dangerous. Fauzdarhat averages a fatality a week. Come on, I’ll show you why.’
On their way across the foreshore she was careful where she walked, reeling off the names of carcinogenic chemicals and heavy metals that were converting the beach into what she called a toxic swamp, paying little attention to Coburn until he interrupted her to ask how many ships were processed here each year.
‘Around forty,’ she said. ‘A few years ago it used to be closer to seventy. The yard owners are still making a fortune though. They can make a profit of nearly two million American dollars from a single ship.’ She pointed ahead. ‘More from a big one like the Rybinsk.’
Only twice before had Coburn been this close to a supertanker, on both occasions when he’d been out with Hari on night raids in the Strait of Malacca. Then, viewed in the dark from the deck of a forty-foot launch, the ships had seemed frighteningly large, enormous slab-sided walls of steel sliding by in the blackness as though they’d go on forever.
But the Rybinsk wasn’t just large; it was gigantic. Nor was it at sea weighed down by thousands of tons of crude in tanks below its waterline. It was beached; its exposed hull stretching skywards from keel to deck to a height that he guessed was at least a hundred feet.
Dwarfed by the size of the vessel and looking more like ants than men, lines of Bangladeshis were entering and leaving through the huge hole that had been opened up in the starboard side, but the majority of the disassembly work was being undertaken near the bow on the main deck where, high above him amidst cascades of bright red sparks, scores of men were busy salvaging cargo pumps and cutting up lengths of large-diameter steel piping.
The girl was saying something, struggling to make herself heard above the din of the hammering. ‘We’re lucky,’ she shouted. ‘They haven’t started on the deckhouse yet.’
She took a quick glance at the incoming tide, then led him over to the foot of one of half-a-dozen sets of fabricated steel steps that had been welded to the hull. ‘You go up ahead of me,’ she shouted.
In cooler conditions it would have been an easy enough climb. But at this time of year, with waves of heat rippling off the side of the ship, the experience was thoroughly unpleasant — so much so that by the time she joined him at the top she was drenched in sweat and breathing hard.
‘How’s the leg holding up?’ Now they were on deck and away from the worst of the noise he was able to ask without raising his voice.
‘All right. Do you want to go straight to the cabins?’
‘Might as well. If you know where they are I’ll just follow you.’ He switched on the Geiger counter, uncertain of what the background level of radiation was going to be, but expecting it to be high.
It was, but for a ship that had spent its entire life filled with oil that had been pumped out of the ground from wells all over the world, the reading didn’t seem too bad.
Except for a marginal increase in the level as he approached an open hatch that led into the deckhouse there was little indication that he was on the right track.
‘The cabins are on two upper decks beneath the bridge,’ she said. ‘But to reach the companionway we have to go down this corridor to the dining-room and galley.’
Hatches along the corridor led to what could once have been a laundry and a stripped-out washroom littered with cigarette ends, old newspapers and centrefolds torn from copies of a Russian girly magazine called Medved.
Facing the laundry was a larger room equipped with a urinal and a row of toilet cubicles from which the pipework, the doors and even the hinges had been salvaged.
The galley and dining-room were in a similar state. Nothing of any value remained in either of them. Coburn, though, had barely noticed. Instead, endeavouring not to be distracted by a sudden increase in the frequency of the clicks from his Geiger counter, his attention was focused on a crude hole in the bulkhead that formed the dining-room’s rear wall.
Six feet wide and high enough for a man to crawl through, the hole looked as though it had been flame-cut by someone in a hurry, and when he placed his hand on the surrounding steel it was still quite warm.
Heather had started backing away, evidently alarmed by what had become an urgent and almost continuous clicking from the Geiger counter.
‘It’s OK.’ He smiled at her. ‘It’s not that serious. Just because we’re picking up radiation it doesn’t mean we’re getting a dose that’s going to make us glow in the dark.’
She was unconvinced. ‘What does it mean then?’
‘I don’t know yet.’ He took the flashlight from her. ‘Probably that whatever was behind this bulkhead isn’t here any more.’
‘Because those men in the truck took it away with them?’
‘They didn’t come here for nothing.’ Coburn switched off the Geiger counter and knelt down. ‘Let’s see if we’re too late.’
Illuminated in the beam of the flashlight, two identical wooden crates were standing on the floor inside the cavity. Separated by a gap where a third one could have been, they were the size of small coffins, each provided with a rope handle and bearing a cardboard consignment label printed in what he thought was Russian.
‘What are they?’ She knelt down beside him. ‘What do you think’s inside them?’
‘Who knows.’ Apart from the corner of another label and some fresh wood shavings that could have resulted from the rough handling the missing crate had received during its removal, there was nothing that might provide a clue.
He retrieved the piece of label then ripped off the other two and handed them out to her. ‘Hang on to those,’ he said. ‘And hold the light for me. I’ll pull out the crates one at a time.’
He’d been over optimistic. On his knees, in such a confined space, he was unable to move either of them.
‘Are they too heavy?’ She put down the flashlight.
‘They are for me. See if you can find a piece of steel I can use to lever off the lids.’
‘Won’t that be dangerous?’
‘Not if we’re quick. The crew of the Rybinsk had three weeks of exposure. This is only going to take us five minutes.’ He withdrew his head from the hole. ‘I’m pretty sure the hot stuff is long gone. All we’ve got here is a bit of residual radiation.’
While she was away he made a closer examination of the diningroom, discovering that in order to provide a reasonably undetectable hiding place for the crates, the whole of the bulkhead had been replaced. The welds around the edges were new, the panel was made of thinner steel than the original and, unlike the other walls which were stained with nicotine and streaked with congealed fat from the galley, the new bulkhead was disfigured only by recent heat from the cutting torch and the hole itself.
He was reconsidering the wisdom of opening up a crate when she limped back into the room with a large crowbar in her hands.
‘Will this do?’ She gave it to him.
‘Could be a bit big.’ This time he worked from the outside of the cavity, selecting the left-hand crate and using the weight of the crowbar first to create an opening and then to lever up the lid until the gap was large enough for him to insert the flashlight.
Inside, shielded from any radiation by a thin lead liner, the crate was packed with guns — Russian-made Kalashnikov rifles, still in their factory grease, and wrapped in layers of vapour-inhibiting paper.
‘What can you see?’ she asked. ‘Tell me. I want to know.’
‘Guns.’ He wasn’t sure whether to be surprised or not. ‘Lots of AK47s worth lots of money.’
‘That doesn’t make sense. If they’re worth a lot of money, why did those men leave them behind?’
‘Maybe because they couldn’t shift the crates either, or because they got interrupted by the Bangladeshi Army. They wouldn’t have cared about the guns anyway — not once they’d got their hands on the crate they’d come to get. If it was full of nuclear material they’d have just decided to cut their losses and take off.’
She frowned. ‘And on their way back they just decided to kill and maim those children?’
‘If you’re in the business of running guns and smuggling nuclear waste, you don’t much care who gets in the way.’
‘Really. That’s something else you’re an expert on, is it?’
He pretended not to have heard, getting to his feet with his head pounding from the heat inside the hole and unwilling to spend any more time in the deckhouse. ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘That’ll do us.’
It wasn’t until he’d escorted her back along the corridor and waited while she returned the crowbar to a worker that he remembered to ask her for the labels.
‘Why?’ She laid them on a hatch beside her. ‘What are these going to tell you?’
‘I have no idea.’ He studied the torn piece first. No larger than a cigarette packet, all it had written on it were the letters UROH and the number 39.
It was hardly worth keeping, Coburn thought, and seeing as how the other two labels had come off nothing more sinister than a couple of crateloads of AK47s, London weren’t likely to be interested in them either.
Wondering if he was missing something, he picked up one and had another look at it:
ZAKAZ, PZ16B, SKLAD 17, ZAVOD 38,
HUICHON, JAGGANG

On the second label the PZ16 was followed by a C instead of a B, but was otherwise the same — an indication that, unless he was jumping to conclusions, crate A was the one that had disappeared.
‘Have you ever heard of Huichon or Jaggang?’ he asked.
She shook her head. ‘They don’t sound like places in Bangladesh, though. The names look more like Chinese than Bangladeshi or Bengali.’
‘Yeah, they do.’ Coburn gathered up the labels and stuck them in his pocket. ‘I guess that’s it. I’ll write London a report and fax them copies of these when I get back to my hotel. From there on if the IMB still figure they have a problem they can sort it out by themselves.’
‘So your job’s done, is it?’ She glanced at him. ‘Does this mean you’re just going to walk away?’
‘What do you want me to do?’
‘Don’t you care about what happened to those children today?’
‘Look,’ Coburn said, ‘wherever that radioactive stuff has gone, no one’s going to find it now, and whoever those bastards were who took it, no one’s going to find them either. The world’s a nasty place. You know that as well as I do. You’ll go crazy if you spend all your time trying to make it better.’
‘I know exactly what a nasty place the world is, Mr Coburn, and I don’t need a lecture from you about how many nasty people there are in it.’ Turning her back on him she walked away, endeavouring not to let him see how painful her leg had become, but having to stop and rest before she reached the top of the steel steps.
Coburn let her go. Now that things at the beach had quietened down and he was able to look back on his day, in more ways than one it had been something of a surprise, he thought. As well as being unexpectedly eventful, it had been quite interesting — made more so by the presence of Heather Cameron, the self-assured young woman who’d been responsible for bringing him here, and who, as he’d started to realize over the last half hour, was not only self-assured but also rather pretty.

CHAPTER 3

Three days in Chittagong hadn’t been long enough for Coburn to get a fix on the city’s roads. Yesterday evening on the return drive from Fauzdarhat, the worst of the downtown rush hour had been over, and with Heather acting as a navigator, the hospital hadn’t been too difficult to find.
Today, though, driving by himself and lost in yet another maze of narrow back streets he was beginning to regret his offer to take her back to the beach this morning.
The hospital had been her idea — quicker and easier than searching for a doctor, she’d claimed at the time. It had been easier, but because they’d inadvertently chosen the hospital that had admitted the victims from the beach, the staff had been struggling to cope and were overloaded to the point where by ten o’clock, and having still not been attended to, she’d insisted on Coburn leaving her there for the night.
He’d felt guilty returning to his hotel, where he’d spent the rest of the evening trying to figure out why he did and wondering what it was about her that seemed so different.
By this morning he’d decided that events were colouring his opinion, and it was nothing more than her abrasiveness that was making it hard to get her off his mind.
Ahead of him, an impatient passenger in a rickshaw had persuaded the hapless driver to pull out in to the face of oncoming traffic, forcing an approaching taxi to take to the sidewalk and causing a chain reaction in the line of vehicles behind it.
The opportunity was too good to miss. Ramming his car into gear, Coburn dropped the clutch, following the rickshaw as closely as he could for the entire length of the street, and easing off only at the last minute when he turned left at a monument he thought he recognized.
It was the wrong monument, but by making the turn he found himself travelling along the north shore of Foy’s lake on a wider and altogether more familiar road.
Ten minutes later he was parking the car outside the visitors’ entrance of Chittagong’s Bina Das hospital.
She was waiting for him in the foyer. But she wasn’t alone.
Standing beside Heather Cameron was a tall, smartly dressed man. Black and in his early thirties with closely cropped hair, he was carrying a slim laptop computer and wearing a business suit, a crisp open-necked white shirt and expensive-looking shoes.
He’d seen Coburn and was already coming to say hello.
‘David Coburn, right?’ He shook hands. ‘I’m Luther O’Halloran.’
By the way he spoke, and with a name like that, he was almost certainly American, Coburn decided, someone with a bit of Irish or Scottish in his background. What he was doing here was more difficult to guess.
O’Halloran opened a wallet and removed a small identity card. ‘This is me,’ he said. ‘I work for the US National Counter-Proliferation Centre. I’m based at the Radiobiology Research Institute at Bethesda in Maryland, but a couple of days ago I was told to cancel my weekend and get on a plane to Bangladesh.’
Coburn didn’t bother to inspect the card. ‘If you’re interested in the Rybinsk, you might as well turn round and go home,’ he said.
‘It’s not that simple.’ O’Halloran showed no signs of being disappointed. ‘Particularly now Miss Cameron’s filled me in a bit more.’
‘How did you know she was here?’
‘Same way we heard about the ship — through your people at the International Marine Bureau in London. I didn’t get in to Chittagong until after midnight, so I had a bunch of faxes waiting for me at my hotel. One of them was a transcript of the report you sent to the IMB last night — the one where you said Miss Cameron was in hospital.’
‘You didn’t have to bother her,’ Coburn said, ‘not if all you want is a run down on what happened yesterday. You could’ve called me. The IMB know where I’m staying.’
O’Halloran smiled. ‘I kind of figured you wouldn’t appreciate me waking you up in the middle of the night. It was easier for me to leave a message for Miss Cameron saying I’d meet her here this morning.’
‘And she told you I was coming to pick her up?’
‘She’s explained a few things while we’ve been waiting for you.’
Wishing he’d got here sooner, Coburn went to enquire about her leg.
Instead of saying hello, she reached into her pocket and took out a small piece of polished metal. ‘You were right about this being from a bullet jacket,’ she said. ‘But you were wrong about how deep in it was. One of the doctors hooked it out in a couple of minutes.’
‘Can you walk any better?’
‘Mm. I’ve just got a fresh bandage and some antibiotics to take.’ She lowered her voice. ‘Why does this man O’Halloran want to see us?’
‘I don’t know. Looks like you might have started some sort of international witch hunt.’
‘He’s arranged for a room here where we can talk.’ She glanced at the American. ‘But I don’t see the point — not when I’ve already told him what we found.’
There wasn’t any point, Coburn thought. If the US hoped to recover the missing crate, they either had no idea of how things worked in a place like Bangladesh, or they were looking for a lead they stood not the slightest chance of finding.
On both counts he had misunderstood. Within minutes of them accompanying O’Halloran to a small air-conditioned room in the hospital’s basement, Coburn had started to realize there was rather more to this than he’d imagined.
Displayed on the screen of O’Halloran’s laptop was a red line that had been superimposed on a map of the Far East. Extending south from the coast of Russia, first through the Sea of Japan, and then down in to the East China Sea, the line curled round Singapore on the southern tip of Malaysia before swinging north and ending up in the Bay of Bengal on the south coast of Bangladesh.
‘Route of the Rybinsk.’ O’Halloran pointed at the line. ‘This is what we think. A week or so before the ship sailed from Vladivostok, somebody who knew it was on its last voyage hid a bunch of Kalashnikovs and a crate of Russian nuclear reactor fuel rods behind that bulkhead you found in the deckhouse. Because the shipment was only supposed to be on board for a few days, whoever was doing the smuggling skimped on the shielding for the nasty stuff.’
Coburn interrupted. ‘How do you know that?’ he said. ‘What makes you think the crates were only supposed to be on board for a few days?’
‘I’ll show you.’ O’Halloran pressed a key on his computer to bring up an English translation of the labels Coburn had removed from the crates of guns.
CONSIGNMENT PZ16B, WAREHOUSE 17, PLANT 38
HUICHON, JAGGANG

To Coburn, the words Consignment, Warehouse and Plant seemed no more significant than the Russian originals had been. ‘Are Huichon and Jaggang places in China?’ he asked.
‘No.’ O’Halloran shook his head. ‘They’re both in the northern province of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea — the DPRK, or North Korea to you and me. Plant 38 is the largest armament factory in the world. That’s where the guns were going — probably for distribution to the North Korean army.’
Heather had a question. ‘What about that scrap of torn label we found?’ she said. ‘None of the letters on that match the letters on the other two.’
‘This one you mean.’ O’Halloran pressed another key to display the letters UROH. ‘You’re looking at the end of the Russian word Bjuroh. That translates to the English word Bureau. We know a fair bit about North Korea’s Bureau 39. It’s the most heavily guarded and most highly classified place in the whole country. It’s the headquarters for everything dirty, from counterfeiting to smuggling to drug trafficking. If North Korea wanted a few more kilogrammes of plutonium or enriched uranium for their nuclear programme, Bureau 39 is the outfit that would go out and source it.’
Judging by her expression, Heather was having no more success in keeping up than Coburn was. ‘I don’t understand,’ she said. ‘It doesn’t make sense. If the crates were supposed to go to North Korea, how did they end up in Bangladesh?’
‘Bad luck and bad timing.’ O’Halloran returned the map to his screen. ‘The Rybinsk sailed from Vladivostok on Tuesday, May 20th. The very next day on the 21st, the Japanese coastguard launched a week-long campaign to stamp out piracy right across the Sea of Japan. Mr Coburn here can tell you a whole lot more about modern-day piracy than I can, but as I understand it, the problem’s pretty much out of control everywhere in the world. That’s why the Japanese decided they needed to have a big clean up.’
She looked doubtful. ‘Are you saying North Korea had arranged to pick up the crates while the Rybinsk was passing through the Sea of Japan?’
‘Probably a covert navy team the Koreans sent out to board the ship.’
‘And you think they were caught by the Japanese coastguard?’
‘Right.’ O’Halloran nodded. ‘Good for us. Not so good for Bureau 39.’
‘The crew of the Rybinsk wouldn’t have let anyone on board.’
‘Yes they would.’ Coburn interrupted. ‘It happens all the time. Crews don’t get paid to fight off anyone who wants to board them. They’re not going to risk getting shot or thrown overboard for interfering with something that isn’t their business.’
She studied the map on the screen. ‘Why use a ship at all? Why not just truck the crates from Russia to North Korea? It’s not that far, is it?’
‘Easy answer,’ O’Halloran said. ‘Border controls. Shipping illegal stuff by sea is always going to be a better bet. Who’s going to take any notice of an old tanker on its way to be scrapped in a third world country like Bangladesh?’
Coburn was impressed. Overnight, someone in O’Halloran’s department had done a lot of work, he thought, approaching the problem with the usual urgency that had followed in the wake of 9/11 and whenever the US sensed a nuclear threat from somewhere in the world.
Heather’s perspective was quite different. ‘That’s horrible,’ she said. ‘It means the crew of the Rybinsk were just unlucky. If the crates had been collected on time, those poor men wouldn’t have got sick at all. Instead of that, for the whole voyage whenever they went to the dining-room or the deckhouse they were being exposed to radiation.’
O’Halloran nodded. ‘Pity we don’t know what the actual source of radiation was. By now it’ll either be on another ship, or halfway to North Korea on a cargo plane.’
‘What do you think it was?’ Coburn asked.
‘Probably not weapons grade plutonium or uranium. People have got it into their heads that plutonium-329 and highly enriched uranium-235 are as dangerous as hell. Build yourself a bomb out of them and they are, but in real life they don’t put out that much radiation, and they’re pretty safe to handle if you know what you’re doing. Like I said, if I had to guess I’d go for spent fuel rods from a decommissioned reactor.’
‘A Russian one?’ Coburn said.
‘Bound to be. The old Soviet Union’s awash with the goddamn things, and security in Russia isn’t just bad, it’s non-existent. I guess it doesn’t much matter what it was. The Koreans will be happy to get hold of anything that’s going to help them with their bomb programme.’
‘I thought they’d agreed to give that up.’ Coburn remembered reading about it.
‘They have — after they’d been handed God knows how many billion dollars of aid and an emergency shipment of fifty thousand tons of oil. That doesn’t mean they’ve stopped. With Dear Leader Kim Jong running the country, you can trust Pyongyang about as far as you can spit.’
While O’Halloran had been speaking, Coburn’s thoughts had drifted back to yesterday. ‘Have your guys got a theory about what happened at the beach?’ he said.
O’Halloran nodded. ‘Doesn’t take much to figure out. The way we see it, once Bureau 39 realized there had been a screw up, as soon as the Rybinsk hit the beach at Fauzdarhat they hired themselves a bunch of Bangladeshi hard-men who were paid to cut open that bulkhead and grab the stuff. If you’re buying up nuclear waste, another fifty thousand dollars isn’t going to break the bank.’
Coburn was uneasy. For someone from the US Counter-Proliferation Centre, O’Halloran was being too open and too matter-of-fact, seemingly as unconcerned about the missing crate as he was about the fate of the crew and by the events of yesterday.
Heather too had some misgivings. She’d left the table and was leaning against the wall while she exercised her injured leg. ‘Do you know who told the Bangladeshi Army that something was going on at the beach?’ she asked.
‘According to a commander at one of the barracks, someone phoned to say that men with guns were driving a truck down the access road to shipyard four. He said he wasn’t sure who’d made the call, but thought it probably came from one of the shipyard owners.’ The American switched off his computer and looked directly at Coburn. ‘Which brings me to the call my office made to the head of your department at IMB — to a guy called Rick Armstrong, I think it was.’
Now that the build-up was over, Coburn waited for the crunch, wondering what it was going to be.
‘You see,’ O’Halloran said, ‘Washington’s kind of worried. They want to find out if this is an isolated case, or whether there’s a whole lot of nuclear material going in to North Korea from places that we know nothing about.’
‘What’s that got to do with the IMB?’
‘You know what. That’s why you were sent here, isn’t it? An international organization like the International Marine Bureau can’t afford to have ships travelling all over the world delivering illegal nuclear material to whoever wants it. They want to find out what’s going on as much as we do.’ O’Halloran paused. ‘That’s why your Mr Armstrong has volunteered your services, and why I was asked to come and see you this morning.’
To prevent Coburn from saying anything, the American held up his hand. ‘Before we go any further I need an assurance from Miss Cameron.’ He turned to face her. ‘I assume you know nothing about Mr Coburn’s job.’
‘Why should I?’ She remained leaning against the wall. ‘I didn’t ask him, and he didn’t tell me.’
‘In that case, unless you’d prefer to leave us for a minute, you should understand that for the remainder of this discussion, anything you hear must be kept strictly to yourself.’
She was amused, raising her eyebrows but making no attempt to provide O’Halloran with the assurance he was asking for.
Her response had been the one Coburn had expected, a predictable message to remind the American that he wasn’t in America, and that it might be an idea if he was to pull his head in.
She really was unlike anyone else, Coburn thought, not just because of her attitude, or the way she spoke or even how she looked, but because of something he couldn’t put his finger on.
Today she was wearing a sleeveless blouse, jeans and open-toed shoes — ordinary everyday clothes she’d brought with her from the beach, but clothes that on her looked anything but ordinary. No taller than five foot three, and with her hair tied back in a pony-tail, she had a good figure and rather small pointed breasts that were brushing against the fabric of her blouse each time she flexed her leg.
But it wasn’t her hair or her figure that made him want to keep looking at her, he decided, nor was it the shape of her mouth or the curious flecks in her eyes. It was more because she was unconscious of herself, or maybe because of some kind of underlying sensuality of which he was aware but of which she was not.
‘What’s the matter?’ She’d noticed him staring. ‘Don’t you want me to hear what you do for a living?’
He smiled. ‘It’s not that big a secret. I don’t think my cover’s going to be blown by somebody who lives in a shipping container on a beach in Bangladesh.’
O’Halloran had started glancing at his watch. ‘OK,’ he said. ‘If you’re happy for Miss Cameron to sit in, I’ll get right to it. All I know is that you’re on loan to the Singapore Government, and that by working undercover you’ve infiltrated what’s rumoured to be one of the largest pirate groups operating in the Strait of Malacca. Have I got that right?’
‘Yep.’ Coburn nodded. ‘So what?’
‘So your job’s just got harder. If North Korea’s sourcing uranium or plutonium from Pakistan as well as Russia — and we’re pretty sure they are — the IMB says you’re the guy we need to keep an eye on suspect ships passing through the Strait.’
‘I’m not the guy you want,’ Coburn said. ‘Trust me.’
The American carried on as though he hadn’t heard. ‘Starting next week, the CIA and the National Counter-Proliferation Centre will be supplying intelligence to your people at the IMB, who’ll pass it on to you together with ships’ manifests in the same way they do now. To help you persuade your pirate friends to target vessels that could be carrying illegal nuclear material, we’ll make sure these ships and these manifests include attractive cargo that’s easily off-loadable and easily traded on the international black market. That way you’ll have an excuse to go on board and have a look around.’ O’Halloran placed his hands palms down on the table. ‘Later today you’ll receive a call from London confirming what I’ve just said. In the meantime, are there any questions you’d like to ask me?’
Coburn could think of several. ‘You’re full of shit,’ he said, ‘so is Armstrong and so are the IMB. Have you any idea what it’s like boarding a freighter at night in bad weather, when you don’t know whether you’re going to be running into a battery of anti-piracy acoustic guns, water cannons or a nine-thousand volt electrified deck fence? And if I get through all that and don’t get shot by some crazy captain who’s been taking brave pills, I’m supposed to walk around on deck in the dark holding a fucking Geiger counter, am I?’
‘I’m not going to answer that.’ O’Halloran’s expression remained the same. ‘Nobody expects you to measure radioactivity with the kind of equipment you’re talking about. And you’re not being asked to go searching for weapon-grade pits of hot plutonium. All we need to know is whether or not stuff is being smuggled, and whether North Korea are acting alone or in conjunction with someone else.’
‘Someone else like who?’
O’Halloran shrugged. ‘That’s what you’re going to find out. It could be the Pakistani Government making some money on the side — although Pakistan’s pretending to be as worried as we are about Pyongyang’s nuclear ambitions. If the Koreans aren’t organizing things themselves, it’ll more likely be a terrorist group like the Movement for Islamic Unification who are busy supplying arms to anyone who has a grudge against America, or maybe it’s the owner of one of these shipyards here in Chittagong. It’ll be interesting to see, won’t it?’
Who it would be interesting for, Coburn wasn’t sure. Nor was he about to waste his breath telling O’Halloran to get lost. It was Armstrong who needed to understand what a stupid fucking idea this was, and Armstrong who would have to tell the Americans what they could do with it.
‘Well.’ O’Halloran stood up. ‘I guess we’re done. I want to have a look at those guns on the Rybinsk, so I’ll drive Miss Cameron back to the beach for you.’
‘You’ll get that nice suit of yours messed up,’ Coburn said. ‘And you’ll be wasting your time. The guns won’t be there. If you want to know why, ask Miss Cameron.’
She frowned. ‘How much are rifles like those worth?’ she asked.
‘Depends,’ Coburn said. ‘On the black market in Bangladesh, probably around a couple of hundred dollars each.’
‘Oh. I didn’t realize. That’s six months’ wages for a shipyard worker. So, no, they won’t be there any more. They’ll have been unloaded overnight and sold.’
‘Let me worry about that.’ O’Halloran was as anxious to end the conversation as he was to end the meeting. ‘Nice to have met you, Mr Coburn,’ he said. ‘I’ll be in touch. Good hunting in the Strait.’ Without offering to shake hands he went to hold the door open for Heather.
The American’s abruptness had irritated her. Before leaving the room, she made a point of ignoring him and came over to say goodbye to Coburn.
‘Thank you for yesterday,’ she said. ‘I hope everything turns out all right for you.’
He hoped so too. ‘If you’re ever in Singapore, give me a ring,’ he said. ‘The IMB can tell you where to find me.’
‘Yes, I will. Goodbye.’
After she’d gone, for a while he stayed where he was, wondering why he hadn’t wanted to walk with her to the car-park, but in the end deciding that he had more important things to think about.
How important they were was difficult to judge, but his drive back across town helped clarify his thoughts, and by the time he reached his hotel he had some idea of how best to tackle the new problem he was facing, and had convinced himself that the prospect of getting to know Heather Cameron had always been more imaginary than it had been real.
In the hotel lobby he picked up copies of two English language newspapers, then went to his room intending to telephone London right away.
He was preparing to make the call, and was trying to work out whether or not the IMB office would have closed for the day when he caught sight of the headline and leading article on the front page of the Bangladesh Observer:
FAUZDARHAT DEATH TOLL REACHES 23
Nine shipyard workers and eight members of the Bangladeshi Army are dead following yesterday’s unprecedented raid by armed men on the beached Russian tanker Rybinsk in shipyard number four. The deaths are in addition to those of six Malaysian crewmen who arrived at Fauzdarhat on board the Rybinsk a week ago.
According to US sources, the fatalities are the result of North Korea’s continuing attempts to obtain illegal quantities of uranium or plutonium, and a blatant violation of the 2007 agreement which requires the Pyongyang government to suspend all work on nuclear weapons.
It now seems certain that a week-long anti-piracy sweep undertaken by Japanese authorities in May of this year has had unintended and tragic consequences. By interrupting a North Korean plan to rendezvous with the Rybinsk at sea, radioactive material concealed on board was not recovered on schedule, and remained in place for the entire duration of the tanker’s voyage from Vladivostok to Fauzdarhat.
This in turn caused the deaths of the crew who were exposed to high levels of radiation over an extended period of time, and ultimately forced Pyongyang to recover the nuclear shipment by mounting yesterday’s fatal raid.
Speaking by telephone from Calcutta last night, the Indian owner of the yard, Mr Azim Javed, says he is deeply shocked by events. He is flying to Chittagong today and will be seeing what can be done to assist the families of the victims.
In the meantime, Pyongyang has not responded to growing outrage in other countries. The United States in particular are said to be extremely concerned by North Korea’s continued disregard of its obligations under a recognized international treaty.

Coburn read through the article twice, more surprised by the speed at which the press had got hold of the story than he was about the absence of information on the guns and the lack of comment on how young some of the shipyard victims had been.
To see if any of the broadcast networks were carrying the story he switched on the television, selecting CNN as the channel he thought would be most likely covering the raid.
Rather as he’d expected, a news programme was in progress in which a young woman was interviewing a distinguished-looking, middle-aged man with silver hair who, according to a ribbon crawling across the bottom of the screen, was retired US Brigadier George Shriver from some organization called The Free America League.
The brigadier’s body language was as patronizing as his manner — traits that Coburn had seen before in Iraq when generals and politicians had visited on what were ostensibly fact-finding missions, but which in reality had been poorly received attempts to boost the morale of the US troops.
The BBC World Service had better coverage, but the reports added nothing to what he already knew, and although the other newspaper had a half-page picture of the Rybinsk, and an eyewitness account of the incident provided by a shipyard worker, there was no fresh information in that either.
Having decided it was probably too late to phone London now, for no good reason he could think of, for the next ten minutes he continued watching the interview with the brigadier, wondering if the story had been deliberately leaked by O’Halloran’s department, but soon becoming disenchanted by the familiar rhetoric about the dangers facing the US, and how the only means of protecting the American people was by turning North Korea into a nuclear wasteland.
Annoyed with himself for bothering to listen, he switched off the TV and except for taking a shower and eating dinner alone in the hotel restaurant, spent the remainder of the day doing nothing at all.
By the next morning, in spite of a vague feeling that there might be more behind the voyage of the Rybinsk than O’Halloran thought there was, he was ready to make his call to London, and by the morning after that, having had his future spelled out in a way that left him with no options if he wanted to keep his job, he was pleased to be getting out of Chittagong and equally pleased to be leaving Bangladesh.
For a weekday, the airport was reasonably quiet when he went through check-in, and at gate 17 the departure lounge for his flight was no more than half full.
The plane too was comparatively empty, giving him the opportunity to search for a row of seats where he could have three of them to himself.
He was waiting for a flight attendant to finish pushing her trolley down the aisle when he heard someone call his name.
It was Heather Cameron.
She was sitting by the window of an otherwise unoccupied row he’d just walked past, and was waving to attract his attention.
Hoping she wasn’t going to be stupid enough to pretend this was some kind of coincidence he went to sit beside her while he waited for an explanation.
She attempted a smile. ‘Aren’t you going to say hello?’
‘Depends. What are you doing on this flight?’
‘It’s sort of complicated.’ She leaned back and tried to make herself relax. ‘Mostly it’s because I’ve lost my job at Fauzdarhat. You see, by the time I got back to the beach my place had been broken into and trashed. One of the children told me my container is going to be used for storing asbestos fibre.’
‘Message from the shipyard owners?’
She nodded. ‘They blame me for what happened. They think that if I hadn’t made a fuss about the crew of the Rybinsk, those boys wouldn’t have been killed. I’ve been more or less run out of town, I suppose.’
‘How does that explain why you’re going to Singapore?’
‘It doesn’t. Well, not by itself it doesn’t. If you’ll stop asking questions for a minute I’ll tell you. Once I’d realized I couldn’t work at the beach any more, instead of waiting for UNICEF to send me somewhere I didn’t want to go, I thought I’d see if I could get myself reassigned to an interesting-sounding place I’d heard about — you know, because it would be a change.’
‘And that’s Singapore, is it?’
She shook her head. ‘Not exactly. It’s the village where you’re working in Sumatra. I wouldn’t have known it existed if O’Halloran hadn’t mentioned it while he was driving me back. He only learned about the place himself because of the phone call the IMB made to him.’
Irrespective of how attractive she happened to be — and now she was sitting less than a foot away from him, it was hard not to be reminded — Coburn knew this wasn’t just another complication. As well as the idea being utterly impractical, it was so ridiculous it was out of the question.
‘So that’s your new assignment, is it?’ he said.
‘It was easier to arrange than I thought it would be. All I did was phone my godfather again and asked him to go and see your Mr Armstrong at the Marine Bureau. Mr Armstrong said he’d speak to a contact he had at the UN, and yesterday morning I got a call back from UNICEF.’
‘Giving you the OK?’
‘Mm — as long as I email them my report on Fauzdarhat by the end of next week. I think I saved them the trouble of deciding where I ought to be sent next.’
Although the smile she was giving him was less artificial, she was apprehensive and had yet to regain all of her confidence.
‘You’re out of your mind,’ Coburn said. ‘You don’t understand and you’re not going. Either get off the plane now or wait until you get to Singapore and catch another one to wherever you want to go.’
‘Aren’t there children at the village?’
‘Of course there are children.’
‘Well then, I can write a report on them. You don’t have to be so angry. I took you out to the Rybinsk, so why shouldn’t you show me round this village of yours?’
‘It’s not my village.’ How the hell he was going to explain, he didn’t know. All he did know was that either the IMB had gone mad, or that a senior member of the board must have owed her godfather some enormous favour.
‘I nearly forgot,’ she said. ‘Mr Armstrong says that if you’re not happy about this, you should call him from Singapore.’
Coburn didn’t trust himself to reply, keeping his thoughts to himself until the plane had taken off and only then reopening the conversation.
‘You and I need to sort out a few things,’ he said.
‘We don’t have to do that now, though, do we?’ She pointed out the window. ‘Look.’
Stretched out below and obscured by smoke was the curving shoreline of the shipyards. Here and there he could make out the shapes of half-broken hulls and see bright pinpoints of light where the fires were burning.
The smoke was the best reminder, he decided, a dark, evil-looking shroud smothering a Bay of Bengal beach that was slowly dying in its own filth, and a means of concealing a forgotten part of the world that any self-respecting God would have long ago abandoned and given up for good.

CHAPTER 4

Until today, for the whole of the time Coburn had been based in Singapore, not once had he entertained a young woman in his apartment. There had been plenty of young women, two with apartments of their own, and another whose name he couldn’t remember who had a self-contained flat on the ground floor of her parent’s home. But he’d invited none of them back here, nor had he bothered to see any of them again.
With Heather Cameron he’d been forced to make an exception. She’d arrived on time five minutes ago and was sitting by the window holding the cup of coffee he’d made her while she waited to discover if anything had changed in the two weeks since he’d seen her last.
‘Is your hotel OK?’ he asked.
‘After Fauzdarhat, anywhere with running water is better than OK.’
‘And your leg’s healed up all right?’
‘Yes, thank you. Are you still angry about having to take me to the village with you?’
‘Depends how much trouble you’re going to be when you hear about where you’ll be staying.’
‘You didn’t say anything about that when you phoned.’
‘I hadn’t spoken to Hari then. Hari is the guy who runs the village.’
He took her empty cup and put it on the counter. ‘Did you get your shipyard report off to UNICEF?’
‘One day late, but it won’t matter. I’ve been spending too much time catching up on what’s happening in the rest of the world. I can’t believe the media are still making such a fuss about the Rybinsk. The Singapore Strait Times have been running stories about it almost every day — you know, about North Korea being a threat to world peace unless somebody stops them. The Americans are the worst. They’re paranoid — either that or they’re trying to get other countries on their side.’
‘They think they’ve got the most to lose,’ Coburn said. ‘Or maybe they think they might not have got things right.’
‘How? In what way?’
He didn’t feel like explaining. In the days immediately following his return to Singapore he’d been curious enough to make a few enquiries, but once the new shipping manifests had started arriving from London he’d largely lost interest in the Rybinsk and wasn’t in the mood to go over the ground again.
She was waiting for him to answer her question. ‘Was there something O’Halloran didn’t tell us?’ she asked.
‘No. I just figured that seeing as how I got talked in to babysitting you, Armstrong ought to be happy to tie up a couple of loose ends for me.’
‘What loose ends?’
‘For a start, find out how well the Japanese coastguard got on. The only time the Rybinsk was anywhere close to Japanese territorial waters it was two hundred miles south of North Korea, so I thought I’d see how many Koreans had been caught up in their anti-piracy sweep.’
She frowned. ‘Is that what you asked Armstrong to do — find out?’
‘He asked the CIA to check with the Japanese, then phoned me back to say the whole campaign had been pretty much of a disaster because of a storm that hit the Sea of Japan at the wrong time. The coastguard spent the best part of four days rescuing fishermen who were trying to make it back to Honshu. Do you want to guess how many of them were Korean?’
She shook her head. ‘If there weren’t any, what do you think it means?’
‘I have no idea.’ Coburn had long since given up wondering. ‘O’Halloran was happy to worry about the missing crates, so he can worry about the missing Koreans.’
‘You said loose ends. What else did you ask Armstrong?’
‘Not a lot — just that I figured it might be an idea to see if O’Halloran had spoken to whoever it was who made that call to the army. They’d have had a better look at the truck driver than I did, so there’s a chance they might have recognized him.’
She smiled. ‘I know what you’re going to say. O’Halloran couldn’t find anyone who’d admit using the phone because they would have been scared of making more trouble.’
‘That’s what the Americans told Armstrong.’ Coburn decided it was time to change the subject. He pointed to the carryall at her feet. ‘What have you got in there?’
‘Clothes, antibiotics, electrolytes for diarrhoea, paracetamol, hydrogen peroxide and eye ointment. I didn’t know how much stuff to bring because when we spoke on the phone you didn’t say how many days we’d be away.’
‘As long as the freighter comes through the Strait when it’s supposed to, and if Hari doesn’t change his mind at the last minute, we ought to be back here by the weekend.’
‘Is this a freighter the CIA think might be shipping nuclear material from Pakistan to North Korea?’
‘Apparently.’ He wished he could be certain. ‘According to the manifest, a whole lot of zinc ingots have been put on board as well. Pure zinc is worth around seven thousand dollars a ton, and ingots are easy for Hari to trade. That’s why he’s going after them.’
‘This man you call Hari doesn’t know you work for the IMB, though, does he?’
‘Sure he does. He just thinks I’m making a few dollars for myself on the side. I sell him copies of ships’ manifests and he sells me information about other pirate groups in the Strait. That way I get intelligence to pass on to the Singapore Government, and Hari gets his opposition taken out for him by the government. It’s a good deal for both of us.’
‘Except that you think I’ve come along to spoil things.’
‘No I don’t.’ Coburn decided this was the time to hit her with a few truths. ‘That’s why we’re having this talk,’ he said. ‘You have to understand this whole idea of yours is only going to work if Hari believes I picked you up in Bangladesh. It’s OK for you to play at being a nurse, even though you won’t have any work to do, but for as long as we’re at the village you have to pretend you’re my girlfriend. That means whether you like it or not, we’ll be living and sleeping in the same hut.’
‘Really.’ She had the amused expression on her face he’d seen before. ‘You’ve already told Hari I’m your girlfriend, have you?’
‘Sort of — when he called round to see if I’d got any new manifests for him. He’s looking forward to meeting you.’
‘Should I be looking forward to meeting him?’
‘Probably. He’s a smart guy. He was born in France, but when he was nineteen he left the country after he got in to some kind of trouble and wound up living in a godforsaken mining town in Madagascar. He spent over ten years there dodging bullets and working the mines until he’d learned enough about the business to become a major trader in rubies, sapphires and garnets on the international black market. After he got tired of that, he spent eighteen months as a pirate running down ships off the coast of Somalia, then decided the Strait of Malacca might be a better hunting ground. He can be tough when he’s out on raids, but he’s OK once you get to know him.’
‘Have you gone with him on raids before?’
‘A couple of times. It’s good for my cover. He thinks I do it for kicks.’ Coburn checked his watch. ‘We’d better get moving. He’s expecting us at the wharf at eleven.’
‘You still haven’t told me exactly where the village is,’ she said. ‘What’s the name of it?’
‘It doesn’t have one.’
‘That’s silly. How can a village not have a name?’
‘You’ll see when we get there. We’ve got a fair trip ahead of us, so while I call for a taxi you might want to use the toilet. It’s at the end of the hall.’
Since she’d seemed unworried at the prospect of having to share a hut with him, he didn’t mention it again during their drive to the waterfront, less concerned about their accommodation than he was about whether Hari was going to like her.
He should have known better.
The effusive greeting she received at the wharf showed that Hari had already decided that the village had long been in need of a visit from someone exactly like Heather Cameron.
After introducing himself and unnecessarily kissing her hand he turned to Coburn. ‘So,’ he said, ‘you go to Bangladesh to search for an atomic bomb that is not there, but find this pretty girl instead.’
Hari Tan was in his mid forties, a large man who was running to fat, and of such mixed ancestry that it was impossible to tell where he might have come from. He had wide, square shoulders and greying shoulder-length hair that he refused to cut, either because he couldn’t be bothered or, as Coburn suspected, because he believed it was more suited to his image as a modern-day pirate and village chief.
Today he was evidently in good spirits, carrying Heather’s bag for her while he led her along the wharf to a gangplank that was resting on the deck of one of the village’s ocean-going fishing boats.
Hoping she wasn’t going to get seasick, Coburn followed them on board, making himself useful by pulling up the gangplank and stowing it away before he went to ask why Hari hadn’t brought one of the launches.
‘Ah.’ The Frenchman smiled. ‘Because yesterday when I come, I bring with me that big shipment of mobile phones which you will remember us taking from the Maltese freighter Comino one month ago. I am happy to say that last night in a bar at the Hotel Bedok I meet with a man who gives me a better price for them than I expected.’
‘That’s why you’re in a good mood, is it?’
‘Of course. But I am also glad you and your friend are coming to the village.’ Hari redirected his attention to Heather. ‘You should know my business is not so legal,’ he said. ‘But I am not yet as rich as the insurance companies who pay for the cargo that goes missing, so for a few more years I must keep working.’
‘It’s OK,’ Coburn said. ‘I’ve told her. She understands.’
‘Then if you would care to cast off our mooring we can be on our way before the tide changes and the sea becomes more rough.’ Leaving them at the bow, Hari went to the focsle, waving to Coburn once he’d started the diesels.
Heather had been inspecting one of the deck fittings. ‘What’s this for?’ She pointed at a ring of grease-filled holes in a steel plate that unlike the rest of the vessel was free of rust and showed signs of recent use.
‘Heavy machine-gun mount,’ Coburn said. ‘This isn’t just any old trawler. Don’t be fooled by how it looks. It’s been stripped out, it’s got full GPS, state of the art radar, depth finders, long-range tanks and a pair of brand new MTU diesels.’
‘Everything except a name — just like the village.’
‘It was called the Selina before Hari bought it and painted the whole thing black. The villagers still call it the Selina.’
‘You’re being waved at again,’ she said.
Hari wasn’t just waving. To show he was about to open the throttles he was making a circular motion with his hand.
‘Come on,’ Coburn said. ‘If we stay here we’re going to get wet.’
Accompanied by a shuddering of the hull and a deepening growl from the engines the Selina was quick to gather speed, throwing up sheets of spray from the bow they only just managed to avoid.
Hari was grinning, standing in the wheelhouse with a cigarette hanging from his lips. ‘I nearly catch you,’ he said.
‘Stop showing off.’ Coburn steadied himself against the hatch. ‘What’s the hurry?’
‘I wish Miss Cameron to see this is not an ordinary boat.’
‘My first name’s Heather.’ She smiled at him. ‘I didn’t think it was an ordinary boat.’
‘It is still best for us to make good progress, then you will have an opportunity to see around the village before dark.’
‘How long will we be at sea?’ she asked.
‘Four hours — perhaps a little less.’ After an inspection of his radar screen, Hari eased back on the throttle. ‘From the chart you can see we have not so far to go.’
Although by now the Selina was travelling at a speed for which it had never been designed, for a blunt-nosed trawler cruising at nearly 20 knots, it was handling the conditions well, Coburn thought, and at this rate, providing the sea remained flat further out in the Strait, they’d reach the north east coast of Sumatra in good time and be at the mouth of the estuary by late afternoon.
Heather was still waiting for him to show her where they were going. She was holding on to a rail, squinting in the sunlight watching the receding skyline of the city.
‘Bit nicer than Chittagong,’ he said. ‘No smoke.’
‘I never saw Chittagong or Fauzdarhat from the sea. If we have to cross the Strait, why are we heading north-west instead of west?’
‘Because the village is here.’ Coburn placed his finger on a laminated chart that was mounted on the wheelhouse wall. ‘It’s best for us to keep out of Indonesian waters for as long as we can. This way we don’t have to cross the Strait until we’re more or less level with the island.’
‘This one?’ She pushed his finger aside. ‘Bengkalis island?’
‘Yep. Once we’re round the top of it we’ll be in the estuary of the Panjang river. The village is on the left where that dot is.’
‘Where all these funny little signs are?’
‘They’re marsh symbols,’ Coburn said. ‘The whole east coast of Sumatra is one big peat swamp. That’s why it’s good pirate country. You can’t reach the marshes by land, hardly anyone lives there, and if you’re in the business of raiding ships, every year you’ve got something like fifty thousand of them passing through the Strait right on your doorstep. Nearly half of all the pirate attacks in the world happen right here in the Strait of Malacca.’
‘How many is that?’
‘Seventy-nine last year. It depends a bit on the weather, but this year isn’t shaping up to be much better.’ Because Coburn had been trying not to look at the flecks in her eyes, he was glad when Hari asked him to take the wheel.
‘Time for lunch, I think.’ The Frenchman produced a cool-box from behind the binnacle. ‘At my hotel this morning I ask them to prepare sandwiches and coffee for us.’ He handed Heather a packet. ‘It is not so much, but for today it is the best I can do.’
For the next three hours, the best Coburn could do was to keep the Selina on some kind of reasonably direct course, navigating his way around what seemed to be an unending succession of slow-moving freighters and tankers until they cleared the tip of Bengkalis where Hari once again took over the helm.
From there on, in spite of the tide being in their favour, in places the estuary was so shallow that, even with Hari’s local knowledge, it took them another twenty minutes to reach the flotilla of boats that were anchored along the river-bank and tied up at the village jetty.
For most of their journey down the estuary, Heather had been content to listen to Hari’s travelogue, occasionally wanting to know the names of birds and animals they saw, but in the main keeping her thoughts to herself.
But no sooner had she disembarked and accompanied Coburn to the hut that had been reserved for them than she’d started asking him question after question.
‘Hey.’ He put up his hand. ‘Slow down. If you hang on a second I’ll give you a guided tour.’
‘Is it all right for me to leave my bag here?’
‘This isn’t Fauzdarhat. You could leave hundred-dollar bills lying around, and they’d still be here when you got back. Where do you want to go first?’
‘I don’t mind.’ She glanced around the hut. ‘I didn’t expect anything like this. Why didn’t you tell me?’
‘What?’
‘Bug screens, sliding windows, mosquito nets, curtains, polished wooden floors, nice furniture. Are all the huts the same?’
‘Most of them are a bit bigger than this one. Half the guys Hari has working for him have brought their families here. Come on, there’s a place you need to see where you’ll feel right at home.’
Outside the hut they were met by a group of neatly dressed children who had seen Heather arrive. There were ten or eleven of them; mostly girls who were as fascinated by the colour of her hair as she was by their clear bright eyes, their sparkling teeth and by the earphones and iPods several of them had dangling round their necks.
She stooped to allow a little girl to reach out and shyly touch her ponytail. ‘I can’t believe this,’ she said. ‘Freshly scrubbed children in clean clothes — and with iPods?’
‘Shows what a good social welfare programme can do. There’s nothing third world about this place. No one goes hungry, and anybody who needs medical attention gets taken straight to Singapore. Hari doesn’t mess around.’
Followed by the gaggle of children, Coburn set off along one of the pathways that led to the twenty foot-high pile of timber standing on the village’s southern boundary.
The village itself occupied nearly fifteen acres of cleared and reclaimed swamp. Triangular in shape, and flanked on two sides by marshland and on the other by the green water of the estuary, the clearing was drained by a network of deep ditches and, at some time in the past, the ground had been stabilized and reinforced by layers of hitech geotextiles. The result was a flat, vegetation-free plateau of dry peat on which the huts and pathways had been built.
But the heart of the village and its acknowledged social centre was nowhere near the centre of the clearing. Instead it lay close to the marsh behind a crude façade of piled up timber and lichen-covered concrete slabs.
Coburn was about to spring his surprise on her when they disturbed a yellow-throated marten that had been sunning itself on one of the logs. It scrambled up the heap, drawing Heather’s attention to the satellite disk and the forest of radio aerials he’d been hoping she wouldn’t see.
‘Go round to the side,’ he said. ‘That’s where the entrance is.’
Since his last visit, both of the shipping containers had been repainted and a small wooden veranda had been added to one of them.
He went and opened the door for her. ‘These are a bit more upmarket than yours at the beach,’ he said. ‘What do you think?’
The first of the containers was completely lined, air-conditioned and provided with electric lighting. At the far end, in addition to a pool table, a coffee machine and a well-stocked bar, rows of wooden benches surrounded a flat screen plasma television to form the equivalent of a home theatre, while shelving along the walls was crammed with books, DVDs and a selection of children’s toys.
‘Oh, my goodness.’ She was amazed. ‘Where does the power come from?’
‘A petrol-driven generator. It’s in a shed at the edge of the marsh. That’s why you can’t hear it running.’
She walked over to the bar. ‘And all this is paid for by robbing ships, is it?’
‘It’s a business.’ He’d been half-expecting her disapproval. ‘If you want to start moralizing, have a look at Iraq, or at what some of the big multi-nationals are doing. Modern-day piracy isn’t the best thing that’s going on in the world, but it sure as hell isn’t the worst.’
‘I know that.’ She turned and beckoned to the children who had remained outside. ‘Why won’t they come in?’
‘They know they’re not allowed — not unless they have one of their mothers with them.’ He pointed to a connecting door. ‘Take a look through there and you’ll see why.’
The second container too was air-conditioned, but the purpose of this one was exclusively utilitarian. Fitted out with refrigerators and freezers, it was part warehouse and part cool store, but the majority of the space was taken up by racks of telemetry electronics and by the armoury.
Radio and radar equipment was stacked alongside mines and their powerful attachment magnets, M16 rifles, grenade launchers, radioactivated detonators, grappling hooks and crates of ammunition. On the walls, hanging between the boarding ladders were rows of wetsuits, and on the floor stood numerous boxes of spares and the halogen lights.
‘Nerve centre,’ Coburn said. ‘Hari uses spotters up and down the coast, and he’s in radio contact with local fishermen, but this is where he’ll get the best information on the Pishan.’
‘Is that the name of the freighter you’re supposed to be raiding?’
‘Yep.’ Coburn nodded. ‘It left Karachi on June 9th and it’s due to call in at Singapore on July 7th before it goes on to Wonsan in North Korea.’
‘You know this isn’t my fault, don’t you?’ she said. ‘You want me to think it is, but it isn’t.’
‘What isn’t your fault? What are you talking about?’
‘You having to go and search for signs of radioactivity while Hari and his men steal the zinc ingots. You’d go anyway because you want to go. You’re just pretending it’s part of your job. You expect me to be impressed with the village and all of this, but I’m not. Raiding ships at night might be a big adventure for you, but it’s still wrong. Don’t you care about the people Hari’s stealing from?’
‘Look,’ Coburn said, ‘you wanted to come here. If you don’t like it, I’ll get someone to take you back to your nice hotel in Singapore.’
‘I didn’t say I wanted to go back.’
‘You’d better learn the rules then. First off you don’t talk to anyone about what I have to do on board the Pishan. Is that clear?’
‘Of course it’s clear. I’m not stupid.’
‘The other thing you need to remember is what you have to do if something goes wrong while I’m not around. These marshes aren’t as uninhabited as you think they are. Half-a-dozen pirate groups hang out on this side of the Strait. They all know about this village, and every so often one of them decides to have a go at taking it over. If that happens, there’s only one place you want to be, and that’s where you’re standing right now.’
‘Oh.’ The warning had taken her aback. ‘Is that what those concrete slabs outside are for?’
‘The village can only be attacked from the estuary, so they work pretty well against small arms fire. The ground’s too soft for anyone to try from the marshes. Are you impressed now?’
This time she didn’t reply — probably because she hadn’t realized that life here had a darker aspect to it, Coburn thought, or maybe she’d decided she was getting off on the wrong foot.
For the remainder of the afternoon she was better company, charming everyone he introduced her to and revealing yet another side of her personality. She was interested in everything, wanting him to take her everywhere, listening to his description of the wildlife in the swamp as carefully as she’d absorbed the names of birds that Hari had identified for her earlier in the day, and even stopping to help a woman free an unruly goat that had become entangled in its tether.
They were back at the jetty talking to a skinny, leathery-faced man whom Hari had brought with him from Somalia when news of the Pishan first began to filter through.
‘For the launches, departure in forty-eight hours,’ the man informed them, ‘rendezvous in fifty-three — time enough in which to get ready and to pray to Allah for good weather.’
Over the next two days Coburn was to have more on his mind than the possibility of a change in the weather. As usual, the waiting was the hard part, complicated on this occasion by the feeling that he was somehow becoming responsible for the safety of the young woman he was about to leave to fend for herself.
In spite of her joining him for every meal, sharing a bathroom with him and spending each night sleeping in the bed next to his as though he wasn’t there, he was beginning to suspect that her innocence was contrived and simply a convenient way for her to warn him off.
It wasn’t until the evening of the raid that he received a hint that made him think he might have got things wrong.
Having just returned from a final planning meeting and suffering from an attack of pre-raid jitters, Coburn was standing half-dressed in the bedroom endeavouring to secure a small flattened cylinder under his left armpit, and rapidly losing his temper with adhesive tape that was refusing to stick to his skin.
The cylinder was one part of the miniaturized radioactivity detector the IMB had sent him — a sensing head developed by the US Counter-Proliferation Centre and supplied by the CIA — a piece of equipment so sensitive that, if the instructions were to be believed, it was capable of picking up the gamma ray signatures from just about any radioactive isotope.
Unfortunately, instead of suggesting where to put the damn thing, the instructions were limited to a description of the head itself — in this case a spectroscopic portal monitor containing sodium iodide crystals.
The other part which he’d already tucked under his belt had no such fancy description and seemed to be little more that a chip on which data was stored for subsequent retrieval once the mission had been completed.
Cursing Armstrong for ever sending it, he went to see if Heather could suggest a better way for him to secure it in place.
She could. In less than a minute she’d made a harness from two loops of tape, one to go over his shoulder and another which she wrapped around his chest.
‘There you are,’ she said. ‘Will that do?’
‘It’s fine. Thanks.’ He pulled up the top of his wetsuit. ‘I’m running late and I need to help Hari load the towing hawser. Don’t go wandering off in to the marshes while I’m away.’
‘No. I hope the weather stays fine for you. And I hope the Pishan doesn’t have water cannon or acoustic guns.’ She looked embarrassed for a moment, then suddenly stood on tiptoe and kissed him on the cheek.
Surprised though he was, because he assumed she’d acted on impulse, over the next half an hour, as the shadows lengthened and as the village slowly grew quiet and began to empty, he made himself forget about her.
He was standing in the dark waiting to board the last of the departing launches when he felt a hand on his arm and found that, as though to prevent him from forgetting, she’d taken the trouble to come out on the jetty to wish him good luck and say goodbye.

CHAPTER 5

On this his third trip into the Strait at night, Coburn had expected to be less on edge. But he wasn’t, mostly because tonight’s exercise was going to be unlike the other two, he decided. Instead of it being simply a question of boarding a ship at gunpoint to off-load a cargo that was easy to handle, this was an altogether more complicated operation in which he’d been forced to play a role he hadn’t played before.
The role of the Selina was more complicated too. Under the captaincy of Hari’s skinny Somalian colleague, it had left the village early in the afternoon, heading out in to the Strait alone to identify the Pishan while there was still sufficient daylight to do so, and since then had been shadowing the freighter under the cover of darkness, waiting for the four high-speed launches to make first contact with their target.
In the last ten minutes Hari had become busier, swearing over his radio alternately in French and English whenever the crews of the three lead launches were slow to report their positions or follow his instructions.
He was chain-smoking too, lighting one cigarette after another and spitting out the ends over the side at increasingly short intervals.
‘If you stop smoking you’ll have more time to yell into your radio,’ Coburn said.
‘I tell these men what they must do, yet still they must be reminded.’ Hari pointed ahead. ‘We receive good co-ordinates from the Selina, yes?’
In the moonlight, the Pishan was as easy to pick out as it was to recognize. It was a Liberian-registered lighter-aboard-ship vessel known as a LASH, a twenty-year-old special-purpose freighter that was carrying its cargo in a dozen or more sixty foot-long steel lighters or barges that were lined up between the rails of the movable crane that spanned its deck.
Hari lit another cigarette. ‘The manifest lists thirty tons of zinc ingots in lighter nine,’ he said. ‘But there is no mention of how many men we will find on board.’
Coburn couldn’t see it mattering much. ‘As long as there’s someone who knows how to drive the crane, what do you care?’ he said. ‘You’re not worried about running into trouble, are you? It’s only a freighter.’
‘Always it is best to know the size of the crew. Even if our bluff works well, if the captain thinks he is cleverer than we are, things can still go wrong for us. I am more worried about what it is the Selina must do afterwards.’
Coburn could understand why. Forcing the Pishan’s crew to unload the lighter containing the ingots was one thing, but Hari’s master plan made no allowance for the risk to the Selina later on. As well as acting as a mother-ship to the launches and having to tow the lighter across busy shipping lanes in the middle of the night, both the Selina and the lighter were steel-hulled vessels that would be easy to track by radar if someone was to bother — a problem not shared by the wooden launches which were largely invisible to shore-based or ship-borne installations.
And then there was the problem of the early sunrise, Coburn thought. At sometime before dawn, the crew of the Selina still had to reach the deep-water inlet that lay seventy-five miles further up the coast where they would sink the lighter, and where it would remain sunk until Hari found a buyer for the ingots.
By now all of the launches were ready and preparing to close in, swiftly moving shadows that, but for their wakes, were almost impossible to see in the dark. Keeping pace with them, 500 yards away, the Selina was equally indistinct, a larger shadow that was there one minute and gone the next, visible only when the moon broke through the clouds.
To Coburn the whole scene had an air of unreality about it. He was standing at the stern of the launch, less conscious of his nerves than he had been earlier, but unable to rid himself of the feeling that Hari’s bluff was never going to work.
Hari himself had no such doubt. He was using his radio again, this time with greater urgency, first instructing his men on the leading starboard launch to raise their bamboo pole with the mine and its magnets on it, and then, once he’d received confirmation that the mine had been attached to the Pishan’s hull, telling them to back off to a safer distance.
‘Well?’ Coburn was waiting to hear if the operation had been successful.
The Frenchman handed him a radio receiver. ‘With that you can listen for yourself,’ he said. ‘The mine is in position above the waterline four metres aft of the hawsehole for the anchor chain.’
The news was good, but not sufficiently reassuring to eliminate the knot in Coburn’s stomach. He was still apprehensive, knowing this was the easy bit, and until someone tried to get on board they would have no idea of the level of resistance they might encounter.
Hari was endeavouring to read a piece of paper in the moonlight. ‘If this information you give me from the IMB is correct, the captain’s name is Juan Celestino,’ he said. ‘So I think we shall alert him with our halogens to find out how pleased he is to hear from us.’
Coburn had seen the halogen lights in use before. The technique was intended to intimidate, illuminating the entire vessel in intense white light to blind any crew members who were keeping watch, but only switched on in two or three second bursts to prevent the lights and the launches from becoming targets.
On the one occasion that Coburn had witnessed the strategy in action, the response had been unexpected — a volley of rifle fire from a well-armed crew who somehow or other had received warning of an imminent boarding. Two of Hari’s men had been wounded, and only after a half-hour of negotiation and threats had the captain been persuaded to relinquish control of his ship.
Tonight there was no gunfire. The first burst of light had lit up the Pishan from bow to stern, revealing details of the freighter that had been impossible to see before, but so far it had generated no reaction of any kind.
To find out why, Hari used his radio to contact the bridge. ‘My name is Fuente,’ he said. ‘If I am not already speaking to Captain Celestino, you have thirty seconds to get him out of bed before I detonate mines which have been attached to your ship’s hull three metres below your waterline. These mines will also be detonated unless you immediately switch off your Automatic Identification System, or if any member of your crew attempts to communicate with other ships on other radio frequencies, or uses satellite phones, flares or issues distress signals of any kind, by any means.’
A delay of one or two seconds was followed by a crackling over the radio and the sound of someone coughing. ‘This is Celestino. What do you want?’
‘Good evening to you.’ Hari looked relieved. ‘I have four boats and twenty men alongside your vessel,’ he said. ‘You will maintain your present course but reduce speed to not more than five knots to allow my men to board you. Should you refuse to comply with these instructions, I will at once stand off and fire the mines. Do you understand?’
‘Yes, I understand.’ Celestino sounded nervous. ‘You have still not told me what you want.’
‘We shall discuss it once I am on board and I have the pleasure of meeting you.’ Hari took a small transmitter from his pocket. ‘In the meantime, to prove I have the capability to do what I have said I can do, please inform your crew that this is a demonstration only.’ He grinned at Coburn, then pressed a button on the transmitter.
From the bow of the Pishan a brilliant flash of light was followed by a blast that left Coburn’s ears ringing. He was dazzled for several seconds, unable to tell whether the mine had actually holed the hull.
Whether it had or not, the so-called demonstration had changed his mind about how effective Hari’s bluff was likely to be, and it was difficult to imagine any captain wanting to find out if his ship was carrying more mines below its waterline.
The captain of the Pishan elected not to take the risk. The wave at the freighter’s bow started to drop, and at the same time the throbbing of its diesel began to ease.
Pleased that things were going well, Hari had temporarily stopped smoking. He spent one or two minutes talking over the radio to his men then, after making contact with the Selina and unlashing one of the boarding ladders, put a fresh clip into his M16.
‘Are you going up first?’ Coburn asked.
‘Always I am an example to my men.’ The Frenchman grinned. ‘But tonight only because I am sure there will be no surprises for us. Even so, I think it prudent for you to stay here until we can be certain.’
Of the nineteen villagers Hari had brought with him, two men in each launch would remain behind, one at the helm, the other to act as an armed backup and to operate a halogen light in the event of an emergency.
The eight men that formed the boarding party had a more dangerous job. Calm though the sea was, Coburn knew how difficult it could be to scale a moving ladder in the dark — an acquired skill requiring a combination of balance and physical strength.
To simplify his own job he’d been making his own plans, trying to think of an excuse that would allow him to conduct his search of the Pishan without attracting too much attention.
The best opportunity would come while the lighter was being offloaded by the freighter’s crane, he decided, maybe the only real chance he’d have, unless there was going to be trouble in which case he’d be lucky to get on board at all.
There was no trouble.
Ten minutes after the last of the men had vacated the launches, Coburn received the all clear on his radio.
‘You may join us aboard,’ Hari said. ‘Captain Celestino tells me it is not possible for lighters to be unloaded from a moving ship, so he must first cut his engine. If you wait until the Pishan is drifting in the current you will find your transfer from the boat to be straightforward.’
Coburn wasn’t in the mood for waiting. He spoke briefly to the launch’s helmsman, asking him to narrow the gap between the two vessels, then as soon as the boarding ladder was within reach, made a grab for it, hauling himself up until he was able to secure a foothold on a lower rung.
The rest of the climb was easy, made easier by the lack of swell and because by now the freighter had lost what little forward speed it had.
On deck, under the guard of Hari’s men, the crew of the Pishan were grouped outside the aft superstructure — the only part of the ship not taken up by the parked crane and its cargo of flat-topped lighters.
It wasn’t hard for Coburn to see how anxious the captain was. Unlike the members of his crew who were keeping together and avoiding eye contact with anyone in the boarding party, the Pishan’s captain was standing in a pool of moonlight by himself. He was a taller man than Hari, perhaps a Brazilian or a Colombian but, in the absence of a single gun to back him up, a less imposing figure and someone who knew when he was at a disadvantage.
While arrangements to operate the crane were being finalized, Coburn had a look around, realizing he’d misjudged the size of the lighters. Although on a vastly smaller scale than the cavernous oil tanks of the Rybinsk, they were equally inaccessible without the right equipment, and unlikely places for anyone to conceal a consignment of fuel rods or nuclear waste.
In which case his job was going to be much easier, he thought. If indeed his detector was going to pick up radiation, it probably wouldn’t be coming from the lighters, but from inside the superstructure below the bridge.
He began walking over to the deckhouse hatch, but had taken only a few steps when something stopped him in his tracks.
Had the Pishan’s crew not been blocking his way, he wouldn’t have given them a second glance, and if he hadn’t given them a second glance he’d never have recognized one of the men.
It was the truck driver who’d pulled up behind him on the road to Fauzdarhat, the man who later on the same day had run down the children so brutally at the beach.
The man had been quick to conceal his face in shadow, but he hadn’t been quick enough.
His features were unmistakable, as ingrained in Coburn’s memory as the images of the bloodstained bodies of the children. And he was here — right here in the Strait of Malacca, standing in the dark on board a foreign freighter bound for Singapore and North Korea — a coincidence so improbable that Coburn knew something was about to go terribly wrong.
Forcing himself not to hurry he went to find Hari.
‘Listen to me,’ Coburn said. ‘This is a trap. I’ll explain later. Get all your men over to the rail and tell them they’re going to have to jump. Pretend they’re in the way of the crane.’
‘I think there is no danger.’ Hari was unconcerned. ‘Without weapons the crew cannot surprise us, and we have checked for more men or hidden guns.’
‘I don’t give a shit what you think or what you’ve checked. If you don’t do something right now, we’re all going to wind up dead.’ Coburn had noticed a change in the captain’s demeanour. Instead of continuing to look distressed, the man was scared witless, his eyes focused on the lighter nearest to the bridge.
Coburn had underestimated Hari’s sense of self-preservation. The Frenchman had seen what Coburn had seen, and Hari Tan was a man who had only stayed alive this long by relying on his instincts.
He acted immediately, shouting a command to his men and using his radio to alert the Selina and the launches.
It was a mistake: Hari’s warning was a trigger.
Before Coburn could make it to the starboard rail, hatches on the top of the lighter were thrown open, and muzzle-flashes stabbed out at him from the dark.
If he hadn’t been moving fast already he would never have reached the rail at all.
Deafened by gunfire and with ricochets screaming off the deck between his feet, he sprinted the last few yards and hurled himself over the side into open space.
His impact with the water was severe, ripping off the hood of his wetsuit and driving every vestige of air from his lungs.
Winded and disoriented he fought to regain the surface, using all his strength to kick his way upwards until he was able to take in his first desperate breath.
To his right, the freighter was once again being bathed in light from the launches in a frantic and futile attempt to blind the gunmen on the Pishan who were redirecting their fire to finish what they’d started.
Coburn didn’t hesitate. With bullets smacking into the water all around him he gulped in another lungful of air then, keeping as close to the freighter’s hull as he could, headed straight back down.
The bullets followed him. He could hear them and see the trails they left behind — lethal spears of light-filled bubbles that with each burst from the halogens were moving ever closer.
But he neither heard nor saw the hand grenades.
Accompanied by a searing pain in his side, the blast from the first one was bad enough.
The shockwave from the second was much worse, slamming his head against the hull so hard that he was glad when the blackness took away the pain and he found he no longer had the need to breathe.

CHAPTER 6

Now Heather had pulled back the other curtain to let more light into the hut, every time she leaned over him she had the afternoon sunshine in her hair, a distraction that, for the moment, Coburn could have done without.
‘Your Mr Armstrong isn’t going to be very pleased with you,’ she said.
‘Because he won’t know whether the Pishan is carrying nuclear stuff, or not?’
‘No.’ She showed him a piece of twisted aluminium that she’d just extracted from his armpit. ‘Because these bits are all that’s left of his nice radiation detector. When are you going to tell the IMB they won’t be getting it back?’
‘It didn’t belong to them. The CIA got it from O’Halloran’s outfit, and they won’t care. No one’s going to care.’
‘You ought to. If you hadn’t been wearing it, you’d be dead.’ She used her tweezers again. ‘I know this hurts, but I’ve nearly finished. You don’t realize how lucky you were.’
He didn’t need reminding. Of the men who had been rescued by the launches, three members of the boarding party were suffering from gunshot wounds, and two of the Pishan’s crew were dead, killed in the water after they’d abandoned their ship in a vain attempt to avoid the crossfire on the deck.
That the raid had been a disaster was not in doubt. The reason for the disaster was something Coburn had been struggling to figure out ever since he’d regained consciousness in the bottom of one of the launches.
Because Heather had so far made no mention of the Selina, he asked her if it had returned to the village yet.
‘It came in about an hour ago. That’s where I’ve been — patching up the men who got hurt. Why?’
‘Did Hari say when he’d be coming to see me?’
‘When he’s finished talking to their families. He’s impressed with you. He said if you hadn’t realized it was a trap you’d probably all be dead.’
‘And he wants to know how I guessed.’
‘Mm.’ She looked at him. ‘So do I.’
Unlike Hari who, after transferring his injured men to the Selina, had chosen to accompany them on a gentler but slower return trip, Coburn had elected to remain on the launch that had picked him up, hoping to arrive back early so he could assemble his thoughts before he was presented with questions for which he had no good answers.
Even now, the few answers he did have made little sense and he was far from being ready to offer anything in the way of an explanation.
Heather had stopped probing his armpit for more fragments of aluminium. ‘Aren’t you going to tell me?’ she said.
‘It wasn’t a trap for Hari: It was a trap for me. The guy who was driving that truck at the beach was on board the Pishan. He was standing right in front of me. Whatever the connection is between what happened last night and what happened at Fauzdarhat, it isn’t Hari.’
‘So you’ve decided you’re the connection?’ She looked doubtful.
‘Or you,’ Coburn said. ‘The only three people who have anything in common with last night and a ship-breaking yard thousands of miles away are you, me and that driver.’
‘It doesn’t mean he was on board the Pishan to kill you.’
‘It does if that’s the new job he’s been given. Whoever it is who wants me out of the way must have known the Pishan was going to be raided and somehow or other they knew I’d be part of the boarding party.’
‘How could they?’ Her cheeks started to go red. ‘You don’t think it was me, do you?’ she said. ‘I didn’t tell anyone.’
‘If it wasn’t you or me, and if it wasn’t Hari, that only leaves two other people.’
‘You mean O’Halloran — or Armstrong at the IMB?’
‘Or both of them,’ Coburn said. ‘Which it can’t be — not when it was the IMB that sent me to find you in Bangladesh, and not when it was the CIA and O’Halloran’s Counter-Proliferation Centre who wanted me to check out the Pishan on their behalf. Have you got any more bright ideas like that one?’
‘No. I don’t really trust the Americans though.’
Coburn grinned at her. ‘Because you think they’re paranoid about North Korea?’
‘They are.’ She made him wince by swabbing hydrogen peroxide over his cuts. ‘After you’d left last night a girl called Indiri came to see me. She’s the wife of one of the men who got hurt. I think Hari had asked her to make sure I was all right while you were away. She said that whenever her husband’s out on a raid she stops herself from worrying about him by watching satellite television all night. So I went with her.’
‘And?’ Coburn put his shirt back on.
‘If you’d spent hours watching TV broadcasts instead of getting yourself knocked out in the middle of the Strait, you’d know exactly how paranoid the Americans are. CNN were running a story about Israel intercepting a huge shipment of guns that North Korea had sold to the Palestinians, and FOX TV was going on about how US soldiers had discovered a whole lot of short-range Korean missiles that were being smuggled into Iraq.’
‘I’ve told you.’ Coburn said. ‘That’s how the Americans are since 9/11.’
‘I know. But the media are making things worse. That dreadful Brigadier Shriver from the Free America League was on the news again. It’s crazy putting people like him on TV. All it’s doing is frightening half of America into believing North Korea’s going to launch nuclear missiles at Hawaii or Los Angeles or somewhere.’
‘Plenty of blowhards like Shriver around. Never mind him. How’s Indiri’s husband?’
‘As long as there’s no infection and I keep changing his dressing, he’ll be fine.’ She smiled. ‘And so will you — or you will be when your headache goes.’
‘It’s pretty much gone already.’ It was a lie, but the longer she kept fussing the less time he’d have to figure out what he was going to say to Hari, and the less time he’d have to decide whether, as a consequence of last night, she might be in danger too.
‘I don’t think this is the best place for us to be right now,’ he said. ‘You’ll be safer back in Singapore. I’ll organize a boat for tomorrow.’
‘Not for me you won’t.’ She compressed her lips and put a hand on her hip. ‘You can’t tell me what to do or where to go. I’m not leaving while I’ve got patients here.’
In no mood for an argument he changed the subject, asking if O’Halloran had said anything to her at the beach that hadn’t sounded right.
She shook her head. ‘Not that I can remember. Why?’
‘Armstrong will be expecting to hear from me, but before I call him it’d be handy to know whether he’s involved, or if it’s O’Halloran who’s the problem.’
‘You said you didn’t think either of them were. Anyway, it won’t be Armstrong, will it — not when you’ve known him for so long? Wasn’t it him who got you the job at IMB to start with?’
By a slip of the tongue she’d given herself away. But before Coburn could find out how she’d uncovered the information, Hari appeared in the doorway.
‘Ah. I see you are receiving special attention.’ The Frenchman came into the room. ‘You are feeling better?’
‘Getting there. How about you?’
‘I am more fortunate. On the port side from which I jump only one grenade is dropped into the water. You and I are both lucky, I think.’
‘Luckier than those other three guys of yours,’ Coburn said. ‘Look, I’m really sorry. The whole bloody thing was my fault.’
‘No, no. Your warning saves many lives. You must not blame yourself for what has happened.’
Coburn wasn’t certain whether he was blaming himself or not. Two weeks ago, after he’d returned from Bangladesh, he’d provided Hari with an edited account of what he’d found on board the Rybinsk, but had avoided mentioning his new assignment and, at the time, had glossed over the incident of the truck driver and the children, not believing it to have any relevance. But it sure as hell did now, he thought, although whether that was going to help solve the puzzle of which he seemed to have become a part was a lot more doubtful.
‘So.’ Hari found a chair to sit on and lit up a cigarette. ‘On the Pishan before we are fired upon you promise me an explanation,’ he said. ‘I am looking forward to hearing it.’
‘It’s not much of one.’ On this occasion, with Heather’s help, Coburn didn’t leave out anything, starting with his first encounter with the truck on the road to Fauzdarhat before he went on to describe how the IMB had coerced him in to acting as an agent for the US Counter-Proliferation Centre. When he’d finished he let Heather fill in the gaps and summarize his suspicions about Armstrong and O’Halloran, interrupting her only at the end to point out that his distrust was based on nothing more than guesswork.
‘I see.’ Hari had been listening carefully, drawing on his cigarette from time to time, but seemingly more interested than he was disturbed by what he’d heard. ‘Why had you not informed me of this before?’ he said.
‘Because until last night it was none of your business.’ Coburn was careful not to sound too conciliatory. ‘Why would I want to tell you about it? I don’t ask you who your buyers are, or how much money you make from a raid. I get paid to do a job, and you get paid if you do yours.’
‘And, of course, Miss Cameron is paid to do hers.’ Hari turned to smile at her. ‘Although I am sure not as much as she deserves. My men are grateful for what you do for them. It is good you are here.’
‘I’ve treated gunshot wounds before,’ she said. ‘The ones your men have aren’t life threatening or anything.’
‘For which we have Mr Coburn to thank. Had we been successful, such injuries would have been a small price to pay for two hundred thousand dollars’ worth of zinc ingots, but since we have nothing to show for our trouble it is a pity to have returned with casualties of this kind. I shall see what can be done to rectify the matter.’
‘Cut your losses,’ Coburn said. ‘Leave it alone. It’s not your problem: it’s mine.’
Hari clearly didn’t think it was. ‘For a man who has become a target and who no longer knows who he may trust, you are either brave or very foolish,’ he said. ‘Will you seek help from the IMB perhaps? Or do you prefer to put your faith in this man O’Halloran whom you have met only once at a hospital in Bangladesh?’
‘Look,’ Coburn said, ‘get yourself more mixed up in this than you already are, and it’s not going to do your local reputation any good, is it?’
‘While you are a guest at my village it is not your place to say what is good or what is bad for my reputation. I will decide. But first, provided the Pishan has not yet berthed in Singapore, I shall learn more about this man who sets his trap for you.’
‘He didn’t set it by himself,’ Coburn said. ‘He was only on board to identify me and show those guys in the lighter who they were supposed to be shooting at.’
‘His men are of no consequence. Like those he employs to help him in Bangladesh, they will have been no more than hired guns. From your own experience in Iraq, you know that wherever in the world you go today such people are easy to find. You have only to look around this village to see how easy.’ Hari stubbed out his cigarette and got to his feet. ‘Please to leave everything in my hands. In the meantime you and Miss Cameron must excuse me. I have much to do. There are bullet holes in the launches to repair, and since we use a lot of fuel last night our supplies run low so I must send for more.’ He smiled again at Heather before he went to the door. ‘Life is full of interesting surprises, is it not?’
For Coburn the biggest surprise was the Frenchman’s calm acceptance of the situation. He’d asked few questions and hadn’t even bothered to find out the true reason for Heather being here.
When he’d gone she asked why it was Hari wouldn’t call her by her first name.
‘Hari fancies himself as a gentleman pirate. It’s part of his act.’
‘It’s a better one than yours. I don’t think he’s ever believed I’m your girlfriend. Why would he when you’re always more interested in discussing things with him than you are with me?’ She snapped down the lid of her medical kit. ‘I didn’t know you’d been in Iraq. How long were you there?’
‘Nine months,’ Coburn said. ‘It was a long time ago.’
‘You’re doing it again. If you don’t want to talk to me about it, I’ll go and see to my other patients. If your bruise hurts take some Panadol. I’ll leave a box in the bathroom for you.’
In an attempt to get rid of the cotton wool in his head, as soon as she’d gone he swallowed four of the tablets, hoping they’d help to clear his mind, but over the course of the afternoon discovered that the best remedy was to go and sit out on the jetty where, if he closed his eyes and dangled his feet in the water, he was almost able to forget Iraq and even stop himself from thinking about last night.
By evening he was feeling a good deal better and was pleased when Heather returned to the hut from wherever she’d been or from whatever she’d been doing.
She seemed preoccupied with something, inspecting his bruise before she asked if he’d eaten anything yet.
‘I’m OK,’ Coburn said. ‘I’m not hungry.’
‘I’m not either. Indiri made me dinner. I think it was to thank me for fixing up her husband.’
‘How’s her English?’
‘About the same as the shipyard workers.’ She went to fetch herself a glass of water before coming to sit down facing him across the table. ‘I wasn’t telling the truth,’ she said. ‘I already knew you’d been in Iraq.’
‘Who told you?’
She smiled. ‘I’m a nice girl. I don’t go out with men I don’t know — especially someone who has a job like yours. You don’t really think I’d have got on that plane in Chittagong with you without doing some checking, do you?’
‘Answer the question. How did you find out?’
‘The same way I found out you were nearly court-martialled by the British Army for something you did there.’
It wasn’t hard for him to guess how she’d got hold of the information. With a fairy godfather like hers, obtaining a copy of his IMB file would have been as easy as making another of her phone calls, he thought. One call and she could have had what she wanted by the next day.
‘I wasn’t trying to pry,’ she said, ‘not in the way you think.’
‘You don’t know what I think.’ He tried to make up his mind. ‘You really want to know about Iraq, do you?’
She nodded. ‘I sleep in a bed right next to yours every night, but even when you do talk to me you never say anything about yourself.’
To make it sound as though he didn’t care, he kept it brief. ‘Remember those Iraqi weapons of mass destruction?’ he said.
‘The ones that weren’t there?’
‘Fourteen months after the Americans went into Iraq they decided that the reason they hadn’t found any was because they had the wrong people searching for them. I’d just come off a nuclear hazard course, so the British decided to lend them me.’
She sipped at her water. ‘But you couldn’t find any either.’
‘I didn’t spend that much time looking. Half the places we went to were under the control of Sunni insurgents, so we were too busy keeping out of trouble. Everything was booby-trapped — shops, rubbish bins, doorways, parked cars. You couldn’t even stop to pick up the bodies of women and children that had been left rotting in the streets because of IEDs that had been hidden under them, or inside them.’
‘What are IEDs?’
‘Improvised explosive devices. It was a couple of those that caught me out.’
‘Oh.’ Her expression changed. ‘I didn’t realize you were injured there.’
‘I wasn’t. I was with a bunch of Americans driving through a town call Baqubah about thirty miles north of Baghdad. We were in two Nyala RG31s — they’re armoured troop carriers. It was the kind of day when you just knew you were going to run out of luck. It was as hot as hell and we were heading down the west side of town when the driver of the carrier ahead of us had to get past a dead horse that was lying in the gutter on one side of the street and a burned out pickup truck on the other. It didn’t look dangerous and I didn’t think too much about it until I saw a woman standing behind a wall with a radio transmitter in her hand.’
‘And it was a trap?’
Coburn nodded. ‘The horse and the pickup had both been rigged. I had just enough time to see the woman press a button before the explosion blew the leading RG31 to bits. There were four guys in it who died, and a twenty-year-old girl from Boston.’
‘What did you do?’
‘I was the first one out of our carrier, so I was the one who shot the woman. I shot her four times. Big mistake.’
‘I don’t see why. Anyone would’ve done the same.’
‘Not if they were smart, they wouldn’t. It was exactly what the Sunnis wanted. They’d set up cameras all along the street so they had great video footage of what I did. You can guess how it looked and sounded on tape — defenceless mother of two executed in cold blood by British soldier. The whole thing was screened on TV right across the country on the same night.’ He paused. ‘Are you happy now?’
She wouldn’t meet his eyes. ‘Was the idea of a court-martial just to satisfy the Iraqi Government?’
‘Pretty much. I got locked up for a month until the press had forgotten about what happened, then I got a discharge and was sent home.’
‘Is that why you took the job with the IMB — because that meant you could lose yourself in a place like this? Was that the reason?’
‘Sort of. I’d met Armstrong a couple of times in Baghdad. He was out there for a while running the IMB office in the Green Zone. When I got back to England he gave me a ring and asked if I’d be interested in working for him. I didn’t have anything else to do, so it sounded like a good idea at the time.’
‘But now you’re not so sure?’
Coburn wished he knew. ‘Depends what he has to say about the Pishan, and whether I’ll get a chance to ask him about O’Halloran.’
To avoid having to do any more explaining, Coburn went to rescue a swamp moth that had either found its way into the hut during the day, or come in with Heather while the bug screen had been open.
He caught it in his hand and took it outside, not releasing it until he’d carried it over to the edge of the marsh where there was less light and where the noise of insects was all around him.
The sound had become almost too familiar, he thought, a reminder of how many nights he’d been here and of the need to place his call to London so he could begin to finalize his plans to go somewhere else.
Not yet certain of what he was going to say he made his way across to the armoury, collected a satellite phone from one of the racks then wandered back outside to sit on the veranda steps and keyed in the number of Armstrong’s office.
Armstrong was slow to answer, and from his tone of voice it was impossible to judge whether or not he’d been anticipating the call.
‘Thought I’d better fill you in on the Pishan,’ Coburn said.
‘When are you sending the chip?’
‘You won’t be getting any chip. It was a screw-up. Someone got to hear about the raid ahead of time.’
‘How do you know that?’
Coburn was ready for the question. ‘There were people waiting for us who had enough firepower to knock over half the pirates in the Strait,’ he said. ‘It was an ambush. I’m calling to find out where the leak came from.’
‘How would I know? If there’s been a leak it didn’t come from this end. Try finding out which one of your pirate friends has done a deal behind your back.’
‘I will.’ Coburn kept his voice level. ‘Who else knew besides O’Halloran?’
‘Ask him. All the requests we received from the States came through his Counter-Proliferation Centre. But it won’t be them, will it? Give me one reason why the Americans would want to sabotage an operation that was their idea to begin with.’
‘I haven’t got a reason — not yet.’ Coburn was trying to decide on the wisdom of mentioning the link between the Rybinsk and the Pishan, but reluctant to describe the Fauzdarhat truck driver in case the IMB was more involved than Armstrong was admitting.
‘Do something for me, will you?’ Coburn said. ‘Check to see if the captain of the Pishan has put in a report about being boarded.’
‘He hasn’t. We’d know by now if he had. Does it matter?’
‘If he and his crew were being held hostage by the guys who were expecting us, it’ll explain why he’ll be better off keeping his mouth shut, won’t it?’
‘You’ve been away from home too long.’ Armstrong made no attempt to keep the sarcasm out of his voice. ‘Maybe you’re the problem. Who have you been talking to that you shouldn’t have been talking to?’
‘No one. Has anybody besides O’Halloran been asking about me?’
‘Not unless you count Sir Anthony Fraser. They were both sent copies of your personal file. You remember who Sir Anthony is, don’t you?’
‘I’m not likely to forget,’ Coburn said, ‘not while I’m looking after his goddaughter for him.’
‘What’s she like?’
He deflected the question by asking Armstrong to contact him in Singapore if any news on the Pishan came through, then ended the call prematurely, hoping he hadn’t prejudiced his position and knowing that he was no further ahead than he had been ten minutes ago.
He took the phone back to the armoury, but instead of returning to the hut, sat down again on the veranda steps to think.
He was still there when Heather came to find him. She was wearing the same white halter-top, but had put on a yellow skirt he hadn’t seen her in before — clothes that in the moonlight seemed to make her uncomfortably desirable.
She joined him on the step. ‘What are you doing here?’ she asked.
‘I’ve just phoned Armstrong.’
‘You said you weren’t sure whether you could trust him.’
‘I don’t think it makes any difference,’ Coburn said. ‘He wasn’t much help anyway. Whatever it is I’m missing, I’m going to have to figure out by myself.’
‘You miss a lot of things, don’t you?’
Had her statement been less ambiguous it would have been easier to figure out what she meant. As it was, before he could decide, a small green frog jumped on to her lap, and the chance to find out had gone — an opportunity that over the next four days was not to repeat itself because she started spending more and more time with the children, or in the company of her friend Indiri.
It was on the evening of the fifth day while she was sitting quietly on the jetty with him that she chose to make her announcement, informing him that she was signing off her patients at the village and that, if he was ready to return to Singapore, she was ready to go with him.
She could have chosen her moment better. No sooner had he started to remind her that neither the Selina nor the launches could make the trip until fresh fuel supplies arrived, than Hari came hurrying out on to the jetty.
The Frenchman was breathing hard and looked uncharacteristically concerned. ‘I fear we have trouble,’ he said. ‘Since early this afternoon two boats have been anchored off Bengkalis. They are not familiar to the fisherman who sends me this message on his radio, and he says that above the deck on one of them, steel plates are being fitted in which gun slits have been cut.’
For Coburn, the information was particularly worrying, made worse by it following so closely on the heels of the abortive raid the other night. ‘How long do you reckon we’ve got?’ he said.
‘I cannot be certain, but in less than one hour the tide will be at its highest, and it will be dark, so by then our preparations must be complete. If you would take responsibility for arming yourself, perhaps Miss Cameron could arrange for the children and the wounded men to be transferred to the containers where they will be safer.’
Even if Coburn had been visiting the village by himself, the news would have been disturbing. But he wasn’t here by himself, and although he hadn’t expected Heather to come to grips with how insecure life in the marshes could really be, if accounts of previous attacks were anything to go by, this was not the way for her to learn.
And it was his fault, he thought. By agreeing to let her stay on, he’d put her at risk and made another mistake — this one so serious that if things were to go badly wrong she could be faced with more casualties than she could handle, or worse still, in the event of the village being overrun, even be confronted with the unthinkable possibility of being shot or raped at gunpoint.

CHAPTER 7

Just as it had been Hari who’d decreed that the village should have no name, so had it been Hari who’d designed the village’s defences. Consequently, as Coburn had learned over the last half-hour, the little settlement was far from being without teeth.
Foremost amongst its defences were the minefields, a feature he’d least expected to hear about. Having always been told, and having always believed that the surrounding marshland was too waterlogged to walk on, he’d been surprised when Hari had told him that, under drought conditions in mid-summer, the tracks and trails could become sufficiently useable to pose a threat.
To counter it, the minefields had been laid — although not with conventional mines. Instead, they’d been seeded with Austrian-made mines of a kind that could be armed or disarmed remotely by shortwave radio signals — according to Hari a precaution to protect children who might venture off the plateau, and as a means of preventing accidents caused by porcupines, mouse-deer and the long-tailed macaques that sometimes descended from the trees to forage on the ground.
Since the state of emergency had been declared the village had been busy. With the exception of a still-damaged launch that remained tied up at the river-bank, the other boats had been moved downstream. The last to leave had been the Selina, delayed by the need to have its heavy machine-gun put in place, and because of the time it had taken to turn the vessel round in the narrow confines of the estuary.
As far as Coburn could make out, the Selina was a backup, staying out of sight unless the ground defences were in danger of being over-whelmed and more serious measures were to be called for.
He couldn’t foresee the circumstances in which they would be. Although the majority of the men had been deployed along the inland perimeter of the plateau, those who’d been left to protect the river boundary had Hari’s secret weapons to rely on — the drainage ditches and the jetty.
The ditches served two purposes. Besides being the equivalent of trenches from which gunfire could be directed out into the estuary, in the ditch running closest to the water, drums of gasoline and diesel now stood ready to be spilled and ignited by explosive charges that in the case of an extreme emergency would throw up a hundred-yard-long wall of flame.
The protection offered by the jetty was similarly difficult to discern — a central section from which the supporting pins had already been removed so that under the weight of the first man to put foot on it the whole structure would collapse to render the jetty useless as a landing stage.
Despite the defences being an odd mixture of the very old and the very new, the set-up was pretty damn good, Coburn had decided, a stronghold guarded on one side by fire and a medieval trick draw-bridge, and on the other sides by men armed with modern weapons equipped with the best high-tech night sights that Hari had been able to buy.
For his own protection Coburn was carrying a 5.45mm Steyr assault rifle, a gun he’d chosen partly because he was familiar with it, but mainly because in the trench where he’d taken up position, a short-barrelled gun was easier to handle and would be easier to reload.
He wasn’t expecting to have to reload. As though Hari had wanted to avoid exposing his guest to unnecessary risk, the position he’d recommended was unlikely to see much action, located some way from the jetty at the end of a ditch that drained water directly into the estuary itself.
Tonight, only the very bottom of the ditch was damp, just moist enough to attract frogs of the kind that had jumped on to Heather’s skirt.
That had only been an hour ago, Coburn realized. Yet in such a short length of time the village had been put on what amounted to a war footing — a lesson on how swiftly conditions could change in a place like this, and why all he could do now preparations were complete was hope like hell that everyone’s time had been well spent.
He was less apprehensive than he’d been before the raid on the Pishan, listening for the sound of an approaching boat above the noise of the insects, knowing that he alone was responsible for guarding a thirty-yard stretch of river-bank, but gaining in confidence whenever he lifted the Steyr to his shoulder and sighted in on some distant moonlit mark.
He was doing just that when he discovered that he wasn’t going to be alone at all.
Heather had arrived. She was carrying a rifle and she’d brought someone with her.
‘Hi.’ She jumped into the ditch and waited for her companion to join her. ‘This is Indiri.’
Coburn had seen the young woman working around the village. Apart from a missing front tooth she was quite pretty, but until tonight she’d always been too shy to say hello or return his smile.
‘What do you think you’re doing?’ he said.
Heather checked the safety on her rifle before she answered. ‘Hari sent us to say that one of the boats has stopped upstream to unload men, but the other one looks like it’s coming here.’
‘OK. You’ve told me. Now get back to where you’re supposed to be. Go on — do it.’
‘No, no.’ Indiri shook her head. ‘The containers have room only for the wounded and for mothers with young children. Like Heather I have no babies, so we both must help to stop these men who wish to drive us from our homes.’
Coburn swore under his breath. ‘Have you any idea how to use that?’ He pointed at the rifle she was holding.
‘My family comes from Aceh.’
Since she evidently saw no need to elaborate, he didn’t enquire again. Nor was Heather going to let him question her ability to handle the M16 she’d brought with her from the armoury.
‘Don’t ask,’ she said. ‘While you were in Iraq, I was running food convoys in Darfur. If you want to worry about something, what about those three huts that have still got their lights switched on? One of them has even got music coming from it.’
Coburn had been told about the lights, but this close to the water it was impossible to hear anything above the buzzing and clicking of the millions of insects that came to life after dark along the river-bank.
‘The huts are come-ons,’ he said. ‘Hari called them sacrificial. They’re supposed to make it look as though we’re not expecting company. That’s why the launch has been left there too.’
‘That’s silly.’ She tried to see the launch in the moonlight. ‘No one’s going to be stupid enough to be taken in by a boat and a few lights.’
Indiri knew better. ‘The men we must fight will not be stupid,’ she said. ‘They will be crazy — crazy in their heads from the amphetamines they are given, or from the mixture of rum and gunpowder they are forced to drink before they come. They are told it will make them brave, but instead it makes them easier to kill.’
So casually had the information been supplied that she could have been talking about cockroaches, Coburn thought, an indictment if there ever was one of the culture Hari was fostering in the village.
He listened again for the sound of an engine, endeavouring to filter out the background noise while he searched for signs of movement in the estuary.
‘Maybe both of the boats have stopped,’ Heather said.
‘Maybe. Did Hari say anything about who could be behind this?’
‘He’s telling everybody that only natives or local pirates would know the marsh trails are OK to use at the moment, but after what happened on the Pishan I think he believes the whole thing’s been organized by someone from outside.’
‘Who’s paid good money for a swamp guide and a couple of fishing boats.’ The possibility had already occurred to Coburn. ‘Someone who’s hired themselves enough men to finish a job they didn’t get done the other night?’
‘Hari didn’t say that.’
No one had to, he thought. Although two or three rival groups of pirates could easily have joined forces, if the reason for the attack had its roots elsewhere, the implications were alarming.
Heather was whispering to him, lining up her rifle with the estuary.
At first sight, the boat was only faintly sinister, more ugly than menacing, and with its engine at a standstill, moving so slowly that not a ripple was disturbing the water around its bow.
Continuing to lose what little forward speed it had, it kept coming until its hull scraped along the jetty and it came to a silent halt.
The manoeuvre should have been successful, but it wasn’t. Even at slack water in the estuary, the river current below the surface never really stopped, and already the stern of the boat was beginning to swing out towards mid-stream.
To prevent it from swinging too far, two men emerged from the armoured superstructure, both of them carrying ropes which they hurriedly looped over the mooring posts at the jetty’s end.
The men were wary, keeping in shadow and staying out on deck no longer than they had to.
‘Now what?’ Heather whispered.
‘They’re waiting for something.’ Coburn could feel the sweat stinging in the cuts beneath his arm. ‘Maybe the main attack’s coming from the swamp.’
The sudden thud of exploding mines told him that it was. Simultaneously from the same area came the hammering of automatic weapons — a signal for men on the boat to open fire on the village.
Muzzle flashes from the gun slits showed that more than a dozen of them were behind the armour, all concentrating their attention on Hari’s sacrificial huts.
Whether it was because in the dark they couldn’t see anything else, Coburn didn’t know. From his own position in the ditch it was hard enough to pick out any details on the boat, let alone identify a specific target — the reason, he supposed, why along the entire length of the estuary boundary not one of Hari’s men had yet responded.
The explanation was more subtle.
Deceived into thinking the village was asleep or undefended, and relying on what they imagined was their superior fire-power, gunmen were starting to disembark — the first two getting no further than halfway along the jetty before the central section gave way beneath them, the others caught out in the open on deck, floodlit in intense white light from banks of hidden halogens.
What followed was unpleasant. The men who had fallen through the jetty were already dead, their throats cut by a villager who’d slithered out of the ditch and executed them the minute they’d reached dry land.
On board the boat, others who hadn’t been shot where they stood had taken refuge behind the steel plates where, having managed to restart their engine, they were endeavouring to get underway, firing from the gun slits once again — this time not at the village, but in a desperate attempt to sever their mooring ropes.
The idea was good, but a line of tracers streaking out of the darkness showed how untenable their situation was.
The Selina had arrived. In the light of the halogens a weakness in the armour of the enemy’s boat had been detected, Coburn realized. And to exploit it a radio message had been sent downstream.
The tracers were being directed at the unprotected front of the superstructure, turning it to matchwood in a matter of seconds and silencing every gun on board so quickly that the act amounted to a little less than slaughter.
Take no prisoners, Coburn thought, the reality of life in the marshes perhaps, but still a leftover from another century that even in a place like this seemed unnecessarily harsh and unforgiving.
Crouched in the ditch beside him, Indiri had fired her rifle twice, although at what he had no idea. She’d already put down her gun and was smiling broadly at Heather.
‘So we do well,’ she said. ‘If our marsh defences have held, it seems that the village is safe and that we now have a new boat.’
Heather didn’t answer, either unwilling to point out that the acquisition of the boat had cost the men on board their lives, or because despite her remark about being in Darfur, she’d been shocked by the level of violence. Once the Selina had opened fire, she too had put her gun down, deciding like Coburn that the outcome was inevitable. Whether she’d have ever used it in anger he couldn’t tell.
Nor could he tell how things were going on the other sides of the village. The shouting had stopped some time ago, and the gunfire was becoming more sporadic — an encouraging sign, he thought, although it might be too early to be certain.
Confirmation that the attack was over came a few minutes later, delivered by a young man who’d been charged with the responsibility of crossing the plateau to convey the good news. He was Indiri’s husband, limping from the bullet wound he’d received at sea, and so relieved to find her safe that she had to remind him to speak in English.
Hari had sent him, he explained. No one had been seriously hurt, the perimeter was secure and surviving attackers were being allowed to escape in their boat so they would spread word of the village’s true strength.
‘How bad’s the damage?’ Coburn asked.
The young man shrugged. ‘In the dark it is not so easy to be sure. The huts in which the lights were burning are beyond repair, and a fuel line to the generator has been cut, but within the hour it will be repaired so we shall soon have power again.’ He peered out at the boat in the estuary. ‘There are prisoners?’
‘No.’ Coburn was watching the Selina which was in the process of drawing up alongside the captured vessel so that men could extinguish a small fire that had broken out on board.
In the light of the flames, he could see that everything above the deck had been reduced to a splintered mess. So little of the woodwork remained intact that he began to wonder if there was a chance of the steel plates collapsing now there was nothing left to hold them up.
To warn the men of the danger, he left Heather in the care of Indiri and her husband and waded out into the estuary until he’d reached the still submerged section of the jetty and was able to clamber up one of the mooring posts to get on board.
Although the destruction was less extensive than it had appeared to be from the river-bank, as a safety measure he gathered together some lengths of broken timber and, after wedging them in place to act as braces for the plates, spent the rest of the night making himself useful in any way he could, clearing up debris, checking for unseen damage and, once the last of the bodies had been transferred to the Selina for disposal later in the deep water of the Strait, connecting up a hose to wash away the blood.
By dawn he was tired and glad when work was interrupted by the arrival of the fuel supply boat.
Coburn had never asked where the village obtained its fuel, always assuming it was purchased in bulk from one of the coastal townships — a guess that seemed to be confirmed when the captain called out to him and started waving a large manila envelope that looked as though it could be mail from the outside world.
Today the fuel boat was in the care of Hari’s trusted lieutenant, the versatile Somalian who, once he’d tied up alongside the Selina hurried across to hand the envelope to Coburn.
‘Please to deliver this,’ he said.
The envelope had been sent by courier from Singapore to Bengkalis. It was addressed to Hari, marked urgent and, by the feel of it, contained documents of some kind.
‘You do it now?’ the Somalian asked.
‘Yeah, yeah.’ Coburn was glad of the excuse to leave. ‘You worry about unloading the fuel. I’ll find Hari.’
The overnight restoration of the jetty made his return trip easy. Locating Hari was more difficult.
The Frenchman wasn’t celebrating victory with any of the village ladies he liked to call his wives. Neither was he supervising the demolition of the ruined huts nor, according to a little girl who was busy collecting spent bullet casings, had he visited either of the containers lately.
He was at Coburn’s hut, drinking coffee with Heather in the kitchenette. The strain of last night was showing on his face and he looked weary.
‘Good morning,’ he said. ‘You come from the river?’
‘Yep. This is for you.’ Coburn tossed the envelope on to the table. ‘The fuel boat brought it.’
‘Ah.’ Hari put it to one side. ‘You enjoy the fight?’
‘No.’ In the light of day, everything seemed too damn normal, Coburn thought. One of the windows in the hut had been shattered by a stray bullet, and in the corner of the room his Steyr that Heather had brought back for him was propped up against the wall beside her M16, but otherwise, in this part of the village at least, today could have been any other day.
‘You have by chance searched the bodies on board the boat?’ Hari asked.
Coburn shook his head.
‘Then you will not have seen these.’ Hari produced four small photographs which he slid across the table.
Two were charred around the edges, the other two were smeared in blood, and all of them were photographs of Coburn.
‘Oh, Jesus.’ He sat down.
‘They are interesting, are they not?’ Hari picked up one. ‘Together with cheap cameras of the kind you can throw away, the men who die in the swamp carry these pictures of you in their pockets.’
Coburn knew where they’d come from. So did Heather.
‘They’re copies from your IMB job application file,’ she said. ‘Look at the back of the one that’s burnt the most.’
Coburn read out what was scrawled across it in ballpoint pen. ‘Twenty thousand ringgit,’ he said.
‘It’s a bounty.’ She took the photo from him. ‘Don’t you see? It’s the Pishan all over again. We weren’t attacked by local pirates who wanted to take over the village; we were attacked by men who thought they could get a big reward for killing you.’
‘Twenty thousand ringgit in exchange for a photo of me with a hole in my head?’
Hari was grinning. ‘For such money I myself would deliver your head with a hole in it,’ he said. ‘You are lucky to be so valuable.’
Coburn felt more bewildered than lucky, unable to comprehend how he could have become such a threat that, twice in the space of a single week, an attempt had been made to kill him — the latest not during a raid far out at sea, but by launching an attack on a whole village in which women and children lived.
‘The IMB,’ Heather said. ‘It’s them. It has to be.’
‘No it doesn’t.’ In the back of his mind something was warning Coburn to be cautious, something so fleeting that it was gone before he could figure out what it was, dispelled in part by Hari ripping open the end of his envelope and removing a sheet of paper.
‘So.’ The Frenchman read through what appeared to be a note then emptied the contents of the envelope on to the table. ‘Please to look,’ he said.
Spread out in front of Coburn now was another set of photographs. But these weren’t of him. They were of the Pishan tied up at a wharf against a background of cranes and warehouses. The photos were also much larger; half the size of an A4 sheet and taken by someone who’d used a powerful telescopic lens.
Except for one, they’d been shot from the same vantage point in bright daylight, a dozen or more high-definition colour prints, each showing a different man in the process of disembarking from the freighter.
‘How the hell did you get these?’ Coburn was astonished.
‘After we fail in our raid on the Pishan I tell you to leave the matter in my hands. That is why I telephone a business associate in Singapore and ask him for this favour. Two months ago I help him recover a small quantity of cocaine for which he was not paid, so he has been happy to do what he can for me when the freighter berths in Singapore. Please to tell me which of these pictures shows the man who drives his truck in Bangladesh.’
Coburn was trying to find him. The Pishan’s captain was easy to recognize, and a few members of the crew had faces that seemed familiar, but there were other faces he knew he’d never seen before — the gunmen who’d been lying in wait in the lighter, he realized.
‘He is there?’ Hari sounded anxious.
‘Hang on.’ Coburn was still looking, wanting to be absolutely sure. ‘This guy with his collar up.’ He pointed. ‘That’s the bastard right there.’
‘Then we are fortunate. He thinks he is clever by obtaining a picture of you, but now we also have a picture of him.’
‘So what?’
‘So it seems he is not so clever after all.’ Hari finished his coffee and lit up a cigarette. ‘You see, according to the note that comes with these photographs, my associate believed he could have obtained more pictures by going to the building where all arrivals must show their passports before they are permitted to enter Singapore. But he discovers many closed circuit television cameras inside, so he decided it was not wise for him to try. Instead, he says he waited and watched.’
‘And?’
‘Of all the men who come off the ship, only one was careful to shield his face with his hand so that the CCTV cameras could not get good photos of him.’
‘Our friend with his collar up?’
‘Indeed.’ Hari thumbed through the prints until he found the one he wanted. ‘The man makes only this small mistake, but my associate was suspicious enough to follow him by taxi to the cheap hotel you see here.’ He gave the photo to Coburn. ‘Now we know where he stays in the city, and now our boats have fuel again, I shall make arrangements for us to visit him tomorrow.’
‘I’ve told you once,’ Coburn said, ‘it’s not your business. I’ll do it.’
Hari shook his head. ‘You are wrong. For last night, and for what this man does to us on the Pishan, he has made it my business. Please do not interfere.’
Too worn out to press the point, and knowing that if Hari hadn’t chosen to become involved the breakthrough would have never happened, Coburn wanted to believe this was at last a lead that was going to provide some answers. It damn well better, he thought, because if it didn’t he had no idea of where else to look, and even less idea of what the hell he was supposed to be looking for.

CHAPTER 8

Hari’s business associate was a Chinese gentleman called Lin, a giant of a man with such heavily tattooed arms that it looked as though the black singlet he was wearing had multi-coloured sleeves, yet who was as softly spoken as he was well mannered.
From the moment he’d picked them up in a dinghy after their trip across the Strait in the Selina, he’d been particularly polite to Heather, and had twice apologized unnecessarily for his less than faultless English.
After a delayed start from the village to allow the Selina’s machinegun to be removed, the crossing back to Singapore had been uneventful, marked only by the disposal of the bodies which Hari had heaved overboard unceremoniously in mid-Strait until a long line of them had been left bobbing up and down in the Selina’s wake.
They would sink later, he’d explained, although he’d also said he couldn’t see it mattering if they didn’t — a remark that Coburn had thought might have elicited a reply from Heather. But she’d kept her opinions to herself, appearing to accept the need to dump the bodies with the same peculiar equanimity that she’d accepted the violence of last night.
This morning she hadn’t said much about anything and refusing to let Coburn help her disembark when they’d dropped anchor off a coastal promontory some thirty miles east of the city — a suitably remote location that, according to Hari, would guarantee them privacy if they were later forced to bring their prisoner on board for the purposes of interrogation.
Even after they’d reached the shore she’d remained in one of her quieter moods and had spent the last three-quarters of an hour sitting beside Coburn in the back seat of the car with her mouth shut as though she had no intention of opening a conversation.
Quite what he’d done to fall out of favour, he wasn’t sure. In recent days, having discovered that the harder he tried not to think about her the more he tended to do so, he’d been making a conscious effort to treat her as he had done when he’d first met her, telling himself that she was no more interested in him than she was in anyone else.
Today her attitude was verging on hostile, mainly he thought, because she’d overheard him talking to Hari about the wisdom of bringing her back to Singapore, and because after the attack on the village she’d changed her mind about being ready to leave and for reasons of her own had wanted to stay on there.
Now they were well into the suburbs of the city, Lin was being forced to drive more slowly, being careful to look after his Mercedes in the heavy traffic. The car was a late-model CL500, bought with drug money, Coburn presumed, or with the profits from whatever other business the large man was in.
‘Soon we shall be there.’ Lin reached into the glove compartment and took out two small cardboard boxes, one of which he gave to Hari and the other to Coburn. ‘I bring these guns for you,’ he said. ‘They are gifts so you should not laugh at the calibre. At close range they are most effective. A round from a .25 will penetrate a man’s skull, but because it has not the energy to leave again it will go round many times inside his head.’
The guns were brand new Heckler & Koch pocket autos of a kind Coburn hadn’t come across before, nicely made and fully loaded, but unlikely to be of much help even in the confines of a hotel room.
Hari was of the same opinion. ‘We seek this man for questioning,’ he said. ‘We require to find out only what he can tell us.’
‘I understand.’ Lin smiled. ‘But if he will not say anything, by shooting him in the knees the guns will help you to persuade him. You wish me to go with you?’
Hari shook his head. ‘Since Miss Cameron accompanies us today, I would be grateful if you would stay in the car with her. We will not be away for long.’
‘Then you should get ready.’ Lin reduced speed and began searching for a place to park. ‘If you will look ahead you can see the hotel I photograph for you. It is called the Golden Butterfly and is on the right-hand side just before the intersection.’
The street was located in a seedy area of the Geyland district; dirty by Singapore standards, run-down and filled predominantly with Arabs and Malays, some of whom were eyeing the Mercedes with suspicion.
While Lin manoeuvred the car into a slot between a grocery van and a red Toyota pick-up, Hari turned to speak to Heather.
‘Let us hope things go well,’ he said. ‘But if the man proves difficult and we must take him back to the boat with us, it is best if you come to sit here in the front seat while we are gone.’
‘You’re still going to kill him in the end though, aren’t you?’ She looked at him. ‘Tell me.’
‘We shall see what we shall see.’ Slipping the handgun into his pocket, Hari got out of the car and waited for Coburn to join him on the sidewalk. ‘It is a pity she does not like me,’ he said. ‘But for you I am glad she allows you to share her bed.’
‘Yeah.’ Coburn didn’t bother to enlighten him. ‘What if this guy’s not by himself?’
‘Then we have these little automatics with which to defend ourselves.’ Hari grinned. ‘You are nervous?’
‘No.’ Coburn knew he should be, but he wasn’t — the result of being in a position where for once he had the upper hand, he thought, a welcome change after the events of the last few weeks.
In Lin’s photograph, the Golden Butterfly had a less than upmarket look about it. Viewed at close quarters it was a lot worse, a three-or four-storey ramshackle building behind an unpainted wooden façade in the middle of which was a door covered with graffiti and so many cigarette burn marks that it had a blackened band across it.
‘We should ask ourselves why anybody would choose to stay in such a place.’ Hari paused with his hand on the doorknob. ‘Perhaps as a cautious man he believes he is safer here than in a nice hotel downtown.’
The lobby of the Golden Butterfly was thick with smoke and the rancid smell of cooking oil, and although the place was reasonably clean, the impression was one of advanced decay and shabbiness.
An elderly Indian behind the desk had seen them come in. Lifting his head from the newspaper he’d been reading he removed his spectacles and coughed. ‘You wish for one room or two?’ he enquired.
‘I come for another reason.’ Hari placed the photo of the truck driver on the desk and put down a $50 bill beside it. ‘You can tell me if this friend of mine stays here?’
The Indian put his glasses back on and peered at the photo. ‘It is difficult for me to be sure,’ he said. ‘We have many guests.’
Hari produced another $50 bill.
‘I remember now.’ The old man took both of the notes. ‘He pays in advance for two weeks. Room 23.’
Hari leaned over the desk to look for a switchboard. ‘You can inform my friend that he has visitors?’
‘It is not possible.’ The man coughed again. ‘The rooms do not have telephones and guests may use the house phone only and must pay in advance for all outgoing calls before they are made.’
‘Of course.’ Hari smiled. ‘Then if I may have the key we shall go to surprise him.’
This time the Indian was more reluctant, shuffling his feet and waiting to see if another handout was in the offing before he slid the key across the desk.
‘You are most kind.’ Hari put it in his pocket. ‘I shall return this to you when we leave.’
By now Coburn was having second thoughts, wondering whether they were underestimating the occupant of room 23, someone with the resources to hire gunmen wherever in the world he went, yet who seemed to believe that by checking into a nondescript hotel in Singapore he’d be impossible to track down.
Hari was more confident. He set off for the stairs, but stopped at the landing on the second floor. ‘You think this is too easy?’ he asked.
‘Maybe.’ Coburn looked along the corridor. It was poorly lit, and the smell of cooking had been replaced by the odour of urine and what he thought was bleach. ‘Let’s go and see.’
Room 23 was a quarter of the way along with nothing to distinguish it apart from its number and a plastic ‘do not disturb’ sign hanging from the doorknob.
Coburn was wary of the sign. An invitation to be careless, he wondered, or at the very least a warning?
Hari had taken his gun from his pocket and was gripping it in one hand and holding the room key in his other. ‘Please to knock,’ he whispered. ‘But because you sound too English, allow me to do the speaking.’
After checking his own gun to make sure it had a round in the chamber, Coburn stood aside and tapped twice on the door with his knuckles.
‘A gentleman wishes to talk with you on the telephone,’ Hari called. ‘He says you will know who it is.’
The response was immediate — not from room 23, but from the one across the corridor where a baby had started crying and a woman was shouting obscenities in what sounded like Malay.
For a few seconds Hari listened. Then he inserted the key in the lock, twisted it as quietly as he could and threw his whole body against the door.
It had been a wasted effort. The room was unoccupied. Worse still, it appeared to have been unoccupied for some time.
The rubbish bin contained no scraps of paper, the bed was neatly made, no clothes were hanging in the wardrobe, and in the bathroom the towels were dry and the soap was unused, still lying in its cellophane wrapper.
‘Fuck.’ Coburn sat down on the bed, too disheartened to know what else to say.
Hari looked more angry than disheartened. He went to kick the door shut and began pacing round the room. ‘I am sorry for this mistake I make,’ he said.
‘It’s not your fault. For all we know, the bastard could’ve only stayed one night. Maybe we can run him down somewhere else.’
‘You have another plan?’
Coburn wished he did. ‘Depends on how involved Armstrong is,’ he said. ‘I need to see if he’s sent me an email or a fax before I do anything else.’
‘You wish for Lin to drive us to your apartment?’
‘If he doesn’t mind. We can grab a taxi if he does.’
‘No, no. He will be happy to.’ Hari took a last glance around. ‘For all we have achieved today, Miss Cameron will think we both are fools.’
Heather wasn’t sitting in the front seat of the car. She was waiting across the street, but had seen them leaving the hotel and realized they hadn’t been away for long enough.
She hurried through the traffic and came to meet them. ‘What’s happened?’ she asked.
‘Left our run too late.’ Coburn kept walking. ‘Looks like he pulled out days ago.’
‘So we haven’t found out anything.’
‘No.’ He opened the car door for her.
Before she got in she had something to say. ‘I know you think it’s a bad idea’ — she hesitated for a second — ‘but why not let me talk to my godfather? If we don’t get some outside help soon we’re never going to get anywhere, are we?’
He wasn’t ready to commit himself, needing to rearrange his thoughts and hoping that the drive across town would give him a chance to figure out what his next step ought to be.
In spite of the setback, the feeling that he could solve the puzzle by himself hadn’t gone away. The answer was no clearer than it had been on the morning after the attack on the village when he’d first become aware of it, but it was still there nagging at him, and strong enough to make him wonder what he had to do to get a better hold on it.
He’d been wrong to imagine that the drive would provide him with an opportunity to think of a solution. It didn’t, compromised initially by Heather reaching out to place her hand on his for some reason, and later on as they neared the city centre, by Hari offering advice on short cuts and routes that in the end seemed to make little difference to how long the journey took.
As a result, it was late afternoon when Lin finally dropped them off, and well past five o’clock by the time they’d thanked him for his help and come up to Coburn’s apartment to reconsider their position.
Since then Heather had been sitting slumped in a chair with her eyes closed, and Hari had started pacing again, sucking on an unlit cigarette while he waited for Coburn to check his messages.
In the fax machine, the fresh roll of paper was unused, but Armstrong had sent two emails, one dated yesterday, the other the day before.
‘You have news?’ Hari asked.
‘Captain Celestino still hasn’t lodged a report about the Pishan being boarded, so Armstrong says I can draw my own conclusions from that.’
‘He says nothing else?’
‘Only that he’s asked the Americans to run a check on O’Halloran, but he hasn’t heard anything back and doesn’t think he will.’
‘I see.’ Hari frowned. ‘Then once again our luck is not so good.’
Heather levered herself out of her chair. ‘I’ll make some coffee,’ she said.
‘There isn’t any milk.’ Coburn remembered throwing it out before he left. ‘There’s beer in the fridge, though.’
She went to get it, but had taken only a few steps before she stopped to inspect the sole of her shoe. ‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I think I’ve just trodden on someone’s contact lens.’
Coburn was barely quick enough. He launched himself at her, spinning her away from the fridge and slamming her back hard against the kitchen wall.
She regained her balance and turned on him half angry and half scared. ‘You hurt me,’ she said. ‘What was that for? What did I do?’
‘Don’t move.’ He knelt down and removed her shoe. ‘Stay right where you are.’
The glass she’d trodden on had splintered into fragments, some of which were embedded in the sole. But none of them were the right shape to have come from a contact lens.
‘Jesus Christ.’ He remained on his knees, staring at the pieces of glass.
‘What is it?’ Hari was bemused.
‘I’ll tell you in a minute.’ Coburn had broken out in a sweat, endeavouring to recall lessons he’d spent the last two years trying to forget.
To make sure of things he carried out a search of the whole apartment, examining light fittings, checking for pressure pads under the carpet and removing the lid of the toilet cistern before he felt confident enough to return to the kitchen and switch off the power to the fridge.
‘Tell me this isn’t about what I think it is.’ Heather was beginning to understand.
‘Only one way to find out.’ He gave her back her shoe. ‘You and Hari wait outside down the hall.’
The Frenchman had been slower to understand. ‘You believe there is something dangerous in your refrigerator?’ he said.
‘Yep.’ As an additional precaution Coburn removed the plug from its socket.
‘And you can know this because of what you see on Miss Cameron’s shoe?’
‘There are two ways to rig a domestic fridge. You can either use a cord that pulls the pin on a grenade when someone opens the door, or you can use the door switch that turns on the inside light. All you have to do is replace the bulb with a couple of wires that are connected to a detonator and some plastic explosive.’
‘You have encountered these techniques before?’
Coburn nodded. ‘If you want to use the door switch method, it can be tough to unscrew the bulbs because the moisture in the fridge makes them corrode. The best way is to smash the glass then twist out the metal bit with a pair of pliers.’
Hari frowned. ‘So you think that while you are away you have been visited by someone who has failed to properly clear up the glass from the bulb he breaks.’
‘It’s a guess,’ Heather said. ‘It’s just another one of your guesses.’
‘Do what I said.’ Coburn wanted to get on with it. ‘Both of you. Go right to the end of the hall. Stay there for a couple of minutes before you come back.’
Hari remained where he was. ‘You do not have to do this,’ he said. ‘We can find another means — one that does not require you to remain in the room.’
‘I’ll be fine. Just take Heather and get out of here.’
She was equally reluctant to go, accompanying Hari to the door but glancing back at Coburn before she left the apartment.
As soon as he was alone, he started counting under his breath, imagining each of her footsteps until he judged she was sufficiently far away from any potential blast.
Keeping his hands as steady as he could, he dug his fingertips into the soft plastic seal around the door and very carefully eased it open.
The smell told him he didn’t have to worry about a hand grenade. The fridge was filled with the unmistakable and distinctive vapour signature of Semtex.
An innocuous-looking reddish-orange lump of the stuff was sitting on the top rack. It was the size of a half-pound pack of butter, armed with a detonator and wired to an adaptor that had been screwed into the socket where the bulb had been.
The set-up was exactly as he’d expected it to be. What he hadn’t bargained on was the quantity of explosive — not just enough to kill anyone who’d been standing in front of the door, but a charge so large that it would have destroyed the entire apartment.
The shock had taken a while to sink in, but now that it had done, it was acting as a trigger, forcing him to connect the present with the past in a way that until this moment had made no sense — a link he’d always known was there, but which had been too elusive and too disturbing for him to believe it ever could be true — an explanation for everything that had suddenly become unequivocally and frighteningly clear.

CHAPTER 9

He was still struggling to come to terms with the truth and still staring into the fridge when Heather and Hari returned from the hall.
‘Ah.’ Hari came to see. ‘It is C4 plastic explosive?’
‘It’s Semtex. You can tell by the smell. C4’s a sort of off-white colour and it doesn’t smell much.’ Coburn shut the door. ‘I know what all this is about. I know the whole damn thing.’
‘You mean you know it is your friend the truck driver who has been here?’
‘Not just that. What I said — everything. I’ve got it all figured out.’
Heather didn’t believe him. ‘Nothing’s changed,’ she said, ‘well, nothing except for you throwing me across the room, and your fridge being booby-trapped.’
‘It’s not Armstrong.’ Coburn went to sit down. ‘It never has been. And it’s not the International Marine Bureau. I don’t think it’s O’Halloran either.’
She pulled up a chair for herself. ‘All right then,’ she said, ‘who is it?’
‘The US Government.’
‘That’s ridiculous.’ She frowned. ‘How can it be? Why on earth would the US Government be paying someone to kill you?’
‘Because you and I are in their way. Because they’re shit scared that sooner or later one of us is going to work out the real reason why the crew of the Rybinsk died of radiation sickness, and why those kids were run over at the beach.’
She still had a frown on her face. ‘I don’t understand.’
‘Yes, you do. Think for a minute. The Americans had no idea you had a job at Fauzdarhat. They didn’t know you had a godfather who’d get in touch with the IMB, and they sure as hell weren’t expecting the IMB to send me to find you in Bangladesh.’
‘Are you saying all this started because of the Rybinsk?’
‘It all started because of Iraq. The US Administration knows they’ve dug themselves a hole they can’t get out of. They might be a superpower, but they haven’t got a friend left in the world. In Afghanistan they’re losing the battle against the Taliban. They’re worried sick about Iran. They’re making the Israeli — Palestinian problem worse, and they’re hated by every Muslim country you can think of. But the biggest problem they think they have isn’t any of those: it’s North Korea.’
The implications hadn’t passed Hari by. ‘You believe the American Government wishes to stop the covert development of nuclear weapons by North Korea?’
‘You can bet on it. The US doesn’t trust the Kim Jong regime, and they know damn well that if Pyongyang wants to carry on with its weapons programme, it’ll just be shifted underground where satellites can’t see it and no one’s going to find it.’
‘I see.’ Hari produced his lighter. ‘May I be permitted to smoke in your apartment?’
Coburn smiled. ‘Help yourself. There’s still beer in the fridge if you want one.’
‘For myself I prefer not to open the door. So you are suggesting that the Americans have decided to overcome their difficulties with North Korea in a clever way?’
Coburn nodded. ‘Washington knows the American public won’t stand for any more armed interventions, and the US Government won’t risk attacking North Korea by themselves because they can’t afford an international backlash that would damage their trade balance and maybe cut off their oil supplies. That’s why they had to come up with a better idea.’
Heather put her hands behind her head. ‘Which you’re saying is the Rybinsk.’
‘Not just the Rybinsk. This is a whole lot bigger than a ship arriving in Bangladesh with a sick crew. It’s one bloody great set-up on a world scale. It has been right from the beginning.’
‘To do what?’
‘Justify a pre-emptive strike at North Korea. The US Administration has launched a programme to get the American public on side and make other countries think that the Pyongyang Government is such a threat that unless someone does something, nuclear war’s just around the corner.’ Coburn paused. ‘We’ve uncovered the biggest and nastiest public relations exercise anyone’s ever tried to pull off — one that Washington’s not about to let me screw up for them.’
‘Well, aren’t you clever?’ In spite of her sarcasm, Heather was looking more thoughtful. ‘All this was written on a big sign inside your fridge, was it?’
Coburn grinned. ‘Don’t you want to know why the Rybinsk is the key?’
‘Not if you’re going to say it was the Americans who arranged to have that radioactive waste hidden on board.’
‘That’s exactly who it was. It all fits. If you were given the job of creating false information that’s going to convince a whole lot of ordinary Americans to support the idea of a US strike against North Korea, how would you go about it?’
‘I don’t know.’ She frowned. ‘I haven’t thought about it.’
‘I’ll tell you what you’d do. Step one: you get on a plane to Russia where you buy yourself a bunch of Kalashnikovs and some blackmarket nuclear waste. You crate everything up, stick on false labels addressed to Plant 38 and Bureau 39 in North Korea and hide the crates on board the Rybinsk before it sails from Vladivostok. Are you with me so far?’
She nodded.
‘OK. Step two: when the Rybinsk arrives at Fauzdarhat with its crew half-dead from radiation, you make a quick trip to Bangladesh and hire yourself a truck and some local bad guys to help you retrieve the nuclear stuff. On your drive down to the beach you stop beside the road and make an anonymous phone call to the army barracks in Chittagong to say that a truckful of armed men are heading for shipyard four.
‘Step three: you deliberately leave the guns behind along with a piece of label torn off the crate you’re taking away. After that it’s easy. To make sure the Rybinsk hits headlines around the world, and that the international media pays attention, on your way back from the beach you get your men to kill all the soldiers who arrive, shoot as many shipyard workers as you can and run over a whole lot of innocent kids.’
By now Heather was ahead of him. ‘Step four,’ she said. ‘Arrange for the US Counter-Proliferation Centre to send someone to Fauzdarhat to investigate.’
‘Right. O’Halloran didn’t know it, but he was being used. Once he’d connected all the dots, he came up with exactly the answer the Americans wanted him to come up with. He had a poisoned crew, residual radiation from a missing crate and labels addressed to Plant 38 and Bureau 39. And if that didn’t give him the message about North Korea, he had guns, dead soldiers, dead shipyard workers and the children. Pity none of us realized the whole thing was a crock of shit. O’Halloran thought he’d cracked it, and you and I believed him.’
‘What about step five?’
Coburn hadn’t got that far. ‘Which is?’
She smiled at him. ‘Keep reminding people about what happened, and keep pumping up the story to feed public paranoia in the States. Then, when you’ve got all the mileage you can out of Bangladesh, do the same sort of thing in other places so it looks as though North Korea is buying arms from everywhere, selling arms to terrorists and getting more dangerous by the day. We know that’s happening because of all those news reports.’
‘Which is why I’ve got half a pound of Semtex sitting in my fridge. Every time Armstrong’s tried to find out something for me by asking questions in the wrong places, all he’s done is make Washington more nervous about me getting closer to the truth.’
Hari went to the sink and extinguished his cigarette. ‘Uncovering the truth does not make you safe,’ he said. ‘If you are right you must assume the Americans will try again to kill you.’
‘Not if I’m dead they won’t.’
‘You have the idea of setting off the Semtex so they will believe they have been successful?’
Coburn had already made the decision. ‘There’s only one way for us to get out of this,’ he said. ‘And there’s only one guy who can access the information to get us out.’
Heather stood up and left the table. ‘If you mean O’Halloran, you’re crazy,’ she said.
‘Who else are we going to ask? Don’t say your godfather.’
‘I wasn’t going to. If you’re thinking of going to the States to see O’Halloran, you’re mad.’
‘Why? If I can convince O’Halloran that he’s being manipulated by his own government, he might be pissed off enough to see if he can get some proof about what’s really going on. If he can do that, he can go public with it or, if we have to, we can.’
‘And you think that’ll stop Washington from carrying on with this sick plan of theirs, do you?’ She turned away.
‘It’s worth a try. At least it’ll get them off our backs.’
Hari had more immediate concerns. ‘Do not underestimate the Singapore authorities,’ he said. ‘For them to believe you have died in an explosion, first they will require a body. Had we known, we could have brought one with us from the Selina. But no matter. I shall return to the village to collect one, and deliver it to you here in the morning. We leave many bodies to rot in the swamp, so if the wild animals have not yet taken them, I shall be able to choose a size that will be suitable for your purposes.’
‘You don’t have to do that,’ Coburn said. ‘It’s a hell of a long way to go just to get a body.’
‘It is not a problem. If you would be kind enough to call a taxi for me, I shall at once visit the bar where each evening Lin conducts his business. From there he can drive me back to the Selina and also pick me up again tomorrow.’
With some reluctance Coburn went to use the phone, leaving Heather to start searching for food in the kitchen cupboards.
‘We need to eat,’ she said. ‘If there’s nothing here we’ll have to go out.’
‘No, no.’ Hari shook his head. ‘For the moment it is best you stay indoors. I think there is little danger, but in case I am wrong, you should look after this for me.’ He gave her his gun. ‘You are happier now we understand the reason for everything that has been going on?’
‘No. No, I’m not. You’re both out of your minds. If the United Nations couldn’t stop the US from invading Iraq, why do you think anyone can stop them doing this?’
‘Different situation,’ Coburn said. ‘You stop this from the inside. That’s why we need O’Halloran.’
‘What if he already knows and agrees with what Washington is doing?’
‘Have you got a better idea?’
‘Yes. I’ve got a much better idea. For all anyone knows, you could have been shot when the village was attacked. Why don’t you just disappear and have a nice holiday somewhere?’ She tossed him a can of spaghetti. ‘If you want me to fix dinner, open that for me.’
If a holiday had been an option, Coburn would have taken it. But he knew it wasn’t close to being one. Exploiting the presence of the Semtex in his fridge would buy him time, he thought. But that in itself wouldn’t necessarily keep either of them safe for long.
While he waited for Hari’s taxi to arrive, he endeavoured to refine his plan, trying to convince himself that O’Halloran would listen and wondering what the hell he would do if the American proved to be uncooperative.
With so many other weak spots he had to somehow plug, he was no further ahead when he said goodbye to Hari at the door, remembering to ask the Frenchman to call in at an appliance store to buy a cheap electric timer, but nearly forgetting to thank him for all the trouble he was going to.
It wasn’t until they’d finished Heather’s spaghetti and she’d found them a can of peaches for dessert that he gave up searching for solutions and noticed how quiet she had become.
‘I’m not going to be able to talk you out of this, am I?’ she said.
‘Try.’
She smiled slightly. ‘I would if you weren’t such a complicated person. The minute I start thinking I’ve got to know you, something happens to make me realize I don’t. I’ve never met anyone like you before.’
‘Is that good or bad?’
‘Bad.’
‘You know more about me than I know about you.’ Coburn leaned back in his chair. ‘Are you going to tell me what you were doing in Darfur?’
‘I already did.’
‘You didn’t go there to drive food convoys, did you?’
She shook her head. ‘UNICEF kept sending medicine for the children in the refugee camps there, but none of it was getting through to them. I was supposed to find out why?’
‘Was the stuff going somewhere else?’
‘Mm, all over the place. The Janjaweed militia were controlling the distribution points. They were taking almost everything and selling it on to sick people who had the money to pay for it. About all they left behind was the white electrolyte powder that you mix with water to treat diarrhoea, and even that was being stolen by someone from the Sudanese Government who was using it to cut heroin — you know, ten per cent heroin, ninety percent electrolyte powder. I couldn’t fix the system, so I started driving distribution trucks — well, I did until I realized that most of the aid workers knew how to drive but none of them could handle a rifle.’
‘But you could, so you started riding shotgun for the convoys?’
‘Yes.’ She nodded. ‘I was good at it.’
‘This was before you were assigned to Fauzdarhat, was it?’
‘I told you that too. I was in Darfur while you were getting into trouble in Iraq. In between Darfur and Bangladesh I had an office job in Brussels and six months off in England.’
‘Which is where you’re going now.’ He waited for a reaction.
‘Back to England?’
‘If the American Government knows I’m here, they’ll have guessed you’re here too. While I’m seeing O’Halloran, you’re the one who has to disappear. I don’t want to be worrying about you while I’m away.’
She opened her mouth, but shut it again without saying anything.
‘Is there a place you can stay where you’d be hard to find? Would your godfather know of somewhere?’
She frowned. ‘What do I say if he asks about you?’
‘Tell him I’m dead. Just say there was an explosion in my apartment. You don’t have to explain. Pretend you don’t know anything.’
As though she was unwilling to continue with the conversation, she left the table and asked if she could use his shower.
‘Sure. I’ll show you where it is.’ He went to fetch her a towel, hoping she wasn’t about to retreat into one of her moods, but deciding that he didn’t much care anymore whether she did or not.
While she was in the bathroom he took the opportunity to use the phone again, this time to book himself a seat on the first available flight to New York tomorrow afternoon — a less than foolproof means of guarding against the chance of the US Immigration Service receiving early notification of his death, but a precaution that he thought would be good enough.
To address his other problems, he sat down with a notepad and a pencil, but had got no further than listing them when he was interrupted by Heather calling to him from the bedroom.
She was standing by the dressing-table, wrapped in a towel and struggling with the clasp of a chunky bracelet she’d taken from the carryall she’d brought with her from the village.
‘I wanted you to see this.’ She held out her wrist to show him.
The bracelet was gold, set with diamonds and inlaid with entwined strips of what Coburn thought were platinum or silver.
‘Where did you get it?’ He fastened the clasp for her.
‘It’s a present from Indiri. Isn’t it lovely?’
‘Did you ask her where it came from?’
‘Oh. Do you think I should’ve done?’
Coburn grinned. ‘Probably not. If her husband came across it in a safe on board one of the ships, he’d have put it in his pocket. Pirates are pirates. They don’t just go after zinc ingots and boxes of mobile phones. I wouldn’t worry about how she got hold of it.’
‘I’m not going to.’ She waited for him to take it off again.
He wished she hadn’t. She was standing close enough for him to feel her breath and smell the freshness of her, but as usual, she was making no attempt to move away.
To stop himself from wondering why she wasn’t and whether her eyes could possibly have more flecks in them than they had done yesterday, he focused his attention entirely on the bracelet.
It didn’t work. No sooner had his fingers touched her skin than he wanted to grab her by the wrist and pull her into his arms.
‘Thank you.’ She placed the bracelet on the dressing-table. ‘Indiri said she gave it to me so I’d remember her. All I have to do now is work out how I’m supposed to remember you.’
‘Meaning what?’
‘Meaning that if I’m going to disappear and you’re going off to Maryland, we might never see each other again.’ She waited again as though she was expecting him to say something, but turned her head away in exasperation when he didn’t.
‘For God’s sake,’ she said. ‘What do I have to do? Don’t you want to make love to me?’
So unnecessary was her question that he couldn’t answer it.
She didn’t need him to. Taking a step forward she stood on tiptoe and fastened her mouth on his, pressing her breasts hard against his chest to show him how foolish he’d been and how long she’d been waiting for this moment.
His misreading of the signals had been a huge mistake. By failing to understand the reason for her moodiness, and by misinterpreting the change in her attitude towards him, he’d given her the wrong impression. Worse still, in doing so he’d wasted all the nights she’d spent together with him at the village.
To make up for them she was in a hurry, as eager as he was and unwilling to wait for what she wanted.
Still continuing to kiss him, she released her towel and let it drop, refusing to let go of him until he gathered her up in his arms and carried her over to lay her on the bed.
She watched him strip, wide-eyed in anticipation, trying to catch her breath, but quickly making room for him when he went to kneel beside her.
To begin with he did nothing except kiss her on the shoulder, allowing her to relax before he brushed his fingertips lightly across her nipples.
She stiffened, pushing out her breasts to encourage him when he took his hands away and trying to kiss him on the mouth when he bent over to touch her again.
This time he was more enterprising, lingering until her nipples became more swollen and she was ready to reach out for him.
Trembling slightly she grasped him in both hands, no longer content to offer him her breasts, but inviting him to touch her between her legs by drawing up her knees.
Intoxicated by the warmth and silky smoothness of her skin he was slow to do what she was asking him to do.
To make him, she took one of his hands and forced it between her thighs. She held it there, opening her legs the minute he started to explore her, gradually surrendering herself to each of his caresses until she was unable to bear it and became overtaken by her own desire.
She pulled him towards her then twisted on to her back and guided him urgently inside her.
For a second or two she was too tense to accept him properly, waiting for him to take the initiative before she allowed herself to be penetrated to the point where, for Coburn, the experience began to assume the quality of a dream.
Lost in the world she was creating for him and unable to think of anything but the pleasure she was giving him and the need to possess her, by now he was no more capable of slowing things down than she was.
So eager was she that her contractions began almost before he knew it. Whispering to him, she started out on her climb, clinging to him and holding back her shudders until she suddenly arched her back to share in a climax of such intensity that, for an instant, Coburn could believe he’d been too late to prevent her from opening the fridge and that, as a consequence, none of this could possibly be real.
Not until the next morning did he come to realize she’d been trying to make a memory he’d be unable to forget. But by then the chance to tell her he understood had gone, and too much else was happening for him to explain how well she had succeeded.

CHAPTER 10

Hari was having difficulty with the suitcase. While he’d been manhandling it over the doorsill one of its plastic wheels had collapsed, and now the other one had stopped rotating it was beginning to cut a groove in the lounge carpet.
‘Hey, let me give you a hand.’ Coburn went to help.
‘It is not necessary.’ The Frenchman dragged the suitcase the last few feet into the kitchen and stood it up in front of the fridge. His face was beaded in sweat and he looked as though he would expire at any minute. ‘I should have asked Lin for his assistance,’ he said. ‘If one day I am persuaded to do such a thing again, I shall find another way.’
‘Is Lin going to wait for us downstairs?’
‘He says the smell from the suitcase makes him feel unwell, so to flush out the air from inside his car he stays to run the air conditioning.’
Coburn could appreciate why. The stench was dreadful, already starting to fill the whole apartment, and so overpowering that Heather was hurrying around opening every window she could find.
‘I am sorry for the unpleasantness.’ Hari lit a cigarette. ‘At this time of year, bodies do not last so long out of doors, and for all of yesterday this one was left lying in the sun. If you think we should remove it from the case, we can try, but I must warn you that to make the body fit, certain adjustments to it have been made.’
‘Like what?’ Coburn wasn’t sure he wanted to know.
‘To hinder its identification by means of fingerprints or dental records, before I leave the village I arrange for the teeth to be smashed and for the tips of each finger to be burned a little.’ He glanced at Heather. ‘For ease of transport I regret to say that it was also necessary to package the legs on top of the arms.’
‘It’s all right.’ She was unconcerned. ‘I’ve seen plenty of butchered bodies.’
Hari smiled at her. ‘But not inside a suitcase.’
‘No.’ She put a hand over her nose. ‘How long is this going to take?’
‘You don’t have to stay.’ Coburn went to fetch her carryall. ‘I can handle things by myself. Wait with Hari in the car.’
Hari passed him a small box. ‘You will need this timer you ask me to purchase for you,’ he said. ‘Since it was made in China and cost less than twenty dollars, it would be prudent for you to check its operation before you use it.’
‘I will. Anything else?’
‘Only that you could perhaps consider putting your watch on the wrist of the body. It is a small idea, but one that might be helpful.’
‘OK.’ Coburn was anxious to get on with it. He gave the carryall to Heather and squeezed her hand. ‘I’ll see you down at the car.’
‘You’ll be careful, won’t you?’ She took her hand away from her face and attempted a smile.
‘Sure. Go on, both of you. The quicker you’re out of here the sooner I can get to work.’ He watched her leave the room, knowing that with too much left unsaid between them he’d need her to himself for a while before he boarded his flight, but beginning to wonder if he’d have the opportunity to do so.
To test the timer, he set it for ten minutes then, after connecting a table-lamp to it and plugging it into the wall socket in the kitchen he switched on the power.
Instead of sitting around counting down the minutes, he went through the apartment again to make certain he had everything he needed before he returned to the kitchen and tried to decide what he should do about the body.
The timer turned out to be reasonably accurate, switching on the lamp after eleven and a quarter minutes — a long enough delay, he thought, which meant he didn’t need to readjust it.
He turned off the wall switch and wound back the dial to zero then went to unpack the suitcase, but had got no further than unzipping part of the lid when he was forced to retreat, first by a trickle of foulsmelling liquid that ran out on to the floor, and then by such a revolting smell of putrefying flesh that he came close to gagging.
For his second attempt he was better prepared. Holding a wet towel over his face, he used the handle of a broom to finish opening the lid, and quickly tipped the case over on to its side.
A severed leg fell out, but the top half of the torso remained in place until he used the broom again and managed to dislodge it.
The body was in an advanced state of decomposition. Although the skin colour wasn’t a bad match, he couldn’t tell how old the victim had been, or even what had caused his death. Where the teeth had been smashed, the lips were peeled back in a grotesque grin and it looked as though whoever had attended to the fingertips had been over-enthusiastic with a blowlamp.
Coburn didn’t hang around. Holding his breath he replaced the lead to the table-lamp with the one for the fridge, flipped on the switch again and backed away, remembering to open the fridge door and throw his watch on top of the disgusting mess before he washed his hands in the bathroom and left the apartment for the last time.
Once outside in the street, he spent a moment or two gulping in fresh air, glad the job was done and ready now to embark on the more difficult part of what he’d kept telling Heather was his plan, but that if he was honest with himself, he knew was little more than a poorly thought-out step into the unknown.
For a weekday morning the street was quiet. A group of people was waiting at the pedestrian crossing at the corner, but not close enough to be in danger, he decided, and unless the explosion was to be a good deal more violent than he expected, even passing cars were unlikely to suffer anything worse than superficial damage from fragments of flying glass.
Lin had wisely parked his Mercedes some distance away. Standing beside it, Heather was talking to Hari through an open window and was slow to see Coburn coming.
Indicating that she should remain where she was, he hurried over and suggested it might be best if she watched from inside the car.
‘It’s facing the wrong way.’ She didn’t move. ‘I want to see what happens. How long do we have?’
‘Five or six minutes. You never know though. A lot of bombmakers blow themselves up with cheap timers.’
She glanced at her watch. ‘You are absolutely sure about the people in the other apartments, aren’t you?’
‘I’ve told you.’ He’d explained this to her before. ‘The building’s made out of reinforced concrete slabs. Anyway, you were the one who said you heard the couple next door leaving at half past eight this morning, and the young guy on the other side only ever uses his place in the evenings when he has a new girlfriend to sort out.’
‘Like you, you mean?’
‘Yep.’ Coburn grinned. ‘How much cash do you need for your airfare?’
‘You don’t have to pay for it.’ She looked awkward. ‘I don’t need a ticket. I’m not going back to England.’
‘Yes you are.’
She shook her head. ‘I’m going back with Hari to the village. I can stay with Indiri and her husband. Hari’s already phoned to see if it’s all right. He thinks I’ll be safer there than I would be in Europe.’
Coburn didn’t say anything.
‘Don’t look at me like that.’ She frowned at him. ‘Last night doesn’t mean you can tell me what I can do or where I can go. Hari’s lending me his sat phone so you can call me from the States whenever you want. I promise I’ll carry it with me all the time.’ She handed him a piece of paper. ‘There you are. I’ve written down the number for you.’
‘Is that really where you want to go?’ He was trying to think. ‘Do you really want to stay at the village?’
‘Mm. I’ve still got Hari’s little gun, and if you let me have yours as well, I’ll have two.’ She smiled. ‘You don’t have to worry about me. I’ll be fine.’
Hari had been pretending not to listen. He was also growing impatient. Climbing out of the car he shielded his eyes from the sun and peered back at the building as though he thought something might have gone wrong.
‘It’s OK,’ Coburn said. ‘Another couple of minutes.’
‘Miss Cameron has informed you of her decision?’
‘Whose idea was it — hers or yours?’
‘While we are waiting for you, she asks me if such an arrangement would be possible. I tell her that for as long as she wishes to be a guest at the village, she will be welcome and kept safe.’
‘You might have to bolt her down. If she ever wants to go out with you on a night raid, don’t let her.’
‘Of course not. I think that—’
Coburn never discovered what Hari thought.
In a deafening roar, the whole front wall of his apartment blew out in a sheet of flame, shattering into door-sized chunks before what was left of it crashed harmlessly on to the lawn below.
For several seconds all he could hear was the ringing in his ears, vaguely aware of airborne debris bouncing off the car and raining down around him, and not appreciating the true violence of the blast until the smoke began to clear and he had his first glimpse of the blackened hole where his kitchen once had been.
People were standing bewildered in the street not knowing where to run. At the corner, a nose to tail car accident was forcing traffic to back up, and already in the distance he could hear the wail of sirens — the aftermath of an explosion that no one in the apartment could have possibly survived, he thought, in which case, for a while at least, he had an opportunity to settle the account, and more importantly, a chance to see if he could guarantee some kind of future for himself and for the girl beside him.
Three days later, on a warm summer evening in Maryland he was ready to find out just how difficult that was going to be.

CHAPTER 11

Locating O’Halloran had been easy. Of the twenty-three listings for O’Halloran in the phone directory, only four had the letter L in their initials, and last night when Coburn had left his motel to make anonymous calls to each of the numbers from what he’d hoped was an untraceable pay phone, only one of them had been answered by a man whose voice had been immediately recognizable.
But if discovering where the American lived had been easy, deciding how to approach him wasn’t. His home was situated in what Coburn had first supposed was a quiet street in Chardrock Springs, a leafy, middle-income suburb some seven miles west of downtown Bethesda, but now that people were starting to return home from work, cars were pulling into the driveways of neighbouring houses at increasingly frequent intervals, and children were running about who hadn’t been around ten minutes ago.
On the positive side, the activity was helping him to keep awake, he decided, something that over the last hour while he’d been sitting here in his rental car he’d been finding it more and more difficult to do.
After the long haul from Singapore to New York, and after missing his connecting flight to Washington, Coburn had been tired before he’d arrived and, since then, he’d either been too busy, or had too much on his mind, to catch up on any sleep let alone adjust to the time difference.
So far he’d observed no obvious signs of life at the O’Halloran residence, an unprepossessing single-storey brick-faced house with nothing to distinguish it from other houses in the street except for it being a little run down and a path of decorative paving stones that looked as though it was still under construction.
Was there a Mrs O’Halloran, Coburn wondered? And if so, where was she? Would she arrive home before or after her husband — or was she already home?
He was considering whether to go and find out when an approaching Dodge Avenger started to slow down.
A moment later, triggered by a remote control, the garage door began to open.
Although Coburn was able to get a look at the man behind the wheel, so swiftly were things happening that he had little time to prepare himself.
He waited until the Avenger had pulled into the driveway and entered the garage, then got out of his car, waving a greeting for the benefit of any neighbours who could be watching, before he hurried over to the garage as though going to meet a friend.
He was barely quick enough. Already the door was closing, forcing him to duck beneath it and almost trapping him by one of his ankles.
Trying not to cough on the exhaust fumes, he stayed crouching behind the car until the engine was switched off and the driver’s door swung open.
O’Halloran never saw him coming. Before the American knew it, Coburn had him by the wrist, twisting his arm behind his back and slamming his face hard into the nearest wall.
The American froze, making no attempt to struggle. ‘Easy there,’ he said. ‘Billfold in my back pocket. Should be a couple of hundred bucks in it. Take what you want.’
Coburn used his free hand to pad down O’Halloran’s jacket, not expecting to find a gun, but wanting to be sure before he spun him round and let him go.
‘Surprise,’ Coburn said. ‘Remember me?’
The American’s reaction was mostly one of shock. He was astonished, massaging his arm while he stared at Coburn. ‘You’re dead,’ he said.
‘Who told you that?’
‘Armstrong. He sent me an email. What the hell’s going on? What the fuck are you doing in my garage?’
‘How did Armstrong know I was dead?’
‘Who knows? Maybe the same way he heard about that stuff on board the Rybinsk.’
‘From Sir Anthony Fraser?’ Coburn was relieved, guessing he had Heather to thank for communicating the news and pleased that her godfather had thought to pass it on to the IMB.
‘I don’t know where Armstrong got the information. He didn’t say.’ Now O’Halloran was recovering, his expression had become openly hostile.
‘Is your wife waiting for you inside?’
‘I doubt it.’ The American stopped rubbing his arm. ‘She lives with her boyfriend in Arlington. Why? What the hell has she got to do with anything?’
‘Tell you what,’ Coburn said, ‘we can either carry on standing here while you decide whether it’s worth trying to smack me over the head with that fire extinguisher you keep looking at, or we can go inside so you can listen to what I have to say.’
‘Why would I want to listen to you?’
‘Because if you don’t, you won’t know whose side you’re on, and if you don’t know that, and you’re on the wrong one, you’re going to be in the deepest shit you’ve ever been in.’
O’Halloran raised his eyebrows. ‘That’s why I get jumped in my own garage, is it — so you and I can find out which side I’m on? Haven’t you heard of phone calls and emails?’
‘If it wasn’t for phone calls and emails between your department and the International Marine Bureau, a whole lot of people wouldn’t be dead.’ Coburn kept his voice level. ‘Why do you think I didn’t visit you at your nice office? Until I hear what you have to say for yourself, I’m not trusting you, and I’m sure as hell not trusting the security of your department’s communication systems.’
‘OK.’ O’Halloran paused to think. ‘If you’ve got a story to tell me, it better be good.’ Collecting his keys from the floor where he’d dropped them, he went to unlock an interior door. ‘Next time you get resurrected and you want to say hello, try knocking on my front door.’
Coburn followed him inside, telling himself that things were going as well as could be expected, and that at least O’Halloran seemed willing to accept that there was a story to be told even if he showed no sign of comprehending what it might be about.
The house was untidy. Unwashed dishes were piled up on the draining board in the kitchen, numerous magazines were scattered around the place, and in the lounge where a number of pot plants were wilting from the heat and lack of watering, it had been some time since the windowsills and the shelves of a large bookcase had received a dusting.
Standing between a matched pair of porcelain deer on the bookcase, a framed picture showed O’Halloran sitting in a garden with what looked like twin baby girls balanced on his knees.
‘Yours?’ Coburn asked.
‘They live with their mother. If I’m not working or overseas, I get to see them at weekends.’ The American went to the kitchen. ‘Do you want a cold beer?’
‘No, thanks.’ During his flight from Singapore, when he hadn’t been thinking about Heather, he’d occupied himself by trying to decide how O’Halloran would react when he learned that, despite the best efforts of the US Government, another of their ugly secrets was no longer the secret they believed it to be. So this is where the crunch would come, Coburn thought. This is where he’d find out where the American’s sympathies lay.
O’Halloran returned carrying two cans of beer. ‘Sure you can’t use one of these?’ he said.
‘I’m sure.’
‘OK. Sit wherever you want.’ The American slumped down in a chair. ‘Are you going to tell me the Pishan was shipping fifty kilogrammes of enriched uranium from Pakistan to North Korea, but your pirate friends offloaded it and sold it on to someone else?’
‘Is that what Armstrong said?’ Coburn remained standing.
‘No. He said you didn’t find anything and that you’d run into some kind of problem.’
‘It was a trap. And the only people who could have set it up were you or the IMB. No one else knew about the raid.’
‘You’ve forgotten Heather Cameron. She knew.’ O’Halloran swallowed some beer. ‘What’s happened to her?’
Coburn shrugged. ‘No idea. Never mind Heather Cameron. I’m not here to talk about her, I’m here to talk about you.’
‘You’d better start then, hadn’t you?’
‘OK. What do you think about this? The day before you showed up in Chittagong, while I was driving down to Fauzdarhat I stopped in a lay-by. I’d only been there a minute when a truck pulled up behind me. It was the truck that half an hour later was used to cart the radioactive crate away from the Rybinsk. I got a look at the driver and I saw him make a phone call.’
‘So?’
‘The same guy turned up on board the Pishan. I saw him. He was the reason you couldn’t find out who’d phoned the Bangladeshi Army. It was him who made the call. He wanted the army to go to the beach.’
‘What for?’ O’Halloran frowned. ‘Why would he have wanted that to happen?’
‘Because your government told him to create as much mayhem as he could while he was there. That’s why he let his men go ape shit with their guns, and why he ran over those kids. The US wanted saturation media coverage so the whole world would think the Rybinsk had been transporting nuclear material to North Korea. You were part of the set-up.’
‘To do what?’
‘Prove that North Korea is building nuclear weapons. Your government is running a covert programme to make sure the Koreans look like the biggest threat to world peace since the rise of Germany before the last World War.’ Coburn paused to allow the information to sink in. ‘Washington needs an excuse to go in and flatten North Korea, but without United Nations approval, and with no mandate from the American people, right now they haven’t a snowball’s chance in hell of getting one.’
‘But they will have once this covert programme of theirs starts to cut in?’ O’Halloran looked unimpressed. ‘Is that what you’re saying?’
‘You read the papers. For the last four weeks, every time an arms shipment is intercepted somewhere, it just happens to have a big label stuck on it addressed to North Korea.’
‘Like those labels you and the girl found on the Rybinsk?’ O’Halloran drank some more beer. ‘Sounds like a clever idea. Pity about the facts.’
‘I’ll give you facts.’ Coburn cleared away some magazines from a chair and sat down. ‘I’ve got enough facts to know that as soon as your government heard I’d been asking the wrong questions about the Rybinsk, they decided I’d better be stopped from asking any more.’
‘And seeing as how this Fauzdarhat truck driver showed up again on the Pishan, you figure he’s the guy Washington sent to shut you up?’
‘I know he is.’ To provide O’Halloran with a summary of what had happened, Coburn started with an account of the raid on the Pishan, explaining how and why it had failed before he went on to describe how the men who’d attacked the village had been issued with his photo. He avoided any mention of Heather, but thought it would do no harm to include Hari’s contribution to the events that had allowed them to obtain photographs of the driver, and why that in turn had led them to the decision to detonate the Semtex.
By the time he’d finished, the American was no longer frowning and some of his hostility was gone.
‘Good job you’re dead,’ O’Halloran said. ‘You’ve been pushing your luck a bit, haven’t you?’
‘Do you have any questions?’
‘Yeah, I do. Why tell me?’
‘So you can help me find the guy who was driving the truck. I’ve brought the photos of him for you to run through one of the CIA’s computer recognition systems. I need to know who he is, where he is and who he works for.’
‘I don’t owe you any favours.’ O’Halloran’s expression was unchanged. ‘Why would I want to do that?’
‘Because if you don’t, when the media get hold of the truth, you’ll come across as being one of the bad guys. I can make that happen with a single phone call. It was you who went to investigate the Rybinsk, and it was you who came up with the story of an illicit nuclear shipment from Russia to North Korea. Once the public hears how you and your government have been manipulating the truth and when they find out how many people have died for another great American cause that’s based on nothing more than another bunch of lies, you won’t just have lost your wife and kids; you’ll have no job, no one’s ever going to give you one, and there’s even a chance you’ll get yourself locked up for longer than you want to think about. How does that sound?’
‘Pretty much like a threat.’ O’Halloran crushed his beer can and threw it across the room into a wastepaper basket. ‘You want to be careful. The crime rate around here isn’t getting any better. Be a shame if you met with a nasty car accident on your way back to wherever you’re staying.’
‘Will you run the photos?’
‘It’s not that easy. Counter-Proliferation reports to the Defense Department. The CIA doesn’t. We don’t do a lot of business with them.’
‘Yes you do.’ Coburn had anticipated the objection. ‘That radioactivity sensor I was supposed to use on the Pishan might have been developed by your people, but it was the CIA who sent it on to Armstrong.’
‘You’re not thinking straight. If you’re right about this being some kind of US conspiracy to inflame world opinion against North Korea, there’ll be people embedded in the CIA who know every damn thing about it. If I ask the wrong department to run a facial recognition search for me, I could wind up in as much shit as you are.’
‘Not my problem,’ Coburn said. ‘You’ll have to decide who you can trust and who you can’t. You must have some idea.’
‘You’d think so, wouldn’t you?’ O’Halloran paused. ‘You know, I hadn’t picked you right,’ he said. ‘That morning at the hospital in Chittagong I figured you were more interested in the girl than the Rybinsk.’
‘Answer the question. Are you going to run the photos, or aren’t you?’ Coburn looked at him. ‘If you can help expose this thing you might get a pat on the head from the President.’
‘Or end up at the bottom of the Potomac River.’
‘If you don’t want to rock the boat, say so.’
‘How do you know you can trust me?’
‘I don’t. But if it’s me who ends up in the Potomac, I promise you it’s not going to make any difference.’
O’Halloran smiled. ‘Where have I heard that before? Why do you think it matters who else you’ve told? Insurance doesn’t do you a lot of good when you’re dead.’
‘I’m already dead — remember?’ Coburn was growing in confidence. The American had been taking longer to answer questions, thinking before he spoke and giving the impression that, even if he wasn’t guaranteeing anything, he might be willing to co-operate.
‘I guess it was that storm,’ O’Halloran said.
‘What?’
‘The storm in the Sea of Japan — the one the Rybinsk sailed through while she was heading south from Vladivostok. That’s what got me started on the wrong track. I had it figured for the reason why the Koreans couldn’t pick up the crates when I thought they should’ve done — and why they had to wait until the Rybinsk arrived at Fauzdarhat.’
‘Good luck selling that as an excuse,’ Coburn said. ‘It might be kind of hard convincing anyone that’s why you got things wrong, don’t you think?’
‘I’ll tell you what I think. I think you’re pushing too hard. How about backing off for a minute? Where are these photos of yours?’
‘In my car.’
‘OK.’ O’Halloran got up from his chair. ‘I’ll make a couple of calls tonight and see what I can fix up for tomorrow. I’ll let you know how I get on. Where are you staying?’
‘Never mind. You don’t need to know. I’ll call you.’
The American smiled again. ‘Let me tell you something else,’ he said. ‘Right now, you’re about as near to Washington as you can get. If someone in the US Government has guessed you didn’t get yourself blown up in Singapore, and they think you’ve ridden into town looking for trouble, they’ll find you in half a day.’ He went to the door. ‘Well? Are you going to give me the pictures?’
Outside in the street, a little girl on a pink tricycle was being watched over carefully by her father, while a smartly dressed young woman in high-heels was endeavouring to prevent her Labrador from cocking its leg on the rear wheel of Coburn’s car — a pleasant suburban scene of ordinary Americans enjoying an ordinary evening, he thought, well-meaning people who, in spite of the fiasco in Iraq, were still willing to put their faith in their elected government, and equally willing to accept the lies they were being told about North Korea.
He handed O’Halloran the envelope containing the photographs, wishing he’d made copies and hoping this wasn’t another mistake that was going to come back and bite him.
The American didn’t bother to look inside. ‘Nice to meet you again, Mr Coburn,’ he said. ‘Phone me here at home this time tomorrow.’ He stuck out his hand. ‘Until then I’d keep away from dark places if I were you.’

CHAPTER 12

Coburn’s confidence had been short-lived. After his discussion with O’Halloran yesterday evening and having had his first reasonable night’s sleep for nearly a week, he’d spent much of the morning feeling cautiously optimistic, concerned that perhaps the offer of help had been volunteered too easily, but in general believing that his optimism was based on more than wishful thinking.
But an hour ago that had all changed when, during his pre-arranged phone call, he’d learned that he’d not only misunderstood, but got everything wrong from the very beginning.
At the time, too demoralized to persuade O’Halloran to elaborate over the telephone, he’d foolishly allowed the American to suggest where and when they should meet — a mistake he’d come to regret, and one that over the last ten minutes he’d started to believe could have placed him at a serious disadvantage.
A ploy, Coburn wondered? Had O’Halloran been smart enough to tell him his suspicions were groundless simply to make him lower his guard? And if so, could that mean he hadn’t been wrong at all?
The coffee shop the American had recommended was in downtown Bethesda, located in a narrow side street not far from the intersection of Wisconsin Avenue and Old Georgetown Road. The street was crowded with pedestrians — a mixture of last-minute shoppers and well-heeled black and white office workers in their twenties who were either in no hurry to go home, or whose social lives revolved around the cafés and restaurants of Bethesda’s Woodmont Triangle, a congested, up-market part of town that, until this evening, Coburn had chosen to avoid.
He’d been here since 5.30, not at the coffee shop, but standing in a doorway across the street — a precaution he hoped might provide an early warning in the event of things taking an unexpected turn.
So far, except for him being momentarily distracted by a young woman with a blonde ponytail who had a figure not unlike Heather’s, he’d detected nothing out of the ordinary.
At the coffee shop, people were coming and going at regular intervals, some taking their drinks away with them, others sitting at outside tables using their mobile phones in between exchanging the day’s gossip with friends or fellow office workers. None of them looked remotely out of place, too preoccupied with themselves to display more than a casual interest in people at neighbouring tables and mostly ignoring passers-by.
O’Halloran was late. He arrived in a taxi, unaccompanied and evidently anxious to discover if Coburn was already here.
After going into the shop, he reappeared and made himself comfortable at a vacant table that afforded him a view of the street, consulting his watch and fiddling with the catches on his briefcase, but otherwise giving the impression of being at ease in his surroundings.
For a minute or two Coburn watched and waited, making his decision to go and say hello only after he was satisfied that the American was alone and not in contact with someone in a parked car or a nearby building.
O’Halloran didn’t bother to get up. ‘Thought you weren’t going to show,’ he said. ‘What kind of coffee do you like? I’ve already ordered mine.’
‘It’s OK. I’ll pass, thanks.’ Coburn sat down. ‘So you found someone to run the photos?’
O’Halloran nodded. ‘I didn’t want to say last night, but I have to tell you I didn’t expect to get a hit. From what I know about facial recognition programmes they mostly only work if you’ve got good frontal pictures, and the guy who runs the system says that half the time the computer spews out the wrong answer or nothing at all.’
‘But this time it spewed out the right answer?’
‘Not the one you wanted. You can forget about the US Government being behind your clever theory. They’re not. The White House isn’t involved, and never has been. Congress and the Senate have nothing to do with it, nor does the Pentagon, the CIA, the National Security Agency or the Department of Homeland Security. I’ve spent all day on this, so don’t start saying you don’t believe me.’
Coburn didn’t believe him for a minute. So transparent was O’Halloran’s attempt at a whitewash that he was surprised that the American thought he could pull it off.
‘I know what you’re thinking.’ O’Halloran opened his case and took out a sheet of paper. ‘Have a look at this.’
It was a one-page printout copied from what appeared to be some kind of official US Army document — a recruitment application form that included a passport-sized photo of the person who’d filled it in — someone who Coburn had seen twice before and the man he’d travelled halfway round the world to identify:
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Coburn handed the document back to O’Halloran. ‘So he’s a US-born Marine with a dead father and a brother who’s living in Russia.’
‘Yegorov’s division was the first one in to Kuwait in the 1991 Gulf War. Do you want to see his military record?’
‘What does it say?’
‘Not much. Sounds as though he was OK at what he did until he got hurt in an accident while he was on an exercise. He stayed on in the Marines for a while, but eventually got himself invalided out. That was a couple of years ago. If he hadn’t been in the military there’d be no record of him at all.’
‘Where is he now?’
O’Halloran smiled. ‘Last I heard, he was in Singapore sticking something in your fridge.’
‘Is that all you’ve come up with?’ Coburn was still waiting to hear why he’d got everything wrong.
O’Halloran took a folder from his briefcase. ‘If that’s all I’d come up with, I wouldn’t be wasting another of my evenings talking to you,’ he said. ‘I ran the name Jüri Yegorov through half-a-dozen civilian data banks and then cross-referenced his military record with information the FBI holds on organizations that aren’t exactly on their favourite list. That’s when your story started to make a whole lot of sense.’
‘Like what?’ Coburn controlled his impatience.
‘Two things. In October last year, the State Police in Oregon are on record as issuing a speeding ticket for a Jüri Yegorov who was stopped on highway 395 near a place called Canyon City.’ O’Halloran paused. ‘Canyon City just happens to be up the road from the headquarters of the FAL. Have you heard of them?’
Coburn didn’t think he had. ‘Who or what are the FAL?’
‘The Free America League.’
He was slow to remember where he’d heard the name before, but now that he had, he was able to make the connection. ‘Shriver,’ he said. ‘Retired US Army Brigadier — that guy who’s on TV all the time?’
‘George Shriver is the original founder of the FAL. When he’s not lobbying in Washington or getting himself interviewed on TV, he’s promoting the FAL as the saviour of America and running a company that trains security guards at his ranch in Oregon. He’s a pain in the ass, but a lot of Americans believe he has a better fix on things than half of their elected politicians do. The media love him, and the White House just wish he’d shut up and go away.’
‘The Free America League,’ Coburn said slowly. ‘Are you saying Yegorov has something to do with them?’
O’Halloran nodded. ‘Don’t get the idea that they’re a rabid, half-baked outfit with no influence. In the last eighteen months they’ve opened offices in every state except Hawaii and Rhode Island, and they operate four websites. They’re rich and they’re powerful. Five or six senators openly support them, they’re rumoured to get a slug of money from the National Rifle Association every year, and if you believe the information they put out, they’ve got something like eleven or twelve thousand paid-up members — and that’s not including manufacturers and defence contractors who don’t want to be seen funnelling funds into the FAL, but figure it’s a good long-term investment that’s going to keep them in business.’
‘Because the FAL support the war in Iraq?’
O’Halloran waited while a girl delivered his coffee to the table. ‘Nothing wrong with anyone supporting our troops in Iraq,’ he said. ‘If the FAL were just doing that they wouldn’t be short of people looking to join. But their policy’s a bit more radical. The FAL exists solely for the purpose of promoting the idea that nothing is more important than the fundamental need to keep America safe by absolutely any means and at absolutely any cost. It doesn’t matter who gets hurt in the process so long as it’s not the US. So what if we couldn’t find any weapons of mass destruction in Iraq? In case a couple are still lying around somewhere let’s make sure the Iraqis end up being so fucked they’ll never be able to use them. And in case Osama bin Laden is still hiding out in Afghanistan, why not just keep our troops there for another year? If you’re a right-wing redneck who believes in big sticks and America the Great and America the Strong, get yourself a gun, saddle up and join the FAL. They could probably use someone like you.’
‘Or someone like Jüri Yegorov,’ Coburn said.
‘You haven’t heard the good bit yet. Shriver’s last posting was to Kuwait in 1991 — after the Iraqi forces had set fire to all the oil wells there. One day in June while he was visiting a place on the coast called Minā al Ahmadi, he was driving past one of the wellheads that had already been capped when it blew its top and reignited. Shriver was OK, but only because of a US Marine who managed to get him out of the way in time. Guess who that was?’
‘Yegorov.’
‘Right. Shriver’s the official face of the FAL. My guess is that Yegorov does his dirty work for him. The first time you came across good old Jüri, he was driving a truck in Bangladesh. A few weeks later there he is on board the Pishan waiting for you in the Strait of Malacca. When that didn’t work he arranged the attack on the village where you were staying, and took out some insurance by wiring up your fridge in Singapore.’
‘All to keep America safe,’ Coburn said. ‘In case I put two and two together and decided people might like to know how the FAL are going about it?’
‘They’re on a crusade.’ O’Halloran slid a pamphlet across the table. ‘Read that.’
The pamphlet was well presented and printed in colour on expensive paper. Coburn glanced through it before he went back to the beginning and read the introduction:
THE FREE AMERICA LEAGUE
WORKING FOR YOU TO PROTECT YOUR RIGHTS
UNDER THE CONSTITUTION
The Free America League is a privately funded, non-governmental organization dedicated to preserving the principles of Liberty, Freedom of Speech, Freedom from Aggression and Freedom from Terror. Membership is open to all American citizens who wish to protect our society, our culture and celebrate the faith upon which rests the foundations of our great country.
In recent times, successive governments have failed to uphold traditional American values, and have allowed the United States to become impotent in the face of aggression directed against us by countries which are determined to undermine and destroy everything that we as a people hold dear and everything for which our forebears laboured to establish for us.
Despite the horrors of September 11, our elected representatives continue to adopt policies of appeasement in circumstances where nothing but the sternest measures can guarantee our children a future free from the harm our enemies increasingly wish upon us.
Only from a position of military strength can the United States protect itself from foreign governments who have openly declared war on our way of life, on our ideals, our institutions and on our democratic system.
The Free America League will not allow the people of the United States to fall victim to this hate. Nor will the Free America League permit hostile nations to threaten us by developing weapons that can be used against the United States without reason and without warning.
If, like more than 11,000 of your fellow Americans who already support this cause, you would like to become an active member of the FAL, visit www.freeamericaleague.com, or contact the nearest FAL office in your State, details of which are listed on page 6.

Coburn didn’t turn to page 6. He didn’t study the other pages either, most of which were illustrated with before-and-after photographs of the Twin Towers and with shots of fire-crews working outside the blackened wall of the Pentagon.
‘Forgotten the words, have you?’ O’Halloran said.
‘What?’
‘Now you’ve read that you’re supposed to be singing the Star Spangled Banner.’ O’Halloran grinned. ‘Long live America. If you care about your kids, send the FAL a cheque, and they’ll see to it that North Korea gets bombed back to the Stone Age.’
The pamphlet didn’t mention North Korea by name, but it didn’t have to, Coburn thought. The message wasn’t even ambiguous — an outline not just of what the FAL stood for, but a statement of intent that left little to the imagination.
‘If you didn’t know what you’re up against before, you do now,’ O’Halloran said. ‘With that many signed-up members, they’ll have people working inside every government department in Washington.’
‘Including yours.’ Coburn refolded the pamphlet and placed it on O’Halloran’s briefcase. ‘That’s where the leak came from. Someone in your office decided I was making waves.’
‘So what? It’s not illegal to belong to the FAL. If there’s a guy in my department who’s a member, he’ll have no idea what Shriver and his friends are up to. He’ll be the same as all the other members — contributing cash, helping the FAL keep America strong and waving flags when he’s told to. He probably thought Shriver’s publicity machine could use the information in my report about nuclear material on the Rybinsk going to North Korea. Once he heard you were asking questions he’d have passed your name on to the FAL. Why wouldn’t he?’
‘That means you don’t care, does it?’
O’Halloran shrugged. ‘What it means is that you’ve got yourself a problem. At least the US Government pretends to play by the rules. You’ve been dealing with an outfit that doesn’t have any. Carry on the way you’re going and you won’t have to fake your death a second time. Shriver isn’t about to let anyone stop him now. He has enough cash coming in to buy whatever he wants and whoever he wants anywhere in the world. If he finds out you’re still alive and wants to spend another hundred grand getting rid of you, he will.’
‘How much do you know about Shriver?’
‘What do you want to know?’
‘Whereabouts in Oregon is Canyon City?’
‘All I can tell you is that it’s on the same State highway as Shriver’s ranch — somewhere between the Ochoco and Malheur National Forests. Are you any the wiser?’
Coburn shook his head. ‘I will be when I get a map. How big is the ranch?’
‘How would I know?’ O’Halloran drank some of his coffee. ‘Look, if you’ve got some idea of going to have a chat with Shriver, I’d have a real good think about that if I were you.’
‘I already have. Can you do one more thing for me? See what you can find on Canyon City and dig up what you can on the para-military camp you say Shriver’s running.’
‘That’s two things. When do you want it by?’
‘Tomorrow will be fine. I can either pick it up here or from your place, or if you’re feeling like a drive, I’m staying out at the Pimmit Hills motel over on the Pine Ridge highway.’
‘So you’ve figured out which side I’m on, have you?’ O’Halloran finished the rest of his coffee and closed the lid of his case. ‘You’re dreaming,’ he said. ‘You stand about as much chance of proving the FAL are a subversive organization as I do of getting that pat on the head from the President. If I come across anything useful, I’ll give you a call. I wouldn’t hold your breath, though.’ Depositing a handful of change on the table he got to his feet, nodded a goodbye and walked away.
Since Coburn had nowhere in particular to go, and because he could think of nowhere in particular he wanted to be, he ordered a coffee and spent the next half-hour wondering whether it would be unwise to mention the FAL when he made the first of his phone calls to Heather, putting off his return to the motel until he’d convinced himself that hearing her voice again might help bring back some of the confidence that O’Halloran had successfully stripped away.
Stopping on his drive only to buy a large-scale map of Oregon, he went straight to his room and placed the call, hoping that wherever in the village she happened to be she’d have the phone with her as she’d said she would.
She answered on the second ring, sounding sleepy, but anxious to discover if it was really him.
‘Are you in bed?’ he asked.
‘Mm. The sun’s only just up here. Where are you?’
‘Where I said I’d be. Satellite links aren’t too private, so it’s best we don’t use names. Is everything OK?’
‘Sort of. Have you found who you went to find?’
‘Yep. If I hadn’t, I’d have gone on looking in the wrong place. I got things kind of wrong. It’s not the government. I’ll explain another time. What do you mean, things are only sort of OK?’
‘Nothing.’ She made an effort to sound brighter. ‘It rained yesterday so all the dust’s gone, and it’s much cooler.’
‘Hey,’ Coburn said. ‘Whatever’s wrong, I want to know what it is.’
‘It’s just that someone in the village was caught trying to sell methamphetamines. Indiri says the last time that happened, Hari shot the man who was doing it, so everybody’s kind of on edge.’
‘You’re not at a holiday camp,’ Coburn said. ‘Hari runs a tight ship.’
‘I know, but it’s different with you not being here. I’m all right, though — really I am. If it’s not the US Government, are you going to be able to get evidence to prove who else it is?’
‘I’m working on it.’
‘Don’t be too long. Indiri says if you are she can introduce me to a nice young fisherman she knows from up the coast.’
Coburn didn’t tell her he had no idea how many days this was going to take, nor did he explain what had brought on his sudden need to call her. Instead, after endeavouring to prolong their conversation by searching for words that wouldn’t come, he asked her to let Hari know that things were more or less in hand then said goodbye, unsettled and annoyed with himself for not waiting until he’d been in a better frame of mind before he’d made the call.
To combat a sense of anti-climax he spread out the map beside him on the bed and traced out highway 395 with his finger until he found Canyon City. It was in the middle of nowhere just south of the intersection with route 26 — a tiny dot on a map that meant no more to him than a dot on a map of Siberia would have done.
So where was the ranch, he wondered? And what were the chances of Shriver being there? Would Yegorov be there? And if one of them was, what then?
The more he tried to formulate a plan, the more unknowns there seemed to be, and the faster the questions came, so many of them that it was relief when he had to stop searching for solutions to answer his phone.
It wasn’t the motel restaurant calling to ask if he’d care to place an overnight order for breakfast, and it wasn’t Heather calling back to say something he hadn’t given her the opportunity to say.
It was O’Halloran, sounding artificially casual, and apologizing for interrupting Coburn’s evening.
‘You still planning on a trip out west?’ he asked.
‘Why?’
‘If you are, I’ve got a proposition for you. I got to thinking a bit more about your problem so on my way home I called in at the office and had another look at that information we were talking about.’
Coburn waited to be surprised.
‘You still there?’ O’Halloran’s voice changed.
‘Yeah, I’m still here. What did you find out this time?’
‘Quite a bit. According to US Immigration records, Yegorov went on a trip to Russia in early April of this year. There’s no information about why he went or where he went afterwards, but the timing’s right for him to have been in Vladivostok for a few weeks before the Rybinsk headed off for Bangladesh. If anybody had thought to ask him why he was going to Russia, I guess he could’ve always said he was visiting his brother there.’
‘How long was he away?’
‘He’s listed as arriving back in the US on July 14th. That matches pretty well with him being in Bangladesh in mid June when you first saw him, and after that he had all the time he needed to get those men on board the Pishan and organize that attack on the village you told me about.’
‘And leave me a present in my fridge.’ Coburn was wondering where all this might be leading. ‘What about Shriver? Did you find out any more about him?’
‘The CIA databases have pages of information on him and the FAL, but the interesting thing is what happened to Shriver’s parents when he was still a kid. His father was a US Army officer who died in the Korean War, and his mother was in Korea at the same time working as a nurse at a hospital in Pusan. She was there when the South Korean Army were overrun, and officially listed as missing in 1951. From the age of five, Shriver was raised by his grandparents at the family ranch in Oregon. If you go back and look at some of the early interviews he gave to the press before he retired, it’s pretty clear he’s inherited a deep hate of all things Korean and, like I told you yesterday, he’s on a crusade to stamp out anything he thinks is anti-American.’
‘And stamp on anyone who gets in his way.’ Coburn was still waiting to hear why O’Halloran had taken the trouble to make the call. ‘You’ve uncovered enough information to make you happy then, have you?’
‘Enough to make me think that maybe I ought to be giving you a hand. I could use a break, and I’ve already told you how far you’ll get trying to crack this by yourself.’
Whatever the real reason for the offer was, Coburn knew he was in no position to turn it down. Trusting O’Halloran could still be something of a gamble, he thought, but since the only other person he could trust was thousands of miles away in another country, and she was relying on him, all he could do was take the risk and hope like hell he was making the right decision.

CHAPTER 13

Had Eastern Oregon been easier to reach, Coburn would have had less opportunity to get to know his travelling companion. To begin with, during their flight from Washington to San Francisco, O’Halloran had offered little in the way of fresh information about himself, and on their subsequent flight to Portland and during the one that had brought them across to Pendleton, the American agent had been largely uncommunicative.
Since then, though, once they’d rented a car and checked themselves in to a small motel just north of the Malheur National Forest, he’d started to unwind, and by breakfast time that morning had opened up and become more friendly.
By leaving their motel early for their journey south, they’d hoped to reach the intersection with highway 20 by ten o’clock, but the number of logging trucks on the road was slowing them down, and although the Chrysler had reasonably good acceleration up to fifty miles an hour, at anything above that the engine seemed to falter. As a result, their progress had been poor, and for the last five minutes they’d been stuck behind a slow-moving Winnebago that Coburn had given up trying to overtake.
It had been his idea to do the driving, a suggestion that had been intended to leave O’Halloran free to navigate once they reached Canyon City and could start their search for the location of Shriver’s ranch.
So far, instead of reading the map, the American had been busy going through the notes he’d brought with him, only occasionally glancing up to discover how much further they had to go.
Ahead of them, the Winnebago had an indicator flashing and was slowing for the intersection with the main east-west highway. The vehicle turned right, allowing Coburn to make up time until they encountered more traffic on the outskirts of the John Day township where a large, colourfully painted billboard welcomed visitors to The Adventure Capital of Eastern Oregon: Elevation above sea level 3120 feet: Population 1891.
‘Big place,’ Coburn said.
‘It is for around these parts.’ O’Halloran found the map and had a look. ‘Canyon City’s less than a mile from here,’ he said, ‘so we’re nearly there.’
‘Then what?’
‘Then we’d better hope we come across Shriver’s Long Creek ranch. According to the information I’ve got here, Canyon City isn’t even a third the size of John Day, so it might not be too smart to start asking for directions in a little place where everyone is going to know everyone else.’
If Coburn had thought John Day was on the small side, Canyon City was so tiny he was surprised it had a name at all.
Nestled between the rock walls of a dry canyon, it was cute rather than pretty, and like John Day, thronged with tourists, most of whom looked as though they were here for the hunting or fishing, or to experience the white-water rafting trips that were advertised on shop-fronts along the main street.
‘Some city,’ Coburn said. ‘Blink and you’d miss it.’
‘You wouldn’t have done once.’ O’Halloran smiled. ‘Back in the 1860s, if you wanted some action, this is where you’d come to get it. At one time, over ten thousand prospectors were living here — all of them panning the river for gold. In fifty years they pulled out nearly a billion dollars worth of the stuff.’
It was hard to imagine that many people in such an unlikely place, Coburn thought, and harder still to believe his hunt for Yegorov had brought him here in a search, not for gold, but for a way to run down an organization that was manipulating the hearts and minds of Americans by killing and maiming men, women and children in countries half a world away.
He remained silent while they drove through the canyon, waiting until he saw a lay-by before he suggested they stop to discuss their strategy and have a fresh look at the satellite photograph that O’Halloran had brought.
Parking the car in the shade of some lodgepole pines, Coburn got out to stretch his legs. He’d first seen the photo last night when O’Halloran had showed it to him at the motel. At the time, without any first-hand knowledge of what the countryside was going to be like, Coburn had decided that the picture was unlikely to help them much. Now though, having driven through the canyon and seen how rugged the surrounding terrain could be, he’d changed his opinion, realizing that without the photo they’d have been at a serious disadvantage.
Until today, they had deliberately made no plan, believing that, since the Long Creek ranch was the headquarters of the Free America League, it would be easier to come up with a course of action once they’d been able to inspect the place.
The decision itself was not unreasonable, Coburn thought, but by the look of things, deciding how to get hold of the evidence they needed was going to call for some thinking on a different level altogether.
O’Halloran had emerged from the car. Placing the satellite photograph on the boot lid he spread out the map beside it. ‘OK,’ he said. ‘We’re about here.’ Using a ballpoint pen he drew a circle on the map just south of Canyon City. ‘Which means that if we carry on for another couple of miles we should be pretty close to the northern boundary of the ranch.’
‘How big a place is it?’ Coburn asked.
‘Six or seven thousand acres. Not a bad spread.’ The American used his pen again, this time to draw a large rectangle, not on the map, but on the photo. ‘Far as I can figure, the property extends east about halfway to where it says Strawberry Mountain on the map. That means the ranch is around five miles long, so it goes back a fair way into the hills.’
During the time Coburn had spent in Iraq, he’d seen military reconnaissance photographs taken by US satellites, some of such high quality that it had been possible to identify individual buildings and even see vehicles on the streets. The photo of the ranch, though, was nothing like as good.
He could pick out what looked like trails or river tributaries winding through areas of thick forest, but the buildings were little more than dirty smudges, so indistinct it was hard to tell how big they were or what they were. A group of smudges was concentrated at the end of a driveway leading from the highway, and a few others were dotted about, including one that Coburn thought might not even be a building, standing by itself near what he guessed was the southernmost edge of the property.
‘I can’t see this helping us a hell of a lot,’ he said. ‘We can’t even be sure where the house is.’
‘How about here?’ O’Halloran pointed to one of the larger smudges. ‘The other buildings are probably dormitories and kitchens for the men who come here on training courses.’
‘Did you find out if Shriver’s running a course right now?’
‘No. But he’ll be stupid if he isn’t. The longer the mess in Iraq goes on, the more money he’ll be making by supplying security guards to US companies that are working in places like Baghdad or out in the oilfields. The guys he’s training here can earn fifteen hundred dollars a day in Iraq, so he’ll be hauling in more money than he’ll know what to do with by hiring them out.’ O’Halloran smiled. ‘Better than getting his feet wet looking for gold in the local river.’
‘And a good way to get income for the FAL.’ Coburn had stopped inspecting the satellite photograph. ‘I suppose we’d better go and see what we can see,’ he said. ‘For a start we can just drive by.’
The idea was good, but five minutes later, having slowed the car to what he hoped was not a suspiciously low speed, his first glimpse of the property provided little information.
At the main entrance, a pair of tall stone pillars supported a twelve foot-long timber plank in which the name Long Creek Ranch had been burned with a blowtorch, and a sign attached to the left hand pillar instructed the drivers of cattle trucks and trailers and all new recruits to use the Stony Bridge entrance 600 yards ahead.
‘Can you see anything?’ Coburn’s view was obstructed by trees, and with a logging truck coming up behind him, he’d gained no more than a fleeting impression of the place.
O’Halloran was still peering out of the rear window of the car. ‘House and garages,’ he said. ‘And what could be a stable block. Matches the sat photo pretty well. If you let this truck by, we might get a better look at the next entrance.’
Pulling on to the shoulder, Coburn waved on the driver, then proceeded at an even lower speed, continuing to slow the car so that by the time they reached the Stony Bridge entrance the Chrysler was travelling at less than twenty miles an hour.
They were rewarded with a view of cattle yards, an open-fronted shed in which stood several tractors, an ATV and what Coburn thought was some kind of harvester that was being worked on by two men in overalls.
He was about to say the men looked more like mechanics than trainee security guards when he heard the sound. It was drifting in through the open windows of the car, faint but unmistakable — the distant crackle of small-arms fire.
O’Halloran had heard it too. ‘How about we check that out,’ he said. ‘The better picture we have of what goes on here, the better chance we’ll stand.’
‘Of doing what?’
‘Breaking into the house. What did you think I meant?’
If Coburn hadn’t witnessed the carnage at the Fauzdarhat shipyard and had he not met a young woman there called Heather Cameron, he would have rejected the idea out of hand. But he had been at the shipyard, and he had met Heather Cameron — the reason why the FAL had been trying to kill him ever since, he thought, and why, in the absence of a more sensible proposal, maybe he ought to be considering whether this one could be made to work.
‘Well?’ O’Halloran was getting impatient. ‘Are we going to check out that gunfire, or aren’t we?’
‘Yeah. All right.’
‘OK. Keep your eyes open for a dirt road that looks like it leads down to a ski field called Star Ridge. I can’t see it on the sat photo, but it’s shown on the map. I don’t think it goes through Shriver’s land, but it’ll take us closer than we are right now.’
O’Halloran had barely finished speaking when, at the entrance to a pot-holed track, Coburn caught sight of a plywood offcut nailed to a tree. It was a sign, set back some distance from the highway, hand-painted and so riddled with bullet holes that the words Star Ridge had been all but obliterated.
Wondering whether they were doing the right thing, he swung the nose of the car on to the track, avoiding the largest of the holes before hurriedly winding up his window.
‘This isn’t going to let us sneak up on anyone without them knowing,’ he said, ‘not with us kicking up this much dust.’
‘We’re out of town fishermen.’ O’Halloran wound up his own window. ‘If anybody asks, we’re looking for a good steelhead spot along the river.’
The surface of the track wasn’t getting any better. In winter, when the ground was hard, it would probably be OK, Coburn thought; in the middle of a dry July it wasn’t, in places so soft that the car was bottoming out, and in others so heavily rutted that the Chrysler felt as though it was steering itself.
They had travelled little more than half a mile when the track became less overgrown, and the countryside began to change. Instead of the lodgepole pines along the highway, areas of juniper and sage were competing with huckleberry and bluegrass, and on some of the high-desert knolls wildflowers were still in bloom.
Too busy at the wheel to appreciate the scenery, Coburn was nearly at the point of suggesting they should go no further when O’Halloran called a halt to their drive.
‘Over there.’ The American pointed ahead to a small clearing. ‘We can walk the rest of the way.’
After checking that he had sufficient room to turn the car around, Coburn parked at the edge of the clearing, cut the engine and kicked open his door. ‘Walk to where?’ he said.
‘Listen.’ O’Halloran had already climbed out and was already listening, looking through the binoculars he’d brought to scan a bank of scrub 200 yards away.
From where they were parked, although the sound of gunfire was being muffled by the vegetation, it was loud enough and distinct enough for Coburn to recognize the characteristic crack of M16s. He could hear other sounds as well — the occasional crump of a mortar shell and, now and then, the voice of someone shouting out instructions.
Wondering what was attracting O’Halloran’s interest, he went to find out.
The American continued using his binoculars. ‘Not that much to see,’ he said. ‘Barbed-wire fence, a couple of warning signs saying firing range, keep out, some kind of building, and what looks pretty much like a burned-out World War II battle-tank. I can’t tell whether that’s what’s being used for target practice.’ He handed Coburn the binoculars. ‘What do you make of the building?’
About twenty feet long and eight feet high, it was painted white and constructed from concrete blocks, but otherwise unremarkable. A row of low level ventilation slots had been cut in the south-facing wall which was the only wall Coburn could see, but it had no other features that would indicate what it could be for.
Judging by the number of rounds being fired, as many as a dozen men could be using the range, he decided, either recruits being trained as bodyguards and mercenaries before they were hired out to work for anyone who could afford their services, or others like Yegorov whom Shriver could rely on to support the cause of the FAL wherever in the world they happened to be sent.
Was Yegorov here, Coburn wondered? Could he be here now, only a few hundred yards away on the other side of the fence?
Either the same thought had occurred to O’Halloran, or he’d grown impatient again. He set off by himself, moving cautiously from one tree to another, using what cover he could find until he was in a position to get a better view.
Coburn followed him, taking a similar route and joining the American behind a group of spindly bushes on the north edge of the clearing.
‘Well, what do you know?’ O’Halloran pointed. ‘How about that?’
From his new vantage point, although Coburn could see little more of the firing range than he’d been able to before, he was looking at the building from a different angle, and he was closer to it — close enough to see padlocks hanging on a steel-reinforced door and to read the notice bolted to it:
DANGER
EXPLOSIVES AND LIVE AMMUNITION
NO UNAUTHORIZED ENTRY

He was annoyed for not realizing the place was a magazine — an explanation for it being the only smudge on the satellite photo located safely away from all the others.
Using the binoculars again, he studied the door and took another look at the ventilation slots.
‘Have you seen something?’ O’Halloran was curious.
‘No.’
‘Why are you looking through my binoculars then?’
‘I’m not.’ Coburn gave them back. ‘Come on. We’re wasting our time. We’re not going to learn anything by hanging around here making out we’re fishermen.’
Preferring not to consider the implications of what he’d seen, he returned to the car where he made the mistake of declining O’Halloran’s offer to take over the driving.
‘Why?’
‘I drove us here, so I might as well drive back. I know what the track’s like, you don’t.’
‘Now tell me the real reason.’
‘There isn’t one — only that if I have to come back it’ll be easier to remember where the worst of the bends are.’
‘Why would you need to come back?’
‘I don’t know. It’s no big deal.’ Refusing to be drawn, Coburn successfully avoided answering the question during their return drive, and had begun to think he’d got away with it until they were sitting at a table in a small diner in John Day where they’d stopped for lunch.
‘Right.’ O’Halloran finished eating his sandwich and pushed his plate away. ‘Let’s hear it.’
‘What?’
‘If you want to carry on with this job by yourself, just say the word.’
‘It’s not that.’ Coburn thought for a moment. ‘Do you remember saying I’d stand about as much chance of pulling this off as you would of getting a pat on the head from the President?’
‘Yeah, I remember.’
‘If we try to walk in to Shriver’s place on a dark night and help ourselves to his files, neither of us will be around long enough to get a pat on the head from anyone.’
‘What’s your point?’
‘Shriver won’t be living in his house alone. Unless we can get him out of it and get his men out with him, we’ll never make it past the front door.’
‘So?’ O’Halloran tipped more sugar into his coffee.
‘So there are two of us. It’s about the only edge we have. What if you’re waiting in the right place while I’m somewhere else, and I get everybody out of the house? Do you think you could find what we’re after?’
O’Halloran frowned. ‘Are you talking about setting off a fire alarm or something?’
‘No. I’m talking about blowing up that munitions store. If you want a diversion, I can give you a diversion that’ll scare the shit out of half the people in Canyon City.’
‘How are you going to do that? Didn’t you see the padlocks? There’s not a window in the place, and if you hadn’t noticed, it’s got a nice steel door. Without a truckload of dynamite you’d be better off trying to blow up Fort Knox.’
‘You’re wrong,’ Coburn said. ‘All we need is a propane cylinder, a length of hose and a couple of candles. I’ve seen it done before.’
‘Where?’
‘In Iraq. What do you know about gas explosions?’
‘Nothing.’
‘The ones you hear about are accidents, but you can set up your own accident. Pump propane into a room for long enough, and sooner or later the ratio of gas to air will reach what’s called the Lower Explosive Limit or the LEL. After that, fix up some kind of ignition source and you’re in business.’ Coburn paused. ‘It happens all the time on board boats and yachts when a cylinder in a galley springs an overnight leak, and some poor bastard gets up in the morning and lights a cigarette.’
O’Halloran hadn’t touched his coffee. ‘But we’re not dealing with a boat, are we?’ he said.
‘No, we’re not. We’re dealing with a concrete storeroom that should have enough high-explosive in it to blow out your eardrums and flatten everything inside a quarter of a mile.’ Coburn smiled. ‘What do you think?’
‘Why the hell wait until now to tell me?’
‘Because until now I figured one of us was going to come up with a better idea. I wouldn’t get too enthusiastic. If we give this a try, you’re the guy who’ll be taking all the risk.’
Coburn had intended the statement to be a warning, hoping it would persuade the American to consider an approach that would be less of a gamble. But, during the rest of their drive back to the motel and for much of the remainder of the day, instead of O’Halloran worrying about the risk, or being willing to explore alternatives, he appeared to be more interested in discussing the details of a proposal so sketchy that the longer Coburn thought about the possibility of it going wrong, the more foolhardy it seemed to be.
By late evening, all talked out and having eventually agreed that there was no reason why tomorrow night wouldn’t be as good a night as any to see whether the plan would work, Coburn left O’Halloran sitting by himself in the motel restaurant and went to his room to make his second call to Heather.
It had been three days and two nights since he’d spoken to her last. The days had been more or less OK, he thought. But the nights hadn’t — in part because he’d had trouble getting to sleep, but mostly because of his dreams; two of them triggered by his memories of her lying beside him on the bed in his Singapore apartment, and one in which he returned to the village to discover she’d never meant to wait for him and had left for an unknown destination as soon as she’d been able to.
When he’d phoned her from Maryland she’d answered right away. Tonight she didn’t, sounding pleased but out of breath when she eventually said hello.
‘Did you have to run from somewhere?’ Coburn asked.
‘I was outside, helping Indiri’s husband. He’s trying to chase a porcupine out of the drainage ditch behind the hut. I forgot to take the phone with me.’
‘I seem to remember you promising not to do that.’
‘I’m sorry.’ She pretended to sound apologetic. ‘Do you want me to promise again?’
‘You can make it up to me later. Anything interesting going on? What happened about the guy who was selling amphetamines?’
‘I don’t know. Nobody does. He just disappeared. Hari said to tell you that he’s thinking of organizing another raid. He’s heard about a shipment of Chinese DVD players that’s due through the Strait on Saturday. I can’t see him going ahead unless he can pre-sell them, though — you know, because they’re on a big ship that would be dangerous to board, and right now the black market’s oversupplied with pirated consumer goods, so the profit margin wouldn’t be that good.’
Coburn couldn’t help but be amused. ‘You want to be careful,’ he said. ‘Give yourself another couple of weeks and you’ll be walking around the village with a parrot on your shoulder.’
‘That’s not how long you’re going to be away, is it?’
‘No. With any luck by this time tomorrow we’ll have the hard part wrapped up, and O’Halloran can take things from there. He’s a pretty good guy once you get to know him.’
‘He’s not there with you now, is he?’
‘Not in the same room. Are you still OK?’
‘Of course I am. You asked me that last time.’ She hesitated. ‘I want you back here. You know that, don’t you?’
‘Yeah I know that.’ Coburn wished he hadn’t mentioned tomorrow, knowing that if the mission were to fail it could be a while until he’d be able to see her again.
For a few more minutes he continued talking, more conscious of the distance between them the longer he did so, and feeling even further away after he’d said goodbye to her and hung up the receiver.
It was his own fault, he decided. He should have put off the call until tomorrow when he’d have a clearer idea of where he stood. But instead, he’d called her tonight with no real news, and as a consequence, had found himself repeating the promise he’d made her when she’d kissed him goodbye at the airport in Singapore.
At least things had progressed a bit since Singapore, he thought. He had twenty-four hours in which to figure out how to avoid any screwups, then, as long as there was none, for the first time he’d have a chance to secure a more certain future not just for himself, but for the young woman who, unlike the girl in his dream, seemed to have every intention of waiting for him at the village.

CHAPTER 14

Every so often, headlights from approaching vehicles were illuminating the interior of the car. In between times, because O’Halloran was black, and because of the dark-coloured jacket and jeans he was wearing, he was almost impossible to see.
He was sitting in the passenger seat with his laptop balanced on his knees, and for the last five or six miles had been staring at the screen while he punched at keys with a single finger.
‘Do you know what you’re doing?’ Coburn asked.
‘Checking.’
‘Checking what?’
‘That I can download files from Shriver’s computer in a hurry if I have to.’
‘Suppose he doesn’t have a computer.’
‘He has.’ The American folded down his screen. ‘All four of the FAL websites list his email address. Even if you wanted to run an outfit the size of the FAL without a computer, you couldn’t.’
‘So why bring a camera too?’
‘Quick and easy if there’s hard copy lying around.’
Despite O’Halloran sounding confident, Coburn knew he wasn’t. Since leaving their motel, when the American hadn’t been busy at his laptop he hadn’t said a great deal, and only now they were approaching the east-west highway crossing did he seem more willing to talk.
‘Have you ever had a go at anything like this before?’ Coburn asked.
‘If you work for the National Counter-Proliferation Centre you don’t spend your time breaking into places. Taking pictures of a Pakistani nuclear reactor or having a look round inside a uranium-enrichment plant in Iran might sound like a good idea, but nobody knows how to do that.’
‘You don’t know how to get inside Shriver’s house either,’ Coburn said. ‘Not yet, you don’t.’
‘Listen.’ O’Halloran kept his voice level. ‘If you and I start going over this again, we’re both going to get pissed off again. You worry about the munitions store — I can handle the break-in. If the place has closed circuit television cameras, I’ll work round them. If it has a security system, I’ll have a go at deactivating it, and if the password I’ve got for Shriver’s computer doesn’t work I won’t hang around any longer than I have to.’
‘What if Shriver’s been smart enough to change his password?’ The possibility hadn’t occurred to Coburn before.
‘He isn’t smart enough. Lucky for us he’s been using the same one for the last 18 months. According to the guy who ran Yegorov’s facial recognition search, if Shriver wasn’t in the habit of accessing his home computer when he’s away on trips, we wouldn’t have been able to get it at all. Not even his internet service provider would have known what it is.’
‘Your CIA friend made a call to Shriver’s ISP, did he?’
‘Not much point working for an intelligence agency if you can’t put the screws on to get what you need to keep the country safe.’
Coburn tried to see if the American was grinning, but in the dark it was hard to be certain. ‘Are you going to tell me what the password is?’ he said.
‘Sure. It’s SARIWON, the place where Shriver’s father got killed in the Korean War.’ O’Halloran paused for a moment. ‘Have you thought any more about how long it’ll take you to rig up your bang?’
Last night, after making his call to Heather, Coburn had spent nearly an hour trying to work it out, but without knowing the flow rate of the propane, and having to estimate the volume of the building, he’d eventually given up.
‘This is a guess,’ he said. ‘Starting from the time I drop you off, I figure it’ll take me twenty minutes to reach the clearing, and I’ll need another ten or fifteen to carry my stuff over the fence and get it ready. While I’m doing that, you’ll have to decide where you want to be. Then all you have to do is wait.’
‘That still doesn’t tell me how long I’ll have to wait, does it?’
‘No.’ Coburn knew that the problem wasn’t so much in the timing: it was whether or not the explosion was going to do what it was intended to do — something that had been bothering him for a while, and a doubt that was still nagging at him when they reached the intersection with highway 20.
Unlike yesterday, tonight with no logging trucks on the road and fewer cars to contend with, they made good progress, driving through John Day ahead of schedule at three minutes before ten o’clock, and reaching Canyon City shortly afterwards.
Except for two or three cars parked outside a bar and some late-evening revellers, the township was quiet, flanked on each side by shadows cast by the walls of the canyon and giving Coburn the impression that the whole place was preparing to go to sleep.
More conscious of his misgivings than he had been, and tired of telling himself that O’Halloran wouldn’t run into trouble, he concentrated on his immediate concerns, keeping an eye on the rising moon on the odd occasion when he could see it through the trees and mentally running through his checklist.
Except for a small LED flashlight and a box of waterproof matches, he’d doubled up on everything. In the boot of the car were two twenty pound cylinders of propane, two three-foot lengths of braided hose complete with fittings, four candles and four candle-holders to screen out any light and shield the flames from wind.
O’Halloran had made the holders last night, fabricating them from empty asparagus cans he’d found in a rubbish bin at the rear of the motel restaurant. Everything else they’d purchased yesterday afternoon from a sporting-goods shop on the main street of John Day — a store that had been displaying so many rifles and handguns that Coburn had almost considered adding an automatic to their inventory.
In the end he’d decided against it, not wishing to suggest that either of them might be in need of one.
Now though, sitting in the dark driving south towards the ranch, and knowing that the American was armed only with his camera and a laptop, Coburn was beginning to think O’Halloran was a little unprepared in the event of things taking an unexpected turn.
The American turned up the collar of his jacket. ‘Better start looking for a place to let me out,’ he said.
‘How about the entrance to the track?’ Coburn had already more or less decided. ‘There’s plenty of cover, and once you get yourself into the trees, no one’s going to see you walking back towards the house.’
‘If that’s where you’re going to wait for me afterwards, I’ll need time to get back.’
‘Have you got a better idea?’ Ahead of him in his headlights Coburn could see the stone pillars and the gates of the Long Creek ranch.
‘No.’
‘OK. We’ll be at the track in a couple of minutes. Are you ready?’
O’Halloran was too preoccupied to answer, trying to get a glimpse of the house as they drove past.
‘Did you hear what I said?’ Coburn began to slow the car.
‘Yeah, I heard. It’s not me who needs to be ready. It’s you. Drive yourself off a ridge before you get to the clearing and all this will have been for nothing, won’t it?’
This time it was Coburn who didn’t reply, keeping his thoughts to himself until he turned off the road at the track entrance and switched off the Chrysler’s lights.
‘I’ll see you in a bit,’ he said. Before he could think of anything else to say or had the chance to wish O’Halloran good luck, the American had opened his door and was gone, moving quickly towards the trees and disappearing into the shadows.
Coburn was less willing to rush, allowing his eyes to become more accustomed to the dark before he put the Chrysler’s transmission into low and set off along the track, discovering almost at once that his ability to remember the twists and bends was nothing like as good as he’d hoped it would be.
Trusting the ruts to guide him, he’d travelled no further than 200 yards when he made his first mistake, narrowly missing a tree that swam out at him from nowhere.
It was a lesson he was quick to learn, and equally quick to abandon whenever he became disoriented or on those occasions when the ruts became too shallow to be a reliable means of keeping the Chrysler on course.
Over the next 200 yards, despite proceeding far more cautiously, twice he found himself heading across flower-strewn knolls towards what would have been disaster had he been slower to react and not switched on his parking lights.
Whether the lights could be seen, he didn’t know. Even if they could be, where would they be visible from, he wondered? And at this late hour, who, if anyone, might be looking?
He was negotiating a steep section that he was almost certain he recalled when without warning everything in front of him turned black.
Had he been travelling downhill instead of uphill he’d never have stopped quickly enough. As it was he barely made it, slithering to a heart-stopping halt, this time hitting his headlight switch.
It was an elk, standing dazzled in the middle of the track until it came to its senses and bounded away.
Although Coburn had killed his headlights almost at once, much of his night vision had gone, and for the moment, along with it had gone his confidence.
No longer prepared to push his luck, for the remainder of the journey he kept his parking lights switched on, driving at a crawl and persuading himself that it didn’t matter how long O’Halloran was forced to wait provided the wait turned out to be worthwhile.
He reached the clearing without encountering another elk and with the car still in one piece, but found that the drive had taken him nearly half as long again as he’d thought it would.
Instead of weighing himself down with equipment, once he’d unloaded it he made two trips from the car to the fence then, after listening and watching, made another two trips to transfer everything over to the building.
In spite of the cool night he was still sweating from his drive, and after he’d finished ferrying forty pounds of propane and was ready to put the cylinders in place and connect up the hoses, he was out of breath and even hotter.
At the south end of the munitions store he stood the first of the cylinders beside the right-hand wall, and the second one beside the left hand wall, slipping the open ends of the hoses through the nearest ventilation slot before he went to set up the candles in their holders. These he positioned as close as he could to ventilation slots at the other end of the building — a location he hoped would guarantee the best result by preventing any pre-ignition before the gas reached its lower explosive limit.
Somehow the arrangement looked too simple and too innocent, he thought, perhaps because none of the candles were yet alight.
Shielding the flame from a match, he lit the first of them, making sure the perforated asparagus can was doing its job and that the wick was burning steadily before he went to attend to the other three.
When he’d finished and stepped back to look, although a glow from the nearest can was surprisingly bright, it wouldn’t be visible from any distance, he decided, and even less easy to see once the candle inside had burned down a little.
So far he’d been able to manage without the help of his flashlight. But he used it now, poking it into the ventilation slots to make certain nothing was blocking the ends of the hoses before he opened the cylinder valves and listened for the hiss of escaping gas.
Instead of retreating right away, for several minutes he stayed where he was, breathing in the night air and trying not to wonder whether or not O’Halloran had run into trouble.
When he did finally leave, he made a point of walking back slowly to the fence and climbed it equally slowly, resisting the temptation to look back until he reached his car.
In the moonlight he could just make out the bank of scrub and the outlines of some larger trees, but beyond that the darkness had swallowed up the glow from the candles and he could barely see the building.
Before commencing his return drive, he took off the new watch he’d bought and put it in his pocket, hoping that if he couldn’t see the hands creeping round he’d be able to concentrate more on his driving.
The idea was unsuccessful. Less than halfway into what had turned out to be an uneventful journey, he found himself counting down the minutes under his breath, and long before he reached the highway and had parked the car out of sight behind the trees, he’d all but convinced himself that something had gone wrong.
He was outside relieving himself against a tree when a flash of light and a dull boom told him that it hadn’t.
The initial explosion was unimpressive. The one that followed wasn’t.
In Singapore, the violence of the blast that had blown out the front of his apartment had caught Coburn off guard. But this blast was on a different scale entirely.
A second after everything around him turned white, the shock wave slammed him face-first against the tree, and the night was filled with a thunderous reverberating roar.
The roar didn’t stop, rolling off hills, echoing from nearby canyons and varying in intensity as munitions continued to explode and burn, fuelling a fire that from the highway to the ski-field was slowly turning the sky deep red.
For a while, before he went back to sit in the car he continued staring at the sky, pleased to have given O’Halloran the best possible chance, but a little taken aback by what he’d managed to achieve.
If nothing else this was going to cost the Free America League a heap of money, he thought, hardly compensation for the deaths and misery they’d been causing around the world, but a good first step towards stopping them from doing it again.
With his part of the job done, while he waited to learn whether O’Halloran had been equally successful, he stopped himself from counting down another set of minutes by thinking, not about O’Halloran, but about Heather — remembering the day he’d first met her at the shipyard, picturing her sitting in the sun on the village jetty, and recalling her expression on the night when she’d tried to discover whether he wanted to make love to her.
The faster he was able to conjure up the images, the more there were — snapshots of her in different places at different times, some easy to hold in his mind, others not, and one of her combing her hair in the hut that was so fleeting he decided to recapture it.
But before he could do so, the passenger door of the car was wrenched open, and O’Halloran threw himself inside.
The American looked as though he’d been running. He was breathing hard, and sweat on his face was glistening in the moonlight.
‘Drive,’ he said.
‘How did you get on?’
‘For Christ’s sake. Just drive, will you?’
‘OK, OK.’ Coburn started the engine and eased the Chrysler out of the shadows, skirting the pot-holes and delaying switching on his lights until he was clear of the track and able to turn north on the highway.
‘Why the big rush?’ he said.
‘If someone’s decided that fucking bang of yours was no accident, they could’ve called the police. We don’t want to run into a roadblock.’
Coburn thought the possibility unlikely, preferring to believe that, since their luck had held up to now, there was no reason for it to suddenly go bad on them.
‘Let me know when you’ve calmed down,’ he said.
‘Sorry.’ O’Halloran took off his jacket and used the lining to wipe his face. ‘It was pretty damn easy. I didn’t see any cameras, so I had plenty of time to sneak around outside the house and have a look through the windows of a couple of rooms that had lights on. Once I’d got an idea of the layout, I figured I’d find somewhere to wait on the west side.’
‘Behind the house?’
O’Halloran nodded. ‘Ten seconds after you blew the magazine, every light came on and men started pouring out of every damn door in the place. I didn’t count how many men there were — six or seven maybe.’
‘Was Shriver one?’
‘Yep. I had a good look at him. When everything had died down, I let myself in and went straight to the room where I’d seen him sitting at a desk. I took a couple of photos and spent the rest of my time playing with his computer.’
‘Does that mean the password worked?’ Coburn said.
‘I didn’t need it. Shriver was in such a hurry, he forgot to switch off his computer. I got to it before it went in to standby.’
‘And?’ Coburn controlled his impatience.
‘I didn’t check out every single file. I just downloaded data from his E-drive. Don’t ask me if it’s going to be any good. We won’t know until we can have a proper look at it.’
‘What’s an E-drive?’
‘Just a data file — the place where people like Shriver store the kind of information we’re after. Half of his documents were crap — old notes he’d used for his TV appearances. But I turned up what looks like a draft press release he was in the middle of working on, and I copied some other stuff that might be pretty interesting.’
Instead of asking what it was, Coburn pointed.
Adding to the light streaming from every window of the ranch house was light coming from the open garage and the stable block, while all along the driveway, flood lamps hidden in the shrubbery were illuminating the garden and the Long Creek Ranch sign hanging above the entrance to the property.
Coburn hadn’t only been looking at the lights. He’d been looking at the backdrop — at a sky no longer glowing red, but streaked in orange, and so filled with smoke that, even inside the car from this far away, the acrid smell of burning was unmistakable.
Some diversion, he thought, nasty enough for anyone, and if O’Halloran wasn’t being over-optimistic, big enough maybe to have given them the break they needed.
On their drive back to the motel, he kept the Chrysler’s speed down, approaching the south end of Canyon City with extra caution in case he was wrong about a roadblock, but finding that now the bar had closed, instead of the place being ready to go to sleep, it was asleep.
John Day was equally quiet. A young couple were locked in an embrace in the doorway of the hardware store, and a man outside a butcher’s shop was unloading a carcass from his pickup, but the main street was otherwise deserted.
Highway 395 was deserted too. For the entire duration of their journey, they encountered fewer than a dozen vehicles, most of them late-night delivery trucks or cars being driven by people in a hurry to get home.
It was close to 1.00 a.m. when they pulled into the motel car park, and because O’Halloran insisted on having a shower before he did anything else, nearly 1.30 before the American was ready to sit down in front of his laptop.
Coburn had half-expected to be disappointed. But no sooner had he begun viewing the data on the screen than he knew he wasn’t going to be, and five minutes after that, intrigued and struggling to understand the implications, he’d started to wonder what the hell it was they’d stumbled on.

CHAPTER 15

Of the nine files O’Halloran had copied, one listed the names and addresses of FAL members in different US states, another provided a record of those companies who, over the last twelve months, had donated sums in excess of $10,000 to the League. Two other files were of even less interest, appearing to be early versions of a speech Shriver had delivered after the Rybinsk incident in which he condemned North Korea for maintaining what he claimed was a covert programme to develop more nuclear weapons.
It was the remaining five files that were intriguing — a collection of information consisting of a clipping from an obscure suburban newspaper, a map, two data sheets and the draft press release that O’Halloran had mentioned.
Like Coburn, the American was trying to make sense of what they were looking at, scrolling backwards and forwards through the files, and irritating Coburn in the process.
‘Give it a rest.’ Coburn reached over and brought up the copy of the newspaper clipping on to the screen. ‘Just leave that where it is for a second. If you don’t want to read it again, I do.’
The clipping was dated 27 July and had been taken from the Baltimore Leader:
ANDREA AND DEBBIE ALL SET TO GO
Enlisted Surface Warfare Specialists Andrea Aspin and Debbie Lowe, both of Baltimore, will later this week fly out to the US Naval base at Chinhae in South Korea where they will be joining the crew of the USS Sandpiper, an Osprey Class Minehunter currently on duty assisting the South Korean Navy to clear mines from coastal waters in the Yellow Sea.
Although all Osprey Class vessels are scheduled to be replaced by the new family of Littoral High-Speed Surface Ships, Andrea and Debbie say they are looking forward to serving on the Sandpiper, and hope the experience will stand them in good stead for a future transfer to one of the faster vessels if and when the opportunity arises.
Speaking from Chinhae yesterday, Lt Cdr Sam Ritchie said that the two young women will provide a fresh dimension to the operational and tactical abilities of his ship.
In the past month, the Sandpiper alone has been responsible for the retrieval and deactivation of seventeen North Korean mines which, despite repeated protests to the Pyongyang Government, are still being allowed to drift south across the Maritime Demarkation Line into the waters of South Korea where they pose a serious hazard to shipping.
Debbie and Andrea say they are ready for the challenge. The people of Baltimore know you are. We are proud of you both.

Taken in isolation, the clipping was unremarkable, so unremarkable that if it hadn’t been for the mention of North Korea and the map in one of the other files, Coburn would have paid it little attention.
To cross-reference the two pieces of information he scrolled up the map again. It was in colour, centred on the west coast of the Korean Peninsula at Kyonggi Bay where the international Maritime Demarkation Line separated the waters of North Korea from the waters of the South.
Marked in red was the route to be taken by the USS Sandpiper between the dates of 1 August and 20 August.
This was a dotted line, showing that the ship would be keeping well inside South Korea’s territorial waters for the majority of its voyage, and only on one occasion would it be venturing anywhere near the heavily guarded and heavily patrolled waters of the North.
Printed along the bottom of the map was a warning:
This document is the property of the Government of the United States. In accordance with US Navy directive 473 the contents herein are classified as ‘Restricted’. Disclosure to any unauthorized person or persons is a punishable offence under US law.

‘Brigadier’s been busy,’ Coburn said. ‘How would he have got hold of something like this?’
O’Halloran shrugged. ‘You don’t need much in the way of security clearance to get your hands on stuff that’s only classified as restricted. He could’ve got it from anybody. What we need to figure out is why he wanted it.’
Coburn had a disturbing feeling that he might already know. Wary of jumping to conclusions, instead of going straight to the draft of the press release, he pushed a key to display the data sheets.
There were two: one providing a photograph and a description of a typical US Osprey Class Minehunter, the other providing similar information for high-speed, Russian-built missile-attack craft of the Osa Class.
The sheets were primarily specifications, listing the displacement, length, beam, draught, top speed and range for each vessel. Separate sections were devoted to electronic countermeasures, radar, sonar, and armaments. In the case of the Osa patrol boats, the number of countries using them was also given — including an entry for North Korea around which someone had drawn a box to highlight the fact.
There was nothing particularly secret or confidential about the data sheets, Coburn decided, which meant that, before he could confirm his suspicions, he’d need to somehow connect them with the map and Shriver’s draft of the press statement.
The draft showed signs of being an early attempt. Some of the rhetoric needed to be toned down, and the text was unfinished. But now Coburn had managed to assemble most of the puzzle, the picture it painted was as clear as it was chilling:
FAL SANCTIONED PRESS RELEASE (DRAFT 4)
11-08-09
In the wake of North Korea’s unprovoked attack on the USS Sandpiper on the night of August 9 in the Yellow Sea, the Free America League wishes to add its voice to those of all Americans in expressing outrage at Washington’s response to an incident that should have demanded the sternest possible retaliatory action.
Now that European and Russian satellite data has proved that the Sandpiper was at least two nautical miles south of the Maritime Demarkation Line at the time of the attack, and now South Korean radar, and GPS traces recorded by the US Navy have confirmed the ship’s position beyond question, have Washington and the families of the young men and women who lost their lives received an apology from Pyongyang?
No they have not, nor should they expect to receive such an apology in the future. North Korea has never, and never will, admit its mistakes, if indeed this was a mistake rather than a politically motivated demonstration of imagined strength. That is why, if America wishes to maintain its position as leader of the free world, the generals in Pyongyang must be called upon to account for their actions and why, if they are not stopped now, North Korea will become an increasingly serious threat to our nation and to the establishment of global peace.
Survivors of this shameful tragedy, some of whom report coming under machine-gun fire while they were still in the water, say that a single radio communication was transmitted by the Korean vessel instructing Commander Ritchie to change course. When he chose not to do so — having no reason to — without further warning, two SS-N Styx missiles were launched at the Sandpiper with a predictably fatal outcome.
To many Americans this incident is little less than an act of war — unwarranted aggression that our military leaders appear to be incapable of either understanding or opposing.
Has the Pentagon forgotten that as recently as last month the Russian supertanker Rybinsk was found to have been transporting radioactive material destined for North Korea’s nuclear weapons programme which Pyongyang claims to have abandoned? Does the US Administration care?
There is a time for diplomacy. This is not one of them. Committed though our forces are in Afghanistan and Iraq, the Free America League calls upon the government of this country to…

Busy thinking now the full significance had hit home, Coburn removed his hand from the keyboard and stepped away.
O’Halloran had taken longer to realize the implications, but now he too had reached the same conclusion he quickly brought the map back up on the screen. ‘Jesus,’ he said. ‘What’s the date today?’
‘July 24th. Why?’
The American pointed at the red line. ‘August 9th — the day when the Sandpiper will be closest to the Demarkation Line. That’s twelve days from now.’
Coburn said nothing, still coming to grips with the ambitiousness of the plan. The Rybinsk had shown him what the FAL were capable of, but not once had he imagined them attempting something on a scale like this. Except it wasn’t just an attempt, he realized, not when arrangements were already so advanced that Shriver was preparing a statement for the media.
O’Halloran leaned back in his chair. ‘So here we go again,’ he said. ‘Another excuse for the world to blame North Korea for something they didn’t do. I can see the headlines now. Sickening death toll after North Korea launches unprovoked attacks on US warship. If Washington’s searching for a reason to lose their temper, this might just do it — assuming the FAL can pull off their trick, of course. They might have trouble getting themselves a North Korean patrol boat.’
‘Is that all you have to say?’ Coburn looked at him.
‘What do you want me to say?’
‘We’ve got enough evidence here to indict Shriver for treason. Show this stuff to the right people and the FAL are history.’
O’Halloran shook his head. ‘Wrong. Think about it. We’ve got a newspaper clipping, a map of the Yellow Sea, specifications for a ship and a boat, and a press statement that could’ve been written by anybody with a grudge again Shriver. You could’ve written it; so could I. This stuff isn’t proof of anything, and it sure as hell doesn’t prove the FAL are going to be hijacking a North Korean patrol boat so they can use it to launch missiles at a US minehunter.’
‘Is that what you think — that they’re going to hijack one of those Osa attack boats?’
‘Don’t ask me. When you’re not working undercover for the International Marine Bureau, you’re they guy who’s the pirate. Stealing boats is more in your line of business than it is mine. How hard would it be?’
Not very, Coburn thought. Give Hari the job and he’d have it organized in an afternoon. ‘Forget about how the FAL are going to get the boat,’ he said. ‘That’s not the problem, is it? If you’re saying we haven’t got enough proof, how do we get more?’
‘I don’t know.’ O’Halloran stood up. ‘And right now I don’t care. I’ve done enough thinking for one night. I’m going to bed. If you want to stick around and play with my computer, help yourself.’
Coburn didn’t take up the offer. Instead he went to his room, kicking off his shoes before he slumped down in a chair, not yet certain that O’Halloran was right about having insufficient proof and even less certain of what, if anything, they were going to do about it.
By three o’clock, grappling with a new set of problems to add to all his others, and with no obvious solutions to any of them, he made himself think about Heather, wondering if he should phone her, but falling asleep before he’d decided whether to or not.
* * *
It was late in the morning when he was awoken by O’Halloran banging on his door.
The American was unshaven and looked as though he was either suffering from a lack of sleep, or worried about something. ‘Trouble,’ he said.
‘Like what?’
Pushing his way inside, O’Halloran tossed an envelope on to the table. ‘One of the maids just brought that round. She said it was delivered by hand, but she didn’t say who by. Have a read.’
The envelope contained a note, dated today and typed on FAL-headed notepaper:
Dear Mr O’Halloran
Since it would appear we have a conflict of interest, I believe a meeting may allow us to resolve our differences.
The diner in John Day where you had lunch on Wednesday would, I think, be a suitably public place. So, unless you are otherwise engaged, I shall look forward to seeing you and your colleague there at midday.
Until this morning, I was under the impression that Mr Coburn had met with an accident in Singapore, but now see that I was misinformed.
Should you prefer to meet elsewhere or at another time, my telephone number is in the local directory.
George W. Shriver
Brig. Gen. G.W. Shriver (retd)

‘Shit.’ This was the last thing Coburn had been expecting, made worse by it coming so closely on the heels of last night.
‘So much for us not screwing up,’ O’Halloran said. ‘The bastard knows we’re staying here, he knows where we had lunch the other day, and you can bet your fucking life he knows we’ve been out at his ranch.’
‘That doesn’t mean he knows you’ve downloaded nine of his files.’
‘If he doesn’t, why would he want a meeting?’ O’Halloran took back the note. ‘Good job we’re not overseas. From what you’ve said about the way Yegorov operates, if the pair of us were back in Bangladesh, we’d have been lucky to make it through the night.’
Luck had nothing to do with it, Coburn thought. It was because Shriver had something else in mind. And whether they liked the idea or not, in a couple of hours from now, they were going to have to find out what that was.

CHAPTER 16

Shriver was seated in a booth facing the open door of the diner. He wasn’t alone. His companion was Jüri Yegorov, the ex-marine who had been hunting Coburn down, and who on three occasions in the last three weeks had tried to have him killed.
In Hari’s photographs of Yegorov disembarking from the Pishan in Singapore, and in the smaller photo of him that had been attached to his application form for the US Marine Corps, his Russian ancestry had not been apparent. In person it was. His face was unnaturally pale, and his eyes and his features were those of a man not given to smiling and who had practised concealing his emotions. He also looked a good deal younger than he did in the photos.
The same could not be said of the brigadier. In his television appearances, Shriver had benefited from make-up that had hidden the liver spots on his cheeks and on the backs of his hands. In real life he looked his age. The silver-grey hair that on camera had added to his presence was thinning badly at his temples, and he had blotches on his face, giving Coburn the impression that his stars had been earned not in combat, but from behind a desk.
Unlike Yegorov whose face had remained expressionless at the sight of Coburn and O’Halloran, Shriver was making no attempt to disguise his contempt.
Instead of standing up or bothering to introduce himself, he stayed sitting, holding a thick white envelope and waiting for his visitors to join him in the booth before he spoke.
‘This won’t take long,’ he said. ‘Before we start, should you be foolish enough to pretend you don’t know what this is about, you should see this.’ Opening his envelope he took out a photograph and slid it across the table.
The photo showed a partly melted and distorted fragment of a propane cylinder, at the side of which lay a twisted section of one of the braided hoses Coburn had used to feed gas into the munitions store.
‘The picture was taken at first light this morning,’ Shriver said. ‘It prompted me to make some phone calls — which is how I obtained a description of two men who yesterday bought propane cylinders from the sporting-goods store in John Day. The owner of the store is a family friend who was able to supply the name on the credit card that had been used to make the purchase. Once I had a name, of course, finding out where you’re staying was equally straightforward.’
Coburn was smarting, knowing how stupid they’d been, and at the same time irritated by Shriver’s attitude and tone of voice.
O’Halloran was more interested in recovering lost ground. ‘You need to remember who you’re talking to,’ he said. ‘I’m sure you know who I work for, and in case you’ve forgotten, Coburn works for the International Marine Bureau in London. So, seeing as how it was you who wanted to see us, why don’t you cut out the crap. Whatever it is you have to say, let’s hear it.’
‘If that’s what you want.’ Taking more photographs from the envelope, Shriver placed them face down on the table in front of him. ‘I have no idea what it is you think you may have learned,’ he said. ‘But since you insist in meddling in affairs that are not of your concern, this is a warning. After the explosion in Mr Coburn’s Singapore apartment, I hadn’t expected a warning to be necessary, but the last twenty-four hours have put a rather different complexion on things, haven’t they?’ He selected two of the photos and handed them to O’Halloran. ‘In the interests of protecting the FAL from just this kind of interference, I went to the trouble of obtaining those some time ago. You should study them with care.’
Coburn had seen one of the pictures before. It had been in a frame, standing on a bookcase in O’Halloran’s Maryland apartment — a snapshot of the American holding his children on his knees. The other photo had been taken more recently. The children were two or three years older, playing together in a garden somewhere while they were being watched over by a slim African-American woman who, Coburn presumed, was O’Halloran’s wife or ex-wife.
The American’s body language was giving him away. He was doing his best to stay calm, but gripping the photos hard enough to have creased them, and willing himself not to reply.
So he wouldn’t have to, Coburn answered for him. ‘You listen to me, Shriver,’ he said. ‘You’ve taken out insurance against the wrong guy. I haven’t got any kids, and I don’t have a wife. That means I don’t have to give a shit who you are, or how much influence you think you have in Washington. I know what your agenda is, so make all the threats you want. Whichever way you look at it, you’re fucked.’
Shriver’s expression remained the same. ‘Have you finished?’ he said.
‘No, I haven’t. I was at Fauzdarhat when your sick friend here ran down those Bangladeshi kids in the shipyard. I was on board the Pishan when his men opened fire and started dropping hand grenades over the side. And I was at the village in the Panjang estuary when he handed out my photo to a bunch of fishermen and half-stoned pirates who’d been told they could make a quick twenty thousand ringgit for one night’s work. He might’ve got away with it in Bangladesh and Indonesia, but he’s not there now, is he? And you’re not either. Try the same kind of stunt in the US and I’ll make sure you, Yegorov and your precious FAL end up in shit so deep you’ll never get out of it.’
‘I see.’ Shriver produced a further two photos. ‘Before you go on, perhaps you should look at those.’
‘What are they?’
‘Satellite images of the village you mentioned. The detail they show is quite surprising, don’t you think?’
It was an understatement. So good was the resolution that Coburn could identify individual huts, see the intersection of drainage ditches and pick out shadows of radio aerials on the shipping containers. Out in the estuary, the number of launches and the position of the Selina told him roughly when the shots had been taken, and by looking at the length and direction of the shadows he was even able to make a guess at the time of day.
‘Where did these come from?’ he asked.
‘Since my influence in Washington is of no interest to you, I won’t bother to answer that. What I can do is show you a sworn affidavit that Mr Yegorov was able to obtain from the Captain of the Pishan — the freighter you attempted to raid on the night of July 7th. I’m sure you remember him.’
‘Celestino,’ Coburn said. ‘Juan Celestino.’
‘He’s been most helpful. Would you care to see his statement?’
‘Not particularly. What does it say?’
‘It says that during the raid, after members of your boarding-party started complaining about the difficulty of off-loading the zinc ingots, Captain Celestino overheard several of the men discussing whether travelling so far from their base on the Panjang river was a worthwhile way for them to fund their fight against the Indonesian Government.’ Shriver paused. ‘Understandably, the captain reached the same conclusion that anybody else would have done — that his ship had been boarded not by pirates, but by terrorists who’d come from what he could only assume was some kind of training camp in the Panjang estuary.’
‘Like the village in this satellite picture,’ Coburn said slowly.
‘Precisely.’ Shriver placed his hands on the envelope. ‘In the event of the Indonesian Government being given this information, I think you’d agree they’d find it of the greatest concern — especially now al-Qaeda are known to be moving in to Sumatra and attacks by Aceh insurgents have started up again in the region.’
At the mention of terrorism, Yegorov elected to offer an opinion. ‘You understand what that could mean, don’t you?’ he said.
‘Yeah, I understand.’ A knot in Coburn’s stomach had got worse.
Yegorov swept his hand low over the table. ‘If the Indonesians ask for US help, think F16,’ he said. ‘Single aircraft, single pass — twenty millimetre cannons, cluster bombs and napalm. After that, all you’re gonna find is ash.’
Shriver looked at Coburn. ‘Easy way for you to finish your job for the International Marine Bureau, I suppose,’ he said. ‘I’m sure they’d welcome one less rats’ nest of pirates in the Malacca Strait. But, of course, you and Mr O’Halloran must make that decision for yourselves.’ He stood up. ‘While you’re doing so, there are numerous attractions around Canyon City for you to visit. If you like to fish, you’ll find good spots further down the river.’ Without taking the trouble to say goodbye he turned to go. ‘You may keep the photos. I can’t say this has been a pleasure, but then I didn’t expect it to be.’
Yegorov was slower to leave the booth, deliberately knocking into Coburn’s shoulder on his way out into the street where he made a point of spitting into the gutter.
The gesture had been as empty as it was feeble. It was also a mistake.
Coburn had been imagining what an airstrike on the village would be like. Now though, angered by Yegorov’s smugness, he was thinking more widely, balancing the consequences of an airstrike against the consequences of him doing nothing to save the Sandpiper.
Had the stakes really become that high, he wondered? To protect the village, was he really prepared to walk away, when by doing so he’d be condemning the crew of the minehunter to a missile attack off the coast of South Korea?
Or was he going to carry on — somehow or other finding a way to warn the Commander of the Sandpiper, and at the same time making sure Hari would be ready to organize an evacuation?
Before he could begin to choose, he needed to sift through what he knew and what he didn’t, he decided. That the captain of the Pishan had been coerced into writing the affidavit was obvious enough. But how damning would it be in the hands of the Indonesians? Would they think to verify its accuracy, or find out why it had been written in the first place? And if they didn’t, would their reaction be as swift and as lethal as Yegorov had suggested it would be?
Asking O’Halloran what he thought was not an option. The American was still clutching the photos of his twins, wearing an expression of deep concern.
‘I told you,’ he said. ‘I told you before you started out on this stupid fucking witch hunt.’
‘Told me what?’
‘That you’re way out of your depth.’
‘We,’ Coburn said. ‘You didn’t have to come. I don’t remember talking you into it. Give me those.’ He took away the photos. ‘Look, Shriver’s full of shit. He knows that hurting your family won’t do him any good. It’s just an easy way for him to get you off his back.’
‘And an easy way for him to get you off his back is to threaten to wipe out that pirate village of yours. Shriver thinks you care about what happens to it. I think you do, too. It’s about time you told me why that is.’
‘It’s hard to explain.’ Coburn wasn’t much in the mood to try. ‘You need to have been there, or stayed there for a while.’
‘Like you?’
‘You don’t understand. The guys who get paid to go out on raids aren’t your everyday doped-up drug smugglers and white slavers. They’re not allowed anywhere near drugs. Sure, they run down ships at night, but there are a hell of a lot nastier ways than that of making a living. They have wives, they have children, and they’re better off than three-quarters of the people you’ll ever meet in that part of the world. It’s not the kind of place you think it is.’
‘OK.’ O’Halloran was waiting. ‘I’m still listening.’
‘That’s it. What else do you want to know?’
‘I want to know if Heather Cameron’s there — that girl who was living on the beach in Fauzdarhat.’
Coburn hesitated for a moment. ‘How did you find out?’
‘Lucky guess. Have you been sleeping with her?’
‘Once — one night. That’s not the reason why I care about the village. If things go bad, the guy who runs it has enough boats to get the families out in half an hour. All I’d need to do is call him.’ Coburn stood up and put the car-keys on the table. ‘You drive.’
‘To where?’
‘I don’t mind. Down to the river — anywhere quiet where we can think straight and sort out the mess we’re in.’
If sorting out the mess they were in was going to be as simple as finding a quiet enough place to do it, Coburn would have been happy to put off his thinking until they reached the river. As it was, because he spent the drive searching for an answer to their problems, by the time they’d found somewhere suitable to park, he’d decided the only solution that stood a chance of working was of such high risk he’d never persuade O’Halloran to consider it.

CHAPTER 17

Two days ago during their drive along the track to the clearing, once in a while stretches of the John Day river had been visible through the trees, but not until now had Coburn appreciated the true wildness of the countryside.
O’Halloran had parked the Chrysler between two pickups at the end of a well-formed dirt road providing access for fishermen and a starting point for trampers who wanted to follow a signposted trail that led north from the parking area.
Here, the river was wider and shallower than it was upstream where it flowed out of an enormous channel carved through what looked like ancient lava rocks, while some distance downstream where the water was swirling around a half-a-dozen car-sized boulders, Coburn could see rapids.
Together with the scent of resin coming from the Douglas firs he could smell the river — the smell of fresh clear water that had travelled through the canyons to lose its energy and bubble over the stony bottom at his feet.
To obtain a better view of the rapids he stepped out on to a flat-topped rock, nearly overbalancing and getting his shoes wet, but not caring, welcoming the warmth of the sun on his face while he endeavoured to make sense of the journey that had brought him here and tried to decide whether or not this is where it ought to stop.
If he was to continue, he was almost certain it would have to be by himself. Since they’d left the diner in John Day, O’Halloran had said little, unwilling to share any more of his thoughts and driving so carelessly he’d nearly run over a teenage girl on a pedestrian crossing at the edge of town.
Standing at the water’s edge with his hands in his pockets, the American looked as though he was waiting for Coburn to state his position before declaring his own.
‘Take another step and you’ll get really wet,’ he said.
‘I know.’ Coburn turned round. ‘What did you make of Yegorov?’
O’Halloran shrugged. ‘Probably not somebody you’d want to mess with unless you had a bigger stick than him, but I wouldn’t pick him as being too smart. He’s just Shriver’s hard man. If he’s told to go to Bangladesh, that’s where he goes. If Shriver’s told him to go to Korea, maybe that’s where he’ll be off to next.’
Coburn had been wondering about it. ‘My guess is he’s been there before,’ he said. ‘You don’t organize an attack on a US warship without a whole lot of forward planning, and he can’t hope to highjack a North Korean patrol boat all by himself. He needs to have recruited locals who he already has in place waiting to help him.’
‘Assuming it’s Yegorov who’ll be handling the attack.’
‘He retrieved that stuff off the Rybinsk,’ Coburn said. ‘And he was behind what happened on the Pishan and the attack on the village. Why wouldn’t he handle this?’
O’Halloran shrugged again. ‘I don’t give a rat’s arse who’s going to launch the missiles. If you want to worry about it, go ahead. It’s not my problem.’
‘Yes, it is,’ Coburn said. ‘When you get out of bed and look at the front page of your morning paper on August 10th, the first thing you’re going to see is a picture of what’s left of the Sandpiper. All day at work you’ll be hearing people talking about what happened, and that night when you get home and turn on your TV, Shriver will be on CNN accusing the US Administration of being soft on North Korea. You’ll feel OK about that, will you?’
‘Better than I’d feel if something happened to my kids.’ O’Halloran took his hands out of his pockets. ‘And better than you’d feel if the Indonesians dropped napalm on your girlfriend in Sumatra.’
‘It’s not going to happen. If you don’t want to help me stop it, I’ll stop it by myself.’
‘Good luck trying. Are you going to spend all day standing on that rock?’
‘No.’ Coburn stepped back on to the drier pebbles. ‘Do one more thing for me.’
‘Depends what it is.’
‘Tell me why this won’t work. Imagine that somehow or other I get the commander of the Sandpiper to look at the stuff on your computer. Sure, he won’t know how genuine it is, and he won’t know whether to believe it, but what it will do is make him real careful.’
‘OK.’ O’Halloran started to say something else, but changed his mind.
‘Now imagine it’s the night of August 9th,’ Coburn said. ‘The commander’s already jumpy when he sees what he’s pretty damn sure is a North Korean patrol boat on his radar, and a minute later he receives a radio message telling him to change course.’
‘Which puts him between a rock and a hard place.’
‘Right. He’s not on the wrong side of the Demarkation Line, and the Koreans haven’t fired any warning shots, so what are his choices? Change course and hope like hell nothing happens? Or does he preempt an attack he’s half expecting and blow the patrol boat out of the water? According to the data sheet, Osprey minehunters are armed with two 12.7 millimetre machine-guns. A couple of five-second bursts from those and the patrol boat’s going to be matchwood, and no one’ll be left alive on board to launch the missiles.’
O’Halloran was frowning. ‘I can’t see a US Navy Commander opening fire without some kind of direct provocation,’ he said. ‘It depends on his rules of engagement, but he’d have to think hard about using his guns when his only justification is a draft press release that’s been given to him by somebody he doesn’t know.’
‘That’s what I thought too.’ Coburn picked up a stone and skipped it out across the shallows. ‘So how about this? A couple of seconds after the captain of the patrol boat has used his radio, he runs into trouble. Somewhere below his waterline, explosions rip through his hull so he can’t launch his missiles, and before he knows it, he’s on fire and sinking. Maybe he’s been unlucky and rubbed up against one of those mines the Sandpiper was looking for. How does that sound?’
‘It sounds like a load of crap. Collect up every mine you can find floating in the Yellow Sea and have the Sandpiper drop them off, and you’d still have about as much chance of the patrol boat hitting one at the right time as you or I do of growing wings.’
‘I didn’t say it has to be a mine,’ Coburn said. ‘It could be anything. What if one of the missiles malfunctioned while the crew were arming it?’
By now, O’Halloran should have been looking more interested, but he wasn’t. ‘Are you telling me you can arrange for an accident to happen?’ he said.
‘If I can, it screws Shriver and the FAL for good, doesn’t it? The commander of the Sandpiper gets Brownie points for rescuing the crew of a sinking boat, and he catches Yegorov trying to pass himself off as a North Korean naval captain. If Yegorov can’t explain why he was doing that, or if he won’t talk, you can bet your life the men he’s paid to help him will.’
‘Neat idea.’ O’Halloran remained indifferent. ‘Needs work, though, wouldn’t you say?’
Coburn ignored the sarcasm. ‘I’m asking your opinion,’ he said.
‘I don’t have one. If you’re crazy enough to go all the way to Korea to see if you can get Commander Ritchie on side and set up your clever accident, that’s your business.’
‘Don’t you want to know what the set up is?’
‘Probably better if I don’t. Tell me when you get back. If you don’t get back, I’ll read about it in my morning paper.’
‘So you’re not interested in going with me?’
‘Why would I be? I don’t have the time or the money. I’ve already been away from the office for five days. If I don’t show up there soon, people will start asking questions.’
In case the issue of money was real, rather than a convenient excuse, Coburn made one last effort.
‘Look,’ he said. ‘I’m not trying to twist your arm, but you work for the US Government, I don’t. Ritchie is going to take more notice of you than he ever is of me. If cash is a problem I can cover it.’
‘Backhanders from selling ships’ manifests to that guy who runs the village?’
‘Sort of. Why don’t you call your office and tell them you’re taking more time off, then you can phone your ex-wife, or whoever she is and tell her she needs to take your kids out of town for a while? If you do that, will you think about what I’ve said?’
‘I already have.’ O’Halloran started walking back to the car. ‘And I’ve already told you what I think.’
* * *
Having spent half the afternoon and the evening by himself, Coburn had stopped trying to rationalize a decision that seemed less and less sensible the longer he thought about it.
Earlier, while he’d been standing on the rock in the river outlining his intentions to O’Halloran, he’d attempted to sound positive. But with each hour that had passed since then, an increasing number of doubts had crept into his mind, undermining his confidence in an idea that he knew would never work without the involvement of other people.
Where O’Halloran had disappeared to was a mystery. Within half an hour of them arriving back at the motel, the American had said he was going for a drive and had yet to return from wherever it was he’d gone.
As long as he hadn’t gone to confront Shriver alone, Coburn thought. Was it possible he could be that stupid — believing that some kind of fresh initiative would change anything? Or because of the threat to his family, had he pulled out altogether?
To hell with him, Coburn decided. When the only practical way of destroying the FAL was to play Shriver at his own game, and when the one chance of doing that was only eleven days away, it was time he stopped worrying about O’Halloran and started worrying about Hari and the village.
For the last hour he’d been putting off telephoning Heather, knowing she’d expect him to explain everything, and preferring not to imagine what Hari’s reaction to his proposal was likely to be.
When he finally decided to make the call, it was Indiri who answered, sounding embarrassed until Heather took the phone from her and said hello.
‘Chasing porcupines again?’ Coburn said.
‘No.’ She laughed. ‘I was putting a bandage on Hari’s finger. He cut it while he was sharpening a bamboo spear — you know, the kind that are used to catch those funny-looking fish that come round the jetty at night when the moon and tide are right. His finger didn’t need bandaging, but I didn’t say so.’
‘Is he still there? If he is I need to talk to him. That’s why I’m calling.’
‘Oh. I thought you’d want to talk to me.’
‘I do,’ Coburn said. ‘It’s just that I need to ask him a favour.’
‘Tell me what it is and I’ll ask him for you.’
‘It’s too complicated and I don’t want to explain it twice. I’ll make him promise to tell you afterwards. Is that OK?’
‘No it’s not. I want to know where you are and why you’re there. Or are you still worried about satellite phones not being secure enough?’
‘I’m still worried, but the way things have turned out I don’t have much choice. I’m in Oregon, but if I can talk Hari into helping me, in two or three days’ time I’ll be in South Korea.’
‘Why? What on earth for? Why are you going there?’
‘Long story. Ask Hari after I’ve spoken to him. He hasn’t changed his mind about not going on that raid, has he?’
‘No. He says it’s not worth the trouble. Why do you want to know?’
‘Fuel,’ Coburn said. ‘I thought he might have used it up filling the tanks on the launches.’
‘Well, he hasn’t.’ She was beginning to sound put out. ‘If you don’t tell me what’s going on, I’ll hang up.’
‘Then you’ll never know what’s happening, will you? Come on, you’re using up your battery. Let me talk to Hari.’
‘Don’t you have anything nice to say to me?’
He thought for a moment. ‘Last night was the first night I haven’t had a dream about you. Will that do?’
‘If I believed you it would. I’ll pretend it’s true, though, then you can say what you want to say to Hari. Here he is.’
‘David, my friend.’ Hari sounded particularly cheerful. ‘Miss Cameron has just told me you are in the US state of Oregon, but soon will travel to South Korea. Can this be so?’
‘It depends. Has Heather told you anything else?’
‘I understand you discover it was not the US Government who sends the radioactive material to Bangladesh on the Rybinsk, but that is all I know. Miss Cameron has said that when you call her from Maryland you considered it unwise to reveal who was responsible. You wish to tell me now?’
‘It’s a US-based outfit called the Free America League,’ Coburn said. ‘Remember that guy you had photographed getting off the Pishan? He works for them. His name’s Yegorov. I met him today.’
‘I see. So to prevent you making trouble for the Free America League they send this man you call Yegorov to kill you?’
‘Yes.’
‘Then now you have found him, you know what you must do.’
‘There’s a bit more to it than that,’ Coburn said. ‘The only way to fix up Yegorov and the Free America League is by pointing the Americans in the right direction so they trip over the truth themselves. Until that happens, they won’t have any reason to stamp out the FAL, and I can’t see anybody else doing it.’
‘But you can show the Americans what it is they must trip over, I think. This is why you go to South Korea?’
‘Yep. On the 9th of next month, the FAL will be attacking a US Navy ship that’s minding its own business in the Yellow Sea south of the Korean Maritime Demarkation Line. But it’ll look as though the attack has come from a North Korean patrol boat. That way the Pyongyang Government is going to be made to take the blame.’
‘Ah. Of course.’ Hari didn’t sound surprised. ‘The deception is the same which is used to blame North Korea for the Rybinsk disaster which you told me about.’
‘Except this time it’s not going to work.’ Coburn began to explain why, preventing Hari from interrupting until he’d finished outlining his plan and described the part the Selina would have to play.
Hari took his time to absorb the implications. ‘For the Selina to make such a voyage is not possible in the time,’ he said. ‘From Sumatra to the Yellow Sea is too far.’
‘No it’s not.’ Coburn had worked it out. ‘As long as you’re underway in the next day or two you can make it. You’ve got those new MTU engines, long-range tanks, and if you store as many forty-four gallon drums of diesel as you can get down below you’ll be able to go a fair distance without having to call in anywhere to refuel. I’ll pay for the diesel if you want.’
‘No, no. You know it is not the cost.’ The tone of Hari’s voice had changed. ‘Although it is this man Yegorov who spoils our raid on the Pishan and mounts an attack on the village, I think it is not sufficient reason for me to embark on such a mission.’
‘I’ll give you a better reason then,’ Coburn said. ‘I’m going to sort this out one way or another whether you help me or not, but if everything turns to shit on me, there’s a good chance you’ll be bombed out of existence. The FAL have satellite images of the village, and the Pishan’s captain has been forced to write a statement claiming he heard your men saying where they were from and admitting they’re insurgents and terrorists. Do you want to risk that kind of information being handed over to the Indonesian Government?’
‘I do not wish to think of it, but you cannot expect me to decide so quickly. I must have more time.’
‘There isn’t any time,’ Coburn said. ‘Either you start getting the Selina ready or Heather will be on the next launch out to Singapore, and you’ll be left to bandage your own finger.’
‘Ah. You are a man who strikes a hard bargain. First I am threatened by bombs, and now by the departure of Miss Cameron. What can I say?’
‘Don’t say anything.’ Sensing a win, Coburn took the initiative. ‘Just listen. This is what you’ll need.’ He began reading from the list he’d made, checking off items one by one before suggesting it might be an idea for Hari to take back the satellite phone he’d loaned to Heather so he could use it to maintain communications.
‘She will not be so pleased to give it up.’
‘She won’t mind if she knows why,’ Coburn said. ‘I promised you’d explain things to her when you and I have finished talking. Don’t forget.’
‘I doubt Miss Cameron will allow me to forget. When it is not possible to predict the reward for a venture of this kind, we must hope it will prove interesting for us, must we not?’
Interesting was not the word Coburn would have chosen. ‘I’ll be in touch as soon as I can,’ he said. ‘Once you know where I am, and we know how far you’ve got, we can figure out how long it’ll take you to get where you have to be.’
To give the impression that he considered the matter settled, he spent the next few minutes describing how he’d come to learn about Shriver and the FAL, not fully convinced that Hari was committed, but unable to think of any other arguments that might be more persuasive.
He said goodbye without asking to speak to Heather again, hoping she’d understand and telling himself he could rely on her to prevent Hari from having a last-minute change of heart.
The prospect of the Selina remaining in the estuary was not a possibility Coburn wanted to consider, and although as the evening wore on he was able to put aside his concern, the feeling of disquiet hadn’t quite gone away by the next morning when he went to see if O’Halloran had returned, or whether the American had disappeared for good.
The Chrysler was back in the car-park, but O’Halloran wasn’t in his room. He was in the motel restaurant, sitting at a table reading a newspaper. Today, instead of looking as though he’d spent the night sleeping in his clothes, he was freshly shaven and wearing a crisp white shirt.
‘I thought I might have been stuck here by myself,’ Coburn said.
‘There are worse places.’ O’Halloran put down his paper. ‘I just went for a drive. I think better when I’m driving.’
‘Where did you go?’
‘Nowhere — up north into the forest until I wound up at some godforsaken hot springs on a Umatilla Indian Reservation. I met an old guy there who said I was the first black man he’d seen in two and a half years.’
‘Probably another of Shriver’s family friends.’ Coburn sat down. ‘How did the thinking turn out?’
‘I should have kept driving. I took your advice, though. I called Alison this morning.’
‘Your wife?’
‘She wasn’t there, but her sister was. She said she’s house sitting while Alison and the kids are on vacation somewhere down in Mexico. I knew they were going, but I’d forgotten when.’
‘Well, there you are then,’ Coburn said. ‘You can head off home and stop worrying about them, can’t you?’
‘I made a couple of other calls too — one to the office. You were right about Yegorov.’
‘What about him?’
‘He’s flying out to South Korea tomorrow night — Korean Airline’s flight 411 from San Francisco to Seoul. The department can’t access internal flight information for foreign countries, so he could be going anywhere after that. Still, I guess it pretty much confirms things.’
‘I told you,’ Coburn said.
‘Right. All you have to do now is convince a US Navy Commander you’re not out of your mind and then sink Yegorov’s patrol boat at some unknown place in the Yellow Sea at exactly the right time in the middle of the night.’
‘Meaning you don’t believe I can.’
O’Halloran smiled slightly. ‘So you work for the International Marine Bureau, and you’re good at blowing up buildings. How much ice do you think that’s going to cut with Ritchie? Give him half an hour to run a check on you — and I guarantee he will — and he’ll know that before you got yourself killed in an explosion in Singapore, you were giving Sumatran pirates a hand to raid ships in the Malacca Strait. I can’t see that helping your credibility a hell of a lot, can you?’
Despite being aware of the problem Coburn had given no more thought as to how his plan might be received by a US naval officer he’d never met before.
‘Do you know what your weakest link is?’ O’Halloran said. ‘It’s you.’
‘Yeah, well. There’s not much I can do about that, is there? I’ll figure out something.’
‘Don’t bother.’ O’Halloran stood up. ‘I’ve done it for you. Just get your stuff together and pay our motel bill. I’ve already booked our flights, and it’s a long way to South Korea, so we’d best get a move on.’

CHAPTER 18

In the thirty-six hours it had taken them to reach the city of Jinhae in South Korea, Coburn had determined only two things. By telephoning Hari from the airport on their arrival in Seoul, he’d learned that a commendably early start by the Selina and favourable weather conditions in the South China Sea were allowing Hari to make good time. And by questioning O’Halloran during their long flight from Los Angeles, he’d decided that the American either didn’t know why he’d suddenly chosen to accompany Coburn, or if he did know, he considered the reason to be nobody’s business but his own.
A third piece of information which Coburn had acquired more recently concerned the name of the naval base they were about to visit. According to the English-speaking taxi driver, who half an hour ago had collected them from their hotel, the base was called Chinhae, but the port and the city it served had been renamed Jinhae — a change that the driver assured them had been as unnecessary as it was stupid, and one that by and large westerners failed to appreciate or generally ignored.
The city itself was more pleasant than Coburn had imagined it would be. Located on the south-east coast of the peninsula, it looked out on a sheltered island-studded bay and was almost completely surrounded by mountains covered in pine trees.
By Korean standards it was a comparatively small place, appearing to be supported almost entirely by Korean naval personnel and their families, and by workers employed by the neighbouring shipyards and a world-scale petrochemical plant they’d come across yesterday on the outskirts of town when O’Halloran had decided they should have an exploratory look round before attending their meeting with Ritchie at nine o’clock this morning.
It had been O’Halloran who’d arranged the meeting. In a telephone call that had lasted no more than three or four minutes, he’d bypassed two secretaries and a junior officer before speaking to Ritchie directly, introducing himself as a member of the US National Counter-Proliferation Centre and explaining that he’d come to Korea for the specific purpose of alerting the commander to a major threat to the safety of the Sandpiper and her crew.
Coburn had been impressed, knowing that if he’d been left to get the message through by himself he could have fallen at the first hurdle.
As it was, the next hurdle was going to be the tough one, he thought, a meeting at which they’d agreed O’Halloran would do the talking, calling on Coburn only if his input was required to back up their proposal.
Now the taxi was approaching the harbour, Coburn could see cranes, razor-wire fences and what looked like gigantic fibreglass venetian blinds flanking two of the larger south-east quays.
‘Wind-breaks,’ O’Halloran said. ‘Probably to stop nuclear ships from dragging their anchors or breaking their moorings in the tropical cyclones they get hit with in this part of the world. Do you think our driver knows where he’s going?’
It seemed unlikely. At the main gates to the base the driver had slowed the car and was endeavouring to read a Christmas-tree of Korean signs, presumably searching for the correct route to take through a maze of ram-proof concrete bollards, speed humps and barriers.
The security measures were extensive. Steel gates prevented unauthorized access to numerous truck lanes and railroad lines, while running alongside the docks, rows of military containers and a modern state-of-the-art gantry system were being guarded by armed military police.
‘Try and force your way in here and you wouldn’t get too far,’ O’Halloran said. ‘The Koreans don’t mess about, do they?’
The driver turned round in his seat. ‘Only for the next six hundred metres am I permitted to follow the yellow line,’ he said. ‘After that I can go no further.’
From what Coburn was able to see, the installation seemed to be spread over several hundred acres, nearly all of it concrete and, with the exception of the American section, occupied entirely by ships of the South Korean Navy.
Identified by a sign reading US NAVCOMM DET CHINHAE, the US base was protected by its own crash-proof fence, rows of retracted steel columns that in an emergency could be raised from the road leading to its centre and guarded by two marines standing to attention at the gate.
Coburn paid for the taxi, then accompanied O’Halloran over to an air-conditioned building where, once their passports had been inspected and their names ticked off against a list, one of the marines used his phone before escorting them briskly back outside.
‘Commander Ritchie apologizes for keeping you waiting,’ he said. ‘He’s sending a Jeep right away.’
It was already coming, being driven by a young woman. Because she was in uniform, Coburn found himself wondering if she was one of the new Enlisted Surface Warfare Specialists who’d been mentioned in the clipping Shriver had copied from the Baltimore Leader.
While she checked to make sure she was picking up the right passengers and issued them with security passes and identity tags, he considered asking her name. But he decided not to, and instead, once she was behind the wheel again and they were underway, he tried to gain an impression of what life on a US naval base was like.
The surroundings could hardly be anything but American. As well as having a medical centre, a library and a school, the base was provided with a chapel, a café called Duffy’s Morning Calm and even a bowling alley. The buildings had an American flavour to them too, he thought, a little different to those on the west coast of Oregon or California, although the tiles and roofs on some of the houses looked slightly more Korean than North American.
The young woman brought the Jeep to a halt outside an administration block. ‘You’ll find the commander’s office at the end of the corridor,’ she said. ‘He’s expecting you, so you can go right in.’
Sam Ritchie was a compact wiry man in his late thirties with a mop of thick dark hair and almost equally thick dark eyebrows. He was wearing navy whites and waiting to greet his visitors at the door.
After introducing himself to O’Halloran he shook hands with Coburn. ‘You’re with the International Marine Bureau,’ he said. ‘Is that right?’
Coburn nodded. ‘I’m mostly working out of Singapore, but I report to a guy called Rick Armstrong in London.’
‘So he tells me.’ Ritchie smiled. ‘If I look as good as you do ten days after I’m dead, I’m going to be real pleased.’ He waved a hand at some chairs. ‘Sit down, gentlemen. It sounds as though we have some serious talking to do.’
‘Sorry to spring this on you,’ O’Halloran said. ‘But we didn’t know the full story ourselves until a couple of days ago. Do you want it from the beginning?’
‘Sure.’ Ritchie leaned back in his chair. ‘Go ahead.’
‘On June 10th of this year a Russian supertanker arrived at a breaker’s shipyard in Bangladesh with its crew dying of radiation poisoning. Do you remember hearing about it?’
‘The ship that turned out to be carrying some kind of nuclear waste for North Korea’s nuclear weapon programme — the one they’ve agreed to stop that they don’t want anybody to know about.’
‘That’s what you’re supposed to think,’ O’Halloran said. ‘It’s what the world’s supposed to think. At the time, while the ship was being broken up, it was fairly clear what had happened. The Koreans couldn’t pick up their nuclear shipment at sea because of a storm, so they were forced to wait until the Rybinsk was beached in Bangladesh and collect the stuff from there.’
‘The Rybinsk was the name of the supertanker, was it?’
O’Halloran nodded. ‘The IMB had sent Coburn to check it out and the Counter-Proliferation Centre sent me. That’s where we first ran into each other. It wasn’t until I was back in the States and Coburn came to see me that we realized the whole thing had been a set-up from the start.’
‘I’m not with you,’ Ritchie said. ‘What do you mean, a set-up?’
‘How about the Rybinsk being a covert operation by the US Government?’
Ritchie raised his eyebrows. ‘The US Government?’
‘That’s how it looked to begin with — a smart way for the Administration to persuade the American public to back a military strike against North Korea before Pyongyang decides to start launching nuclear warheads at Tokyo and Honolulu.’
‘But that’s only how it was supposed to look?’
‘Right. Trying to generate support for a pre-emptive strike is the reason for what happened in Bangladesh, but it wasn’t the Pentagon or the White House who were behind it. The Rybinsk was part of a programme that’s being run by an organization called the Free America League. It’s the brain-child of a retired US Brigadier General who won’t be happy until the Korean peninsula is on fire from the top to the 38th parallel. His name’s George Shriver. Have you heard of him?’
‘Who hasn’t?’ Ritchie said. ‘Ask our Korean friends. They think he’s stirring up trouble when relations between the North and South are probably the best they’ve ever been. He might not know it, but he’s doing a fair amount of damage here.’
‘He’s about to do a lot more.’ Placing his laptop on the desk where Ritchie could see it, O’Halloran opened up the screen and pressed a key to display the map of the Sandpiper’s route. ‘Shriver has this stored on his computer,’ he said. ‘Don’t ask how we got it. Just look.’
Ritchie studied it for a moment. ‘It’s a copy of a page in a classified monthly document NAVCOMM issues to the Korean Navy as a matter of courtesy,’ he said. ‘It means very little. I have complete authority over the route I choose to take, and absolute discretion to change it at any time for any reason I see fit. If some bright spark thinks it defines where my ship will be on a specific date, they’re likely to be disappointed.’
‘How about this then?’ O’Halloran scrolled up the press release. ‘Three days ago this is what Shriver was working on.’
Ritchie took his time to absorb the implications, going over and over the text to make certain he understood. ‘Christ,’ he said. ‘How sure are you this is genuine?’
‘Sure as we can be. Don’t you believe it?’
‘I don’t know.’ By now, Ritchie was in control of his shock. ‘If this rogue Free America outfit are thinking about using a fully-armed Osa Class fast attack craft, you don’t hire one of those from your nearest rent-a-boat outlet.’
‘Maybe they don’t need an Osa Class attack craft,’ Coburn said. ‘The FAL spent a couple of million dollars buying radioactive waste to put on board the Rybinsk. Why wouldn’t they just buy the missiles and install them on a boat that’s going to produce more or less the same radar echo as the real thing?’
Ritchie shook his head. ‘Not a chance. Sure, if you’ve got the cash you can buy all the ex-Soviet weapons you want on the black market, but Styx missiles need a lot of ancillary equipment — proper hangars, launch platforms and electronics. And they won’t operate without GARPUN radar. Have you ever seen a Styx?’
O’Halloran evidently hadn’t.
Coburn hadn’t either, but he’d heard of them. ‘I know they’re Russian or ex-Soviet,’ he said. ‘They’re a kind of crude surface to surface cruise-missile, aren’t they?’
‘Not that crude.’ Ritchie left his desk and went to stare out of a window. ‘They’re only about twenty feet long, but they can be fitted with three different types of warhead. They’re an old Soviet design so they’re fairly cheap and simple, but anywhere inside a range of forty or fifty kilometres a Styx can be pretty damn lethal.’ He turned round. ‘I guess if I wanted to use a couple, I’d surprise the crew of an Osa patrol boat when they were half asleep or looking the wrong way. Then I wouldn’t need a crash course on how to arm and fire a type of missile I hadn’t been trained to use.’
‘Because you’d be able to force the patrol boat crew to do it for you,’ Coburn said.
‘Sure. That’s not my problem, though, is it? The problem is what the hell I’m going to do about it. You’re expecting me to say the solution is obvious, but in a case like this, the obvious response to a threat isn’t always the right one. For a start, the US doesn’t recognize the Demarkation Line as an international boundary, and even if we did, I still have to follow accepted international rules and what are called the Laws of War.’
O’Halloran switched off his laptop. ‘Which stops any country from attacking a foreign ship without good reason,’ he said. ‘And from what you’ve seen on my computer, you don’t think you’d have a good reason.’
‘Not good enough.’ Ritchie thought for a second. ‘I can take any measures I consider necessary to protect the interests of the United States and to defend my ship and my crew. That probably doesn’t include opening fire on a North Korean navy vessel whose captain has made the mistake of deciding I’ve strayed into foreign waters and has asked me to change course.’
‘That’s what we figured,’ O’Halloran said. ‘And why we think we have an answer for you.’
Ritchie allowed himself a smile. ‘I’m glad somebody has.’
Realizing O’Halloran was talking himself into a corner, Coburn took over. ‘The Counter-Proliferation people have nothing to do with what I’m about to say,’ he said. ‘And it’ll be best if you only know what you need to know.’
‘I see.’ Ritchie returned to stand beside his desk. ‘You’d better tell me what it is then, hadn’t you?’
‘OK. This is the deal. Two seconds after you’re told to make your course change, you’ll see the patrol boat have a big accident. You can decide for yourself what set it on fire and why it’s sinking. It’s only if that doesn’t happen that you’ll have to choose whether or not you use your guns.’ Giving Ritchie no opportunity to interrupt, Coburn placed a photograph on the desk. ‘While you’re picking up the crew, that’s the guy you have to get your hands on. His name’s Juri Yegorov. He works for Shriver, so he’s the key to shutting down the FAL.’
‘Because his presence on the Korean boat will confirm what you’ve been telling me this morning?’
‘You can’t afford to wait until then,’ Coburn said. ‘If we don’t sort this out now and work together, you might not have the chance to get anything confirmed.’
Ritchie’s eyebrows had gone up again. ‘I think I can assess the risk without your assistance, Mr Coburn — unless of course there’s more I need to know.’
‘There is. As soon as you’re satisfied Yegorov was so damn close to attacking your ship you’re lucky the Sandpiper’s still afloat, you’ll have to contact someone in the States who has the authority to arrest Shriver before he can clean out his records and to stop him getting nasty. He’s already threatened O’Halloran’s family and he could make trouble for me, too.’
O’Halloran had sensed the need for diplomacy. ‘The FAL has recently come under investigation,’ he said. ‘If this goes down the way it’s supposed to, Washington will be able to indict Shriver for subversion.’
Since this was the first Coburn had heard about any investigation, was O’Halloran improvising, he wondered? And if so, why did he think he had to?
Ritchie’s expression made it impossible to tell what he thought of the plan, but if he wasn’t looking entirely convinced of its merits, at least he was looking more receptive than he had been a minute ago.
‘A two-second window,’ he said. ‘Not a three-or four-second window?’
‘Depends on you.’ Coburn smiled at him. ‘The quicker I get your go ahead on the radio, the quicker I can stop any missiles from being fired at you.’
‘And you’ll be where exactly?’
‘Not far behind you — somewhere up near the Demarkation Line.’
‘Well, well.’ Ritchie sat down. ‘In that case, seeing as how we seem to have a common interest and we’re all heading in the same direction, what do you say I give you a lift? If you and Mr O’Halloran would like to join the crew of the Sandpiper, I can keep an eye on you, and we can all keep our eyes open for a Korean patrol boat you’re saying is going to attack me. How does that sound?’
‘I’ll need to transfer from your ship a couple of days ahead of time,’ Coburn said. ‘Otherwise that’s fine by me.’ He glanced at O’Halloran. ‘What do you reckon?’
‘Sure.’ The American nodded. ‘Why not?’
‘Right then. It’s settled.’ Ritchie picked up his phone. ‘If you care to tell me where you’re staying, I’ll have a staff car run you back to your hotel. The Sandpiper departs at 2300 hours on August 1st, but you’ll need to report here two or three hours before that so we can find somewhere for you to bunk down. If you haven’t been on board a minehunter before, there’s not much room so don’t expect to be going on a cruise.’
Because the offer made sense and had been made so casually, it wasn’t until Coburn was outside sitting in the car that he began to wonder how sincere it had been. A genuine invitation from a no-nonsense naval officer? Or a ploy that allowed Ritchie to detain the messengers of news he didn’t believe?
O’Halloran was looking as though he, too, had doubts, but decided not to voice them in front of the driver and made himself wait until they were back at their hotel and alone in the lobby.
‘Why do I have this feeling I’ve been out-manoeuvred?’ he said.
‘We’ve both been.’
‘There’s a difference. You told Ritchie you’ll be leaving the Sandpiper before the shit’s due to hit the fan. I’ll still be on board. He’s figuring on using me as his insurance.’
Coburn grinned. ‘Well, you’d better hope everything goes to plan then, hadn’t you? What was all that crap about the FAL being under investigation?’
‘It’s not crap. When I phoned the office to see if Yegorov was off to Korea, I was told his name’s been flagged, linking him to Shriver and questioning the reason for all his trips to Russia and Bangladesh.’
‘So someone else has made the connection,’ Coburn said.
‘Probably that guy who ran Yegorov’s facial recognition search for me. He could’ve put two and two together and made seven. Now you know why I changed my mind about coming with you. If Washington’s having a close look at the FAL, I’ll only get my share of those Brownie points if I’m in at the sharp end.’
‘So how far along is the investigation?’
O’Halloran shrugged. ‘No idea. I didn’t ask. You never know, though. I guess there’s always a chance you and I could be heading off up into the Yellow Sea for nothing.’

CHAPTER 19

Far away to the west where thin streaks of silver-edged cloud were gradually turning from pink to orange, the division between sea and sky had become indistinct. Of the six sunsets Coburn had observed from the foredeck of the Sandpiper, none had been as colourful as this one and he couldn’t remember seeing the ocean quite so flat or the air being this clear.
He’d been on deck for most of the last hour, wanting to be alone on what would be his last evening on board, hoping O’Halloran wouldn’t come to find him and telling himself that just because things had gone well up to now, it didn’t mean his luck was about to take a change for the worse.
Throughout the voyage he’d been counting down the days, but now the time for him to leave the ship had actually come, he felt unprepared, knowing that in a little more than twenty-four hours he’d discover whether his plan would be successful, or whether it would fail.
Until today he’d been able to exploit his unfamiliarity with life on board a minehunter as an excuse to avoid worrying about the consequences of failure, filling in his hours by learning about the Sandpiper’s capability and, with Ritchie’s approval, watching the crew operate some of the most sophisticated equipment Coburn had ever come across.
As well as having an I-band surface search radar, the ship was fitted with a variable-depth sonar system that was lowered by winch from a well in front of the bridge, and from which visual images were fed to data consoles that analysed all mine-like objects floating near or anchored to the seabed.
But by far the most advanced piece of equipment was the Sandpiper’s remotely controlled undersea vehicle, an SLQ-48 Raytheon neutralization device that could be deployed from a fantail on the side of the ship’s glass-fibre hull and tethered to it by a 1000 metre-long cable.
Since they’d left Chinhae, Ritchie had used the vehicle only once as an exercise, unwilling to waste time when tonight’s rendezvous with the Selina was vital, and when even a slight deterioration in the weather could have delayed their arrival time.
For a 900 ton vessel the Sandpiper was by no means a fast ship, powered by twin non-magnetic 800 horsepower Isotta Franschini diesel engines, but not able to travel at much more than ten knots, a speed that despite the calm summer conditions hadn’t given Ritchie the luxury of being able to hang around.
Hari hadn’t been hanging around either. Unlike the commander, who had charted a course that had taken the Sandpiper more or less straight up through the centre of the Yellow Sea, since Hari had made his last refuelling stop at Qingdao on the Chinese mainland he’d been hugging the coast, sounding increasingly irritable on each occasion Coburn had been in touch with him, until their conversation of this afternoon when he’d announced that he was standing by to collect Coburn as soon as the Sandpiper was close enough for the transfer to take place.
According to co-ordinates Hari had provided, the Selina was currently riding at anchor in the company of several Korean fishing boats four miles off the coast of a small island, and almost exactly sixty miles south of the Demarkation Line.
How accurate the co-ordinates were, Coburn wasn’t certain, although when this evening’s arrangements amounted to little more than him exchanging a bunk on the Sandpiper for a bunk on the Selina, his concerns were best reserved for tomorrow, he decided. It was then that Hari’s real skills would be put to the test in readiness for the crunch on the following night.
By now, although the last rays of sunlight had gone, he was reluctant to go below, trying not to wonder what Heather was doing in order to avoid cluttering up his mind with half-formed notions of the future and not wanting to think ahead too far.
He was still on deck when O’Halloran appeared. From the beginning of their trip from Chinhae, the American had been at pains to insulate Ritchie and himself from any direct involvement with either Hari or the Selina, spending more time with the commander than he had with Coburn, but since they’d received Hari’s last communication he seemed to be less on edge.
‘Skipper wants us on the bridge,’ he said.
‘What for?’
‘He’s got what he thinks is the echo of a Korean patrol boat on his radar. It could be Yegorov making sure he’s picking up his target early. Come on.’
Of the forty-six members of the Sandpiper’s crew Coburn had met, he was able to remember the faces of the officers and some of the ratings, but this evening, so many people were coming and going that, apart from one of the young women from Baltimore who was leaving the bridge as they arrived, he didn’t know who he recognized and who he didn’t.
Ritchie was waiting for them, standing by the larger of two radar screens. ‘Got him,’ he said.
‘How do you know?’ Coburn studied the screen, uncertain of what he was looking at.
‘See there?’ Ritchie pointed to a number of glowing green dots. ‘Those are the fishing boats where your friend’s anchored. Now take a look at this one.’ Sliding his finger diagonally down the screen he let it come to rest beneath another dot. ‘For the last three-quarters of an hour, each time we’ve changed course, within a few minutes whoever it is has changed theirs. We’re being shadowed.’
‘Where did the boat come from?’
‘Probably out from one of these islands.’ Ritchie pushed a button to superimpose the outline of the coast. ‘Tokchok’s the biggest of them, but there are plenty of others where you could park up a patrol boat for a couple of days. An Osa only takes around nine feet of water, so you wouldn’t need much of an inlet to hide one in. Do you want me to order another course change so you can watch?’
Coburn shook his head. ‘If it’s Yegorov and you keep on doing what you’ve been doing, he’ll start wondering why the Sandpiper’s working in the dark.’
‘OK.’ Ritchie smiled. ‘How about this instead, then? First thing tomorrow I’ll head off north using the kind of search pattern he’ll be expecting us to use if we were hunting for mines. If the bastard stays with us all day, we’ll know he’s who we think he is.’ Ritchie spread out a chart. ‘See where I’ve marked that cross? As long as we’ve got a positive identification by evening, that’s where I’ll drop anchor for the night, so guess where he’ll be anchoring.’
‘Somewhere to the south of you,’ Coburn said.
‘Exactly, which means that if you and your friends are there waiting to do whatever it is I don’t need to know about, I can deliver him pretty much right to you.’
Which was going to significantly reduce the risk to Hari’s men, Coburn thought. Instead of them having to embark on what could have been a lengthy and dangerous trip from the Selina to the patrol boat and back again, at one stroke the problem had been largely overcome.
‘OK.’ Ritchie rolled up the chart and gave it to Coburn. ‘That’s settled then. Now all you and I have to do is finalize things for the 9th.’
‘Not that much left for you to do,’ Coburn said. ‘We know Yegorov will be banking on you being within a couple of miles of the Demarkation Line at some point, so he won’t be letting you get too far ahead of him. If we believe Shriver’s draft press statement, nothing’s going to happen until it’s dark, but it’ll be best if we keep a radio channel open all the time.’
O’Halloran wasn’t happy with the idea. ‘Forget the radio,’ he said. ‘If Yegorov’s been smart enough to overpower the crew of a Korean Osa, what makes you think he’s not smart enough to be monitoring every marine frequency he can find? It’ll be safer if you carry on communicating by satellite phone.’
Coburn looked at Ritchie. ‘What do you think?’
‘Sure. That makes sense. If you want to grab one of our phones now, you can tell your friend he can come and collect you in fifteen minutes. We’ll be at the rendezvous by then. In case someone’s looking, say we’ll be putting our hull between him and the patrol boat, and slinging a ladder over the starboard quarter for you near the stern.’ The commander stuck out his hand. ‘It’s been a pleasure. I hope this works out.’
Coburn hoped so too, keeping the doubt out of his voice and, after making his call to Hari, for the next quarter of an hour managed to avoid mentioning his misgivings to O’Halloran who had accompanied him from the bridge and was waiting with him on the afterdeck.
The sea was still as flat as it had been earlier, and because the Sandpiper had already started losing speed, the breeze generated by its forward motion was barely noticeable.
‘I’ve got to tell you this,’ O’Halloran said. ‘I can’t see Ritchie relying on you — not now he knows he’s being followed for sure. If you were in his shoes, you wouldn’t rely on anybody else either.’
‘Do you reckon he’ll open fire the minute he hears from Yegorov?’ Coburn had considered the possibility.
‘He’d have to be brave not to, don’t you think?’
‘Depends how far away from the Sandpiper Yegorov’s going to be. Styx missiles have twenty times the range of Ritchie’s guns. Either way, your job’s to make sure I get that two-second window.’
O’Halloran forced a smile. ‘Because if I don’t, this could be the last time I get to enjoy a nice starry night.’
‘Let Ritchie look after the Sandpiper,’ Coburn said. ‘It’s you I’ll be wanting to hear from on the phone.’
‘Count on it.’ O’Halloran peered out to sea. ‘Sounds like your ride’s coming.’
Just audible above the noise of the Sandpiper’s idling diesels, Coburn could hear the buzz of an outboard motor. A moment later the shape of an inflatable swam out of the darkness.
It was travelling fast, one of the three village Zodiacs Hari occasionally used for raids on shallow-draught freighters that ventured too close to the coast.
The man at the helm was blacker than O’Halloran and equally difficult to see. But Coburn recognized him. It was Hari’s friend, the skinny Somalian, cutting back his speed now he’d caught sight of the ladder and beginning to ease the Zodiac alongside.
Feeling slightly awkward, Coburn shook hands with O’Halloran. ‘I guess this is it,’ he said. ‘I’ll be in touch tomorrow as soon as I know everything’s ready to go.’
‘I’ll be waiting for your call. Good luck.’
‘You too.’ Coburn went to the ladder, turning to wave before he steadied himself against the hull and clambered down into the Zodiac.
As though the Somalian saw nothing unusual in picking up a passenger from a US warship, he nodded his hello. ‘Thanks to Allah, it seems we have all made a safe journey,’ he said. ‘There is no luggage you bring?’
‘Only this.’ Coburn showed him the rolled up chart. ‘How’s everything on the Selina?’
‘We have not been so good at rationing our food supplies, but for many days it has been too hot on board to eat, so it is only a small problem for us.’ Pushing off from the Sandpiper, the Somalian opened the throttle of the outboard and turned the Zodiac north towards some pinpoints of light that were twinkling in the distance.
The lights were those of the Korean fishing boats. They were anchored 4 to 500 yards from the shore of the island Hari had mentioned, strung out in an uneven line at the end of which, riding without lights, was the Selina.
To greet Coburn, Hari had assembled his crew on deck — not that there were many of them.
One was Indiri’s husband who, after saying a shy hello, handed Coburn a grimy and crumpled envelope that he said Heather had asked him to deliver. The other two men were strangers whom Coburn couldn’t recall meeting at the village.
Hari introduced them as Susilo and Ali, smooth-muscled, fit-looking Indonesians who, he explained, were experienced pearl divers from Bengkalis and therefore accustomed to working underwater.
They too were shy, keeping their eyes lowered while Coburn shook hands with them and then hurrying off as soon as formalities were over.
Although the strain of the trip was showing on Hari’s face, for the moment at least he seemed reasonably happy. ‘Not by sea before have I travelled this far so quickly,’ he said. ‘Never again shall I attempt such a journey. Come so we can talk and you can tell me if you are still confident of locating our target tomorrow.’
‘He’s shown up already.’ Coburn accompanied Hari to the deckhouse. ‘We got a radar fix on him earlier this evening. The Sandpiper’s going to lead him right into your lap tomorrow night. That’s why I’ve brought this chart.’
‘It shows where we will be able to find him?’
‘Pretty much. I’ll go over it with you later.’
‘After you have read your letter from Miss Cameron.’ Hari grinned. ‘Perhaps it is to say that when you return she will no longer wish to sleep with you.’
Like the envelope, the note inside it had suffered from the rigours of the voyage. The paper was so damp and creased that in places the handwriting was badly smudged, but the message was just about decipherable:
If you don’t come back in one piece, I’ll tell my godfather about you and he’ll tell the IMB, then you won’t have a job anymore.
Please be careful. H xx

To stop Hari asking what it said, Coburn let him read it for himself.
‘Ah. I have heard of this argument before.’ He gave the note back. ‘When I first tell Miss Cameron I am not one hundred per cent certain I can help you, she says that because her godfather is the director of a big marine insurance company in London, he would be most interested to learn of my business. For a young woman she can be quite persuasive.’
‘I know.’ Coburn didn’t need reminding. ‘How many mines did you bring?’
‘You tell me we will need four, so, in case we chance upon a good opportunity to use one on our way here, we bring five. We have also conducted some experiments with them. If you will follow me I can show you how it is we have modified their magnets.’
After the comparatively civilized environment on board the Sandpiper, conditions below the deck of the stripped-out Selina were appalling.
Made worse by the impossibly high temperature, the smell of hot engine oil, cigarette smoke and cooking was as overpowering as the fumes coming from puddles of spilled fuel, while scattered around everywhere were empty drums of diesel, wet clothes, water containers and boxes of canned food, milk powder and toilet rolls.
‘Over here.’ Hari had found a bulb to screw into one of the overhead sockets. ‘Now you can see.’
Packed in individual foam-lined crates and jammed between some halogen lights and parts of the Selina’s disassembled machine-gun, the mines were of a type Coburn was familiar with, squat black pancakes already secured to their attachment magnets and equipped with electronic triggers and aerials to receive the radio signals that would detonate them.
What he hadn’t seen before were football-sized air bladders that had been fitted to the bases of the magnets.
‘You are looking at a new development,’ Hari said. ‘Tomorrow night, to guard against Ali and Susilo being detected by radar, first they will use wooden oars and a rubber dinghy to transport the mines. Then, when they are close to the patrol boat they will swim underwater and tow the mines behind them. But the mines are very heavy, so for that to be possible a flotation aid must be provided. Now you will understand the reason for the bladders, I think, but they also serve another purpose.’
‘What?’ Coburn couldn’t think of one.
‘When such powerful magnets are offered up to the side of a steel hull, they will jump from your hands and by making a loud clang when they first make contact they can alert the crew.’
‘But that won’t happen with these,’ Coburn said. ‘Because the bladders will act as cushions.’
‘To begin with, but there is another feature.’ Hari pointed to a small plug on the side of a bladder. ‘When that is removed, the air will escape allowing the magnets to attach themselves slowly and in silence.’
The idea was fairly ingenious, Coburn thought, perhaps not so much a technological breakthrough as an example of Hari’s ability to foresee risks that needed to be addressed, and why, maybe for the first time, Yegorov was going to be up against someone trickier than he was.
But would that be enough, he wondered? When the end game was more likely to be played out months from now in the corridors of Washington rather than on the night after next in the Yellow Sea, would Ritchie’s testimony be a match for the reputation of a brigadier general whose life appeared to have been dedicated to the preservation of American ideals?
Knowing it was senseless trying to predict the outcome of an inquiry over which he would have no influence, he put the whole business out of his mind, and instead decided this would be as good an opportunity as any to bring Hari properly up to date.
He started by explaining the reason for O’Halloran’s presence on the Sandpiper then, while Hari smoked his way through countless cigarettes, went on to describe how the explosion of the Canyon City munitions store had allowed them to access Shriver’s records, and how that in turn had revealed the FAL plan to stage what would look like an unjustified and unprovoked attack on a US warship by the North Korean Navy.
At midnight, too wide awake to contemplate sleeping, and unwilling to go below, he decided to stay on deck, hoping that by this time tomorrow his confidence would have received a boost, because by then he’d know for certain whether the mines were in place awaiting the signal that twelve hours later would finally bring his part of the mission to an end.

CHAPTER 20

Since his transfer from the Sandpiper last night, Coburn had grown more accustomed to the Selina’s primitive conditions, and having spent the latter part of this afternoon getting to know Ali and Susilo, he was beginning to feel less of an outsider in the company of Hari’s crew.
The two divers had been slow to overcome their shyness — in part because of their rudimentary English — but once Coburn had shown an interest in the pearl business, they’d gradually lost their reservations, and with Hari on hand to act as an interpreter, they’d soon been more willing to talk about the job they’d come to do.
Hari himself had spent a frustrating day. While the Selina had slowly headed north, for much of the time he’d been at the wheel, maintaining his distance ahead of the meandering minehunter which had been easy to identify on his radar, but struggling to separate the echo of the Korean patrol boat from those of other vessels that were travelling up through the islands on similar courses.
Not until this evening when they’d dropped anchor at the co-ordinates on Ritchie’s chart had his mood improved, and then only because of an unscheduled call Coburn had received from O’Halloran.
The American had been in touch to say, that now the Selina was in position, the Sandpiper would be passing them shortly on the port side, and that accordingly, before Ritchie dropped his own anchor, it shouldn’t be long before they had their first visual sighting of the Osa.
As things had turned out, unlike the much larger minehunter which had been easy to see, the Osa hadn’t been.
In Yegorov’s pursuit of his target, he’d been keeping further to the west where the combination of the setting sun and fading light had made it all but impossible for Coburn to pick out the Korean patrol boat even with binoculars.
That had been ten minutes ago — a somewhat tense ten minutes during which Hari had finally located the Osa on his radar, while everyone else on the Selina had been waiting patiently for the announcement that would mean Ali and Susilo could begin their preparations.
‘Ah. You see.’ Hari pointed to a dot on his screen.
With each rotation of the Selina’s radar dish, the dot was glowing more brightly, but Coburn couldn’t tell whether it was continuing to move or not.
Hari could. ‘Now that Ritchie has stopped his ship, the Osa, too, is stopping,’ he said. ‘It is not as close to us as we could have wished, but close enough, I think.’
‘How close?’ Coburn asked.
‘Less than two kilometres — not so far for our divers to take the mines. When it is darker, and while we wait for the crew of the Osa to settle for the night we will inflate the dinghy and bring our halogens and machine-gun up on deck.’
‘What the hell do you want lights and the gun for?’ Coburn couldn’t think of a single reason.
‘It is a precaution. I do not wish us to be without defence if Ali and Susilo are watched on their way back here to the Selina.’
‘If that happens, a fucking machine-gun isn’t going to be any help, is it? You’re not up against an unarmed freighter, for Christ’s sake. You’re talking about taking on a full-blown missile attack boat.’
Hari shrugged. ‘It is my decision. When the man you call Yegorov has more important business to which he must attend tomorrow, he will not risk advertising his presence tonight by launching a missile at us. But he could choose to use his guns.’
Knowing better than to argue, and hoping Hari had decided this was an easy way to demonstrate his deep concern for the safety of his crew, Coburn kept his mouth shut, and for the next few hours, while Hari and the Somalian checked the detonators and bladders on the mines, kept himself busy by helping Indiri’s husband assemble and install the lights and the gun.
By midnight the divers were ready, the mines were ready and the dinghy was ready. Hari wasn’t, checking his watch every few minutes, chain-smoking and watching clouds scud across the moon as though waiting for some divine indication that the time was right for him to give the go ahead.
At 12.30, sensing a certain restlessness on deck, he launched the dinghy himself, lowering it over the stern on ropes and then assisting Ali and Susilo to load the mines one at a time until all four were on board and temporarily lashed in place.
Unlike the Zodiac which was still taking up space on the afterdeck, the dinghy was designed for use only in an emergency. It was small and difficult to manoeuvre, but because of its low profile and the black wetsuits of its occupants, it had the virtue of being almost invisible once the divers began to row away.
‘Let us hope they see the patrol boat early,’ Hari said. ‘They navigate by compass, but their job will be harder when they have sight of their target and must start to swim.’
‘How long do you figure it’ll take them?’ Coburn glanced at his own watch.
‘I think we give them two hours to get there and back again, and a quarter of one hour for them to attach the mines. Not until after that should we become concerned.’
It was easy to say, but hard to do.
Three weeks ago in Singapore, after Coburn had set the timer for the Semtex in his fridge, and two weeks ago while he’d been waiting for O’Halloran after the explosion of the munitions store, he’d been aware of how slowly time could pass. But on both of these occasions he’d been counting down minutes — tonight he was faced not with minutes but with hours.
Hari proved better at waiting for the dinghy’s return than he had been at despatching it, but after an hour and a half he went below and returned with a pair of night vision goggles which, when he wasn’t smoking or pacing up and down the deck, he used in a vain attempt to penetrate the darkness.
After two hours he gave up looking and abandoned the goggles in favour of listening for the splash of oars, an equally futile exercise on which he was still engaged when the dinghy suddenly appeared.
Coburn was the first to see it — or thought he had.
Approaching the bow of the Selina at an angle on the port side, it had emerged silently from nowhere and was within hailing distance before the Somalian too caught sight of it.
A minute later, leaving Indiri’s husband to retrieve it, the divers were back on board answering Hari’s questions while they stripped off their wetsuits.
Their smiles told Coburn what he wanted to know — which meant their job at least was done, he thought, and that none of the things that could’ve gone wrong had gone wrong.
Before conveying the news to O’Halloran he checked with Hari who was happy to confirm that from now on at a push of a button, Yegorov’s trip to Korea could be brought to a suitably violent and unpleasant end.
Coburn’s call to the Sandpiper was answered so promptly, O’Halloran couldn’t have been asleep.
‘Thought you’d be tucked up in your bunk,’ Coburn said.
‘I should be so lucky. Ritchie said he wanted to hear from me as soon as I heard from you. What do I tell him?’
‘Tell him that seeing as how it’s already the 9th of August, any time he wants I can blow four holes in the Osa right underneath each of its missile hangars. If that doesn’t slow it down, nothing will. All I need is for you to give me the word.’
‘OK. Ritchie’s aiming to have us up close to the Demarkation Line by 1700 hours. He thinks it’s best if we let Yegorov carry on shadowing the Sandpiper, and you hang back a bit so he doesn’t get suspicious.’
Rather than wasting his breath explaining that, even with the Selina’s tarpaulin-covered halogen lights and gun it was probably the least suspicious-looking vessel off the coast of the entire peninsula, Coburn changed the subject before he said goodbye, suggesting that, until they reopened communications later, O’Halloran might as well catch up on his sleep.
All in all, it had been a pretty good night’s work, Coburn decided. But he knew it was more than that — more than the planting of explosive charges that would see the patrol boat destroyed, and more than a prelude to an event that would provide evidence to destroy the FAL. Tonight’s preparations had served a more immediate purpose, he thought, not just helping to bring Shriver to account, but a means of saving the lives of forty-six men and women on board a US warship who otherwise, in a few hours’ time, would have perished without knowing they’d been used as pawns in a deadly game they could have never won.

CHAPTER 21

At dawn the weather changed — an unwanted development that neither Hari nor Coburn had expected.
By late afternoon, in place of a flat sea and the cloudless skies they’d enjoyed for the last nine days, the wind had started whipping up white caps, and the sky had become quite threatening.
On this the last day of the Selina’s journey north to the Demarkation Line, the boat had been handling the conditions well, occasionally wallowing in swell when they weren’t in the lee of one of the many islands off the coast, but for the most part making good headway, and not once losing contact with either the Sandpiper or the patrol boat they were following.
Before dark, the most noticeable consequence of the weather had been the increasing murkiness of the sea — a sure sign of rain, according to Hari, an indication that somewhere on the peninsula or the Chinese mainland, coloured sediment that gave the Yellow Sea its name was being washed out of one of the silt-laden rivers along its shores.
Hari said he didn’t know how long it would take the rain to reach them. Nor was he willing to say whether he believed poor visibility would make things more difficult for Yegorov.
When Coburn had last communicated with the Sandpiper, he’d asked O’Halloran to find out if Ritchie had an opinion about the deteriorating weather. So far there had been no reply — because Ritchie had enough on his plate, Coburn had decided, the reason for his silence, and why once the Sandpiper had reached a position two miles south of the Demarkation Line, he hadn’t bothered to inform O’Halloran of his decision to turn west, nor explain why since then he’d elected to keep travelling into the wind at an uncomfortably slow speed.
Like Hari, what Ritchie had done was track every move of the patrol boat on his radar, following its progress along the S-shaped Demarkation Line and making certain that O’Halloran notified Coburn of any sudden change in its behaviour.
For the moment, the minehunter was a stone’s throw off the western tip of Baengnyeongdo, South Korea’s northernmost island that was supposed to resemble a crested ibis taking flight — another piece of valueless information Hari had gleaned from a brochure he’d obtained from somewhere.
Of more interest were the lights Coburn could see. There were only a few — less than half a dozen coming from what he imagined were fishermen’s houses on one of the island’s western beaches, or maybe from dwellings perched on the cliff top above it.
With the Selina continuing to pitch, and with so much spray being thrown up from the bow, he found it hard to be sure where anything was, including the island itself which was little more than a dark patch against an even darker background.
The Sandpiper wasn’t much easier to pick out. Unlike the patrol boat, which even with the benefit of Hari’s night vision goggles had proved to be invisible, the minehunter at least was running with lights that allowed Coburn to get the odd glimpse of it now and then.
In recent minutes he’d given up looking for it altogether and had been spending his time in the focsle watching radar echoes crawl across Hari’s screen.
‘How far do you reckon Ritchie’s ahead of Yegorov?’ Coburn asked.
‘Perhaps a kilometre — a half of one mile if you prefer.’
‘And how far south of Yegorov are we?’
‘Closer than that.’ Hari measured off the distance. ‘We are within five or six hundred metres of the Osa.’ He grinned at Coburn. ‘If you are concerned about the range of the transmitter you are holding, you should not be. It can send its signal from here to China.’
Coburn was more worried about how effective the mines were going to be. He’d been thinking about it on and off for the last hour, endeavouring to maintain his balance on the heaving deck, in one hand gripping the radio transmitter that would bring them to life, and in the other hand holding the satellite phone he was using to communicate with O’Halloran.
‘Although it is still early I think it best if we get ready,’ Hari said.
‘We are ready.’
‘No, no. I mean with our lights and our ammunition belts.’
‘I’ve told you,’ Coburn said. ‘If there’s going to be a fight, leave it to the Sandpiper. O’Halloran says Ritchie’s already manning both his guns.’
‘Which, if the mines misfire, he will have no opportunity to use.’ Hari lit a cigarette. ‘You have heard whether Ritchie is making certain that at all times his position is known to the authorities?’
‘He’s got coverage from two satellites, the South Korean Navy are tracking his ship and the US have asked China to keep an eye on him as well. O’Halloran’s pretty sure the Chinese would be doing that anyway.’
‘I see. And the commander is also set up to record all radio messages he receives?’
Coburn nodded.
‘Then I shall leave you to make any necessary course corrections and keep watch while I go to organize my crew. I shall be absent for a few minutes only.’
Because the sat phone link had been open while Hari had been talking, O’Halloran had overheard the conversation. ‘If that was your pirate friend, he sounds a pretty switched-on character,’ he said.
‘In his line of business you don’t last long if you’re not.’ Coburn repositioned himself in front of the radar display. ‘Do me a favour, will you?’ he said. ‘Ask Ritchie if he’s going to carry on following the Demarkation Line.’
‘He’s already said he is. What else can he do?’
‘I don’t know.’ Now Coburn was alone, he was more conscious of being on edge. The longer he watched the dots on the screen the drier his mouth was getting, and whenever he relaxed his grip on the transmitter his fingers began to cramp.
When, he wondered? How long before Yegorov decided to make contact with the Sandpiper? And when he did, would Ritchie hold off long enough for the mines to do their job?
His thoughts were interrupted by a crackle on his phone.
‘What was that?’ O’Halloran’s voice sounded forced.
‘Lightning,’ Coburn said. ‘The weather’s getting worse.’
‘What if Osas can’t launch missiles in big seas?’
Coburn had no idea. Instead of answering the question he focused his attention on the screen, doubting his ability to maintain this level of concentration for much more than another half an hour, but telling himself he didn’t have to because it would be the radio message that would sound the alert.
‘Are you still there?’ O’Halloran wasn’t sounding any better.
‘Yeah. I’m here. How far are you off the coast of that island behind you?’
‘Who knows? I can’t see it. Do you want me to ask Ritchie?’
‘No. Just say that the further west he goes, the more we’re getting tipped about here.’ Coburn could see no point in the patrol boat being led out into seas so rough that Yegorov could call things off.
‘OK. I’ll see what he thinks. Don’t go anywhere.’
What Ritchie’s reply might have been Coburn would never know.
As a squall of rain swept across the deck of the Selina, everything started happening at once.
No sooner had Hari returned to the focsle than the trailing dot on the screen began to accelerate, and at the same time over the phone, an urgent message from O’Halloran was drowned out by the voice of someone on the Sandpiper’s bridge yelling the word ‘closing’.
Elbowing Coburn out of the way, Hari took over the wheel. ‘The man Yegorov makes his run, I think,’ he said. ‘In your haste to press the button, do not be too quick.’
Conscious of the cramp in his fingers, Coburn was more concerned about not being able to press the damn thing at all. Assuring O’Halloran that he was aware of what was taking place, he opened the focsle hatch and glanced outside.
The squall had been short-lived, already over and leaving behind it clearer air. The lights on the island were twinkling again, and now in the distance the Sandpiper’s lights were easily visible as well. What he couldn’t see was the Osa.
O’Halloran seemed happy to rely entirely on the Sandpiper’s radar. ‘Ritchie wants to know if you’re set to go,’ he said.
‘Tell him it’s a stupid fucking question.’ Coburn steadied himself against a bulkhead. ‘I can hear what’s going on your end, so if you want to hold up your phone when Yegorov makes contact, it’ll give me an idea of how long I’ll have. Is he still coming?’
Rather than waiting for O’Halloran to check, Hari answered the question. ‘He has increased his speed, but moving to the north,’ he said. ‘By doing so he will attack from the side where he will have a larger target. Please prepare yourself.’
Coburn didn’t think he could be more prepared than he was already. Doing his best to stay calm, he tried to filter out the muffled voices from the Sandpiper’s bridge while he strained to hear the first few words of a message that would set everything in motion.
They weren’t long coming. A second after he heard O’Halloran telling him to standby, he was listening to a statement that had been so over-rehearsed its effect was somehow made more chilling.
‘This is DPRK patrol boat S19 calling US warship Sandpiper. You are north of the 38th parallel and in violation of the 1953 Panmunjom Agreement defining the maritime boundary of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea. If you fail to change course and do not at once return to the waters of South Korea, military action will be taken against you. You will receive no further warning of this transgression.’
Coburn didn’t hesitate. He pressed the button and held it down, staring out to sea, searching for a flash that would tell him where the Osa was.
There was no flash — no burst of light, no indication of any kind that the mines had detonated.
Hari hadn’t bothered to look. He’d gone to the door, shielding his face from the wind and only relaxing when the windows of the focsle were rattled by the deep thud of an explosion.
O’Halloran had heard it too. ‘Hole in one,’ he said. ‘What can you see from where you are?’
Coburn was about to say he couldn’t see anything when to the north, where the sea had suddenly started to glow red, a brilliant spear of horizontal flame shot out into the night.
Realizing that somehow Yegorov had managed to launch a Styx, Coburn shouted a warning over the phone, watching despairingly as the missile streaked out towards the Sandpiper.
It was unstable. On full boost, but with its guidance system compromised, and discharged from a burning hangar on a badly listing boat, it narrowly avoided hitting the water before soaring skywards, climbing higher and higher in a series of increasingly wild spirals until it tore itself to pieces in a starburst of incandescent debris.
O’Halloran took his time to come back on the line. ‘Holy shit,’ he said. ‘Don’t ever do that to me again.’
Coburn had yet to take a breath, not just wondering how in God’s name they’d ever got away with it, but not quite able to believe how incredibly lucky the Sandpiper’s crew had been, and equally amazed that Ritchie had held his fire.
‘You’d better tell the commander to get his boats in the water,’ he said. ‘From here on, it’s up to him.’
‘No, no.’ Hari was shaking his head. ‘We ourselves have more to do.’ Having watched the flight of the missile through binoculars he seemed to have decided something wasn’t right. He handed the glasses to Coburn. ‘If you will look at the Osa, you can see our work tonight is not yet finished.’
The crew were abandoning their stricken vessel and beginning to swim away from it, but at the stern, illuminated in flames billowing from the hangars, a figure was clambering down into a small motor-driven runabout.
Coburn didn’t need binoculars to know who it was. Hari, too, had guessed. He’d already opened the Selina’s throttles and was calling for the halogens to be switched on, but Coburn knew he was being optimistic.
With the island only a few short miles away, in easy reach and surrounded by enormous banks of silt on which, even at high tide, the Selina would quickly run aground, Yegorov stood every chance of making it to land. And once he did that, Coburn realized, neither Ritchie nor anyone else would have a hope in hell of finding him.

CHAPTER 22

Quick though the Selina had been to gather speed, it was proving to be no match for the runabout, which had all but vanished before Indiri’s husband was able to turn on the halogens.
To escape from the light, Yegorov was throwing the runabout into a series of sharp turns, still heading for the island, but adopting a zigzag course that was slowing him down and putting him at risk.
Twice when the runabout was side-on to the increasingly high waves it looked as though he would capsize, and twice he managed to recover, pulling steadily away from the Selina on his way to land.
O’Halloran had seen what was happening and was already on the phone. ‘Those are your floodlights, right?’ he said.
‘Right.’ Anticipating what the American was going to say next, Coburn said it for him. ‘Yeah I know it’s Yegorov, and yeah, I know we’re not going to catch him.’
Hari didn’t agree. Handing over the wheel to the Somalian he instructed him to keep watching the depth finder, then propelled Coburn from the focsle. ‘All is not lost,’ he said. ‘If you would be good enough to remove the lashings from the Zodiac, I shall fetch Ali and Susilo to help us.’
Coburn had forgotten about the Zodiac. It wouldn’t be fast enough to overhaul the runabout, he thought, but it might give them a chance of keeping up.
Conditions on the afterdeck were unpleasant. Crouched behind the halogens, Indiri’s husband was being drenched in spray, and already the Zodiac had several inches of water sloshing around in the bottom of it.
With Coburn’s fingers still suffering from the after-effects of his cramp, he found the wet ropes difficult to unfasten. Each time the lightweight boat was raised by the wind the lashings tightened, and it wasn’t until Hari and the two divers came to offer their assistance that he was able to untie the last of the knots.
‘Not for much longer can we continue like this,’ Hari shouted. ‘Before we reach the shallows we will secure the Zodiac to the Selina with a rope and throw it over the side. That means it will be necessary for you and I to jump in after it. You are happy to do this?’
‘Sure.’ Coburn had some doubts about which way up the Zodiac was going to hit the water. ‘Say when you’re ready.’
‘Very well.’ Hari waved to the Somalian to get him to ease back on the throttles. ‘We shall go when we are moving a little slower.’
The runabout had stopped zigzagging. Yegorov had given up trying to evade the lights and was attempting to regain his lead by making a straight run for the island.
Rather than watching the runabout, Hari had been observing the white caps, waiting for a lull in the wind.
It came too early. The Selina had barely started to lose speed when Hari gave the instruction to launch.
For a second the Zodiac became airborne, lifting several feet off the deck before the weight of its outboard motor came into play.
Slamming into the water stern first, it swung round, and but for the rope would have quickly drifted out of reach.
Coburn was the first to jump. Keeping well clear of the Selina’s propellers he swam over to it and steadied it in the wind until Hari joined him and they were able to slither into it together.
Looking like a walrus with his hair plastered across his face, Hari was taking his time to get them underway. ‘We are lucky the sea is warm,’ he said.
‘Never mind how warm the sea is.’ Coburn cast off the rope. ‘Get the goddamn motor going.’
‘You should learn to be more patient.’ Hari started the outboard. ‘Yegorov will not escape so easily. If we do not run him down before he beaches his boat, we shall capture him on the island before he goes too far.’
Away to the east, the lights of what Coburn had supposed were cottages had long since disappeared. To the north, though, where another rain squall was beginning to obscure the flames from the Osa, he could see the Sandpiper’s boats at work.
How many of the Osa’s survivors would be North Koreans, he wondered, sailors who’d been forced at gunpoint to fire the Styx? And if Yegorov was to get away, would their testimony alone be sufficient to implicate the FAL?
Hari had other things to think about. He was ignoring the waves, and instead of reducing speed when Coburn thought it would be wiser for him to do so, he was going faster and faster, hanging on to the transom as the Zodiac bounced from the crest of one wave to another.
The technique was working. But it wasn’t working well enough. Although the Zodiac was gaining on the runabout, Coburn could see that Yegorov was going to arrive at the island ahead of them.
Hari had reached the same conclusion. ‘Do not worry,’ he shouted. ‘We can still pursue him. In the meantime you should not look back at the Selina. The halogens will hurt your eyes.’
It was good advice. The intensity of the light flooding out over the white caps told Coburn that the Selina was still on the move, still coming and not yet in danger of running aground.
For the next few minutes as the squall approached, he too was forced to hang on, shifting his weight forwards to stop wind gusts from lifting the bow while he tried to estimate how much further Yegorov had to go.
Even though the first of the rain drops had begun to hit them, by now the island was clearly visible, no longer a dark shape, but a forbidding chunk of land, bordered not by the beaches Coburn had expected to see, but ringed with surf pounding against boulders and rocks that had been dislodged from surrounding cliffs.
In one place only was there a gap in the surf — a river mouth, he decided, or maybe where wind and tidal currents were creating a break between two banks of sediment.
Aided by the Selina’s lights, Yegorov headed straight for it, accelerating once he was in calmer water in the hope of beaching his runabout at a small bay he could see ahead of him.
The beaching was successful. The decision that had led him to it was not.
The bay was so tiny it was hardly a bay at all. Little more than a hundred feet wide, it was a narrow strip of sand that over the years had built up at the foot of a large waterfall that was cascading out of a cleft in the lichen-covered cliff behind it.
Boxed in with nowhere to go, Yegorov had but one option.
Clutching what looked like some kind of waterproof satchel he hurried to the base of the waterfall and started to climb, searching for footholds that weren’t there, and doing his best now the rain had begun in earnest, but being driven back with each step by the torrent of water pouring down on top of him.
Hari was careful how he approached the beach, conscious of the rocks and of the Zodiac’s comparatively fragile hull, making sure it wasn’t washed up on the sand too far.
‘So, this ends well for us,’ he said. ‘He has trapped himself. Before we go to speak with him, I should like to know if on board the Sandpiper the medical facilities are good.’
Given the circumstances the question was bizarre, so much so that Coburn couldn’t imagine the reason for it. But that was before he saw the gun. Hari was holding a Colt automatic, shaking it to clear the water from the muzzle and ejecting a round to ensure the action was operating smoothly.
‘Give that to me.’ Coburn held out his hand. ‘Now. Don’t tell me it’s a precaution.’
‘No. I have no wish to end my days in a place like this. You should be paying more attention to someone who can harm you.’
Yegorov had abandoned his attempt to climb the cliff face. He’d emerged from beneath the waterfall and was limping towards them, appearing to be unarmed, but still holding his satchel and with one hand concealed inside it.
‘He comes to offer us a deal, perhaps.’ Hari stuck the automatic into his waistband. ‘We must listen to him carefully.’
Despite being soaked to the skin and dazzled by the Selina’s lights, Yegorov’s attitude was not that of a beaten man.
Without giving Hari a glance he approached Coburn and spat out a mouthful of water. ‘Lucky for you you’re not back at that nice village of yours,’ he said. ‘This time tomorrow it won’t be there.’
Coburn waited.
Yegorov raised the satchel. ‘C4,’ he said. ‘Two blocks, one detonator and a dead-man’s trigger. Your call. You can trade your Zodiac for my boat, or you and your long-haired friend here can try rushing me, and we can all go out in a bang together.’
Hari had decided to take over. ‘The Koran does not teach you this,’ he said. ‘A good Muslim should act, or hold his silence. By making such a threat you betray your faith in Allah.’
The remark unsettled Yegorov. ‘Do I look like a fucking Muslim to you?’ he said.
‘No.’ Hari shook his head. ‘No, you do not.’
Coburn was too slow. Before he could do anything, Hari had drawn the Colt and fired.
The bullet smacked into Yegorov’s left leg, shattering his knee-cap and driving him backwards until he collapsed moaning in agony on to the sand.
‘Jesus.’ Coburn had been caught so unprepared he didn’t know whether to be angry or not. ‘What the hell did you do that for?’
Hari shrugged. ‘The risk was not great.’ He put the gun away. ‘A non-believer does not volunteer his life so willingly. He understands now how foolish he was to shoot at us on the Pishan and attack my village. Are you not curious to know what instead of C4 it is he carries in his bag?’
Coburn didn’t care. Standing with his back to the glare of the Selina’s halogens, staring at a floodlit waterfall on a desolate, rain-swept beach, what motivation he had left was fast disappearing and he was finding it difficult to believe that everything was over.
Hari didn’t think it was. He’d gone to collect the satchel, but Yegorov was refusing to let it go, somehow overcoming his pain and hanging on to it until Hari kicked him in the head.
If Coburn had been able to forget the events he’d witnessed at another beach, he might have regarded the kick as brutal. But he hadn’t forgotten. His memories of wounded shipyard workers and of the broken bodies of the children hadn’t gone away — in his mind, still as fresh as the image he had of a fair-skinned European nurse on her knees and smothered in blood while she struggled to help the dying in the filth and muck of Fauzdarhat.
Instead of shooting Yegorov in the knee, Hari should have killed the bastard, he thought. It wouldn’t have changed the past, but now the launch of the Styx had provided Ritchie with irrefutable proof of the FAL’s intentions, maybe Yegorov had become unnecessary, and if he had, what better place than this for him to pay for what he’d done.
Hari had brought the satchel. He’d already opened it, and seemed anxious to show Coburn what he’d found inside. Using the top flap to protect the contents from the rain, he held it out into the light.
It was crammed with cellophane-wrapped packets of $100 bills, so many that Coburn couldn’t begin to guess how much money he was looking at. A windfall, he thought, cash that wouldn’t just cover the Selina’s fuel costs and compensate Hari for his time and trouble, but provide the whole village with a more than substantial profit.
‘Yegorov brings this to pay the men he recruits to help him,’ Hari said. ‘So now I have it to pay mine.’ He closed the flap. ‘You are ready to leave?’
‘Not yet.’ Coburn hesitated. ‘I need to have a word with Yegorov. Let me have your gun.’
‘No.’ Hari moved it discreetly from his waistband to his pocket. ‘It will be wiser for you not to speak with him. I have already done so for you.’
‘Saying what?’
‘That should he refuse to co-operate with the Commander of the Sandpiper, the Americans will turn him over to the North Koreans, who will be happy to persuade him to tell them what he knows. Is that not the message you wished to give him?’
It wasn’t, and Hari knew it wasn’t, but Coburn had stopped listening. For an instant he’d been elsewhere — standing not on a rain-swept beach, but in the dust and heat of Iraq, blind with rage while he pumped bullet after bullet into a chador-clad woman on the corner of a bombed-out street.
‘Come.’ Hari took his arm. ‘We shall leave Yegorov to bleed while we return to the Selina where, when we are once again dry, you can call your colleague O’Halloran to inform him where Yegorov can be collected and I can open the last bottle of scotch I bring with me from Singapore.’
‘Let go of me.’ Coburn pulled his arm away. ‘Get the Zodiac in the water. I’ll be with you in a minute.’
He’d expected to feel relieved — pleased even. Instead, as though nothing very much had been accomplished, he was conscious only of a hollowness. It was because the journey had been too damn long, he thought — from Iraq to the shipyards of Fauzdarhat, to Sumatra, Singapore, Maryland and Oregon, and finally to this godforsaken stretch of coast where no one had ever been before — a journey that had started with his execution of the woman and that now, except for his one hope for the future, would end right here by him allowing Yegorov to live.
Wishing he didn’t have to wait to see what the future was going to hold, he took a last look at the waterfall, then began to walk back slowly to the Zodiac, but had taken only a few steps when the Selina’s lights were suddenly extinguished and he found he couldn’t see anything at all.

CHAPTER 23

Hari was looking frayed around the edges. Having spent two days overindulging himself at the most expensive hotel he’d been able to find in Seoul, he’d slept for the entire duration of their overnight flight to Singapore, and although he’d claimed to be feeling better when they’d boarded a village launch that had been despatched to collect them from the wharf this morning, now they were further out in the Strait, Coburn could see that he was suffering something of a relapse.
The young man at the helm had noticed too. He was one of the villagers who’d carried out the raid on the Pishan, endeavouring to provide them with a reasonably smooth passage and trying not to grin whenever Hari growled at him or warned him about approaching freighters.
For Coburn, the trip across the Strait was not so much a homecoming as a test to find out where, if anywhere, he might feel at home. Unlike the crew of the Selina, who had each been paid a bonus of $5000 and promised the same again once they’d returned the boat safely to the village, his own reasons for returning were rather different, and the closer they drew to the mouth of the estuary, the more he was beginning to wonder if he was expecting too much.
In hindsight, it would have been better if he hadn’t been so anxious to speak to Heather on the phone, he thought. Before the Selina had called into Inchon to drop him and Hari off on the west coast of South Korea, he’d made two calls. In the first of them he’d spoken to both O’Halloran and to Ritchie.
O’Halloran, who’d evidently decided there was more to be gained by staying on board the Sandpiper for as long as he was allowed to, had wasted no time in asking Coburn if it would be OK if he were to take the credit for saving a US warship from an attack that could have resulted in disaster on an international scale.
Ritchie had been more grateful, confirming that he had Yegorov in custody on board along with the other survivors from the Osa, and assuring Coburn that Shriver had already been placed under arrest following an urgent overnight investigation of the FAL’s activities by the US National Security Agency and the FBI.
Coburn’s second call had been the only one he’d really wanted to make. He’d spoken to Heather for nearly half an hour, at the end of which, after he’d brought her up to date, she’d made the mistake of saying she’d been in touch with her godfather again, but had then refused to tell him why — the reason, he suspected, for his present feeling of unease.
Now the launch was rounding the tip of Bengkalis Island and about to enter the slow-moving water of the river, as was his custom, Hari took over duties at the helm. He appeared to have caught up on his smoking after their flight, and although a cigarette was dangling from his lips, he hadn’t yet bothered to light it.
‘It is good to be back, is it not?’ he said. ‘I prefer the estuary to the Yellow Sea.’
Coburn grinned at him. ‘You didn’t do so badly out of your trip.’
‘Thanks to my experience and great skill — not because of your cleverness. You are looking forward to seeing Miss Cameron again?’
‘Yep.’ Coburn was reluctant to elaborate. ‘There’s something you and I need to sort out before we get to the village.’
‘You wish to say that in the future you may be unable to provide me with the manifests of ships which will pass through the Strait?’
‘I don’t know whether the IMB still believe I’m dead. Ritchie said he spoke to Armstrong, but I’ve no idea how much detail they got into.’
‘It is not important.’ Hari spat out his cigarette and pointed ahead. ‘We are expected.’
Alerted to their arrival by someone who’d seen the launch coming, people had gathered on the jetty and were already waving greetings.
For a moment, Coburn wasn’t sure Heather was among them.
But she was.
She was standing by herself in the sunshine, holding her arms awkwardly by her side as though she didn’t quite know what to do with them.
Wondering what he was going to say to her, he helped the young man secure the launch then followed Hari up on to the landing stage, saying hello to Indiri, shaking hands with some of the men and returning the smiles of two little girls who were peeping out from behind their mother’s skirt.
Heather had seen him, but she hadn’t moved. Barefoot and wearing a white tank top, her yellow skirt and the thick gold bracelet Indiri had given her, she appeared to be uncertain of herself.
In case she was feeling intimidated by the crowd, he pushed through the people and made his way over to her.
The flecks in her eyes were more noticeable, and her hair was slightly more sun-bleached and a little longer, but otherwise she was exactly as he remembered her.
Saying nothing, she stood on tiptoe to kiss him on the mouth, holding on to him while he ran his fingers through her hair and breathed in the fragrance of her perfume and the fresh clean smell of her skin.
It wasn’t until he broke off their embrace to look at her that he saw her cheeks were wet with tears.
‘Hey.’ He wiped them away. ‘You’re supposed to be pleased.’
‘I am.’ She attempted a smile. ‘Do you realize how long it’s been since we’ve seen each other?’
‘Thirty-one days.’ Coburn had worked it out on the plane. ‘Are we going to carry on saying hello here?’
‘Only if there’s something you need to talk to Hari about before we go.’
Hari was still enjoying his welcome from two of his so-called wives. With his arms round their waists and surrounded by children at the end of the jetty, it looked as though he was going to be busy for some time.
‘Never mind him,’ Coburn said. ‘Where are we going to?’
‘Our hut, of course.’ Taking his hand, she began to tow him away. ‘Indiri helped me clean it yesterday. It’s all ready for us.’
Apart from a new building that was under construction on the site where the two huts that had been destroyed during the attack had once stood, the village was largely unchanged, and although the surrounding marsh and the drainage ditches appeared to be drier than when he’d been here last, the hum of insects was as loud as ever, and, if anything, there were even more butterflies flitting about.
With most of the people yet to return from the jetty, the place was unusually quiet, giving Coburn the impression that it was slumbering in the sun beside the estuary. It was a bit too peaceful, he thought, a village with no name that looked as though it was sitting on a riverbank where nothing much ever happened or ever would.
She tugged at his hand to keep him moving. ‘What’s the matter?’
‘Nothing. Who’s going to be living in the new hut?’
‘It’s not a hut. It’s a school — well, it will be. While you were away I asked Hari what he thought about the idea of me teaching English to the children. He said that if I wanted to try, he’d put up a building. It’s only temporary — until we see how things turn out. Didn’t he tell you?’
Coburn shook his head. ‘Have you decided you want to carry on living here?’
‘I don’t know yet.’ She stopped at the door of the hut to let him go in first.
Inside, it was cool and airy, smelling faintly of her perfume and the cut flowers she’d placed in vases on two of the windowsills.
‘OK,’ Coburn said. ‘Answer my question.’
‘What question?’
‘About you staying on here.’
‘Oh.’ She shuffled her feet. ‘It depends. I thought maybe you’d like to stay with me — you know, for a while, until you find out whether you still have a job — and because you don’t have anywhere else to go — not since you blew up your apartment in Singapore.’
To give her a better reason, he swung her round and propped her up against the wall, pinning her there by her wrists while he kissed her and only letting go when she started wriggling.
She wouldn’t meet his eyes. ‘What was that for?’ she said.
‘To show you I missed you. What did you think it was for?’
‘Oh.’ She sounded disappointed. ‘Does that mean you’re too tired to show me properly?’
Coburn had never been less tired in his life, but before he could tell her so, she decided to find out for herself.
Reaching under her top, she removed her bra then, with her arms round his neck started smothering him with kisses, pressing her nipples hard against his chest, as eager to discover if he’d really missed her as he was to show her by how much.
For a minute he considered trying to slow things down, but soon found he didn’t want to.
He’d got as far as lifting her skirt and had begun to slip his hand between her thighs when she suddenly made him stop.
Hari was standing in the doorway, looking at the ground to conceal his embarrassment. ‘You must forgive me,’ he said. ‘I should have thought.’
Heather was quick to put him at ease. ‘It’s all right.’ She smiled at him. ‘It’s my fault for leaving the door open.’ She turned away while she rearranged her top and smoothed down her skirt. ‘Come on in.’
‘No, no. I have caused you enough trouble. I come only to ask you to dinner tonight so we may celebrate our good fortune and safe return — and also to give you this.’ Hari held up some sheets of paper. ‘I am told that late last night the fuel boat brings this fax from the post office in Bengkalis.’
‘Who’s it for?’ Coburn made an effort to think.
‘I read the beginning to you.’ Hari cleared his throat. ‘It says Dear Mr Tan, The office of the US National Counter-Proliferation Centre is in receipt of an email from Mr O’Halloran asking us to send you this fax with a request that it be passed on to Mr David Coburn, if you have an address for him or know where he can be found.’ Hari handed the fax to Coburn. ‘It is signed by someone called Alicia Richardson who, I imagine, will be a secretary to Mr O’Halloran. I think it is not important for you to read it now when you have other things to occupy you. We shall talk of it when I see you this evening.’ He turned to leave. ‘In the meantime I wish you a most pleasant afternoon.’
Heather closed the door behind him. She was still flushed and breathing quickly, but seemed more amused than annoyed. ‘That serves us right for being in a hurry,’ she said. ‘What’s in the fax?’
Coburn hadn’t looked, not sure whether the interruption had spoiled the moment to the point where they’d be better off waiting for a while before they started again.
Heather had decided already. Taking the fax from him, she spread out the sheets on the table. ‘Copies of press clippings,’ she said. ‘One taken from the New York Times and one from The Press Observer. Do you want me to read them out?’
‘Sure.’ Endeavouring to forget the feeling of the silkiness of her skin against his palm, he went to sit down in a chair by the window.
‘This is the clip from the Times,’ she said. ‘It’s headed US General indicted for sedition.’ She glanced up. ‘That’s good, isn’t it?’
‘Carry on.’ He was more relieved than anything, glad that at least some of the truth was going to be leaked to the public.
‘It’s only short — not what you call headline news.’ She began to read again. ‘“Following a US Navy investigation and an unconfirmed report of a naval confrontation involving the launch of a surface to surface missile on August 9th off the coast of South Korea, retired Brigadier General George W. Shriver was yesterday arrested for unspecified offences against the State. Shriver is best known as the founder of the right wing Free America League, and for some years has been a leading proponent of military intervention to contain the nuclear ambitions of North Korea’s communist government.
‘“The Free America League are denying all knowledge of the August 9th incident and have issued a statement condemning the indictment of Brigadier Shriver as a further example of this Administration’s attempts to trample on the rights of all Americans to freedom of expression.”’
‘Usual crap from the FAL,’ Coburn said. ‘They know they’re not going to get out of this. Has The Press Observer printed the same statement?’
‘No.’ She shook her head. ‘It’s not about the Sandpiper or the FAL. It has to do with North Korea.’ She brought over one of the sheets to show him.
NORTH KOREA TESTS MISSILE
Japan, China and the United States are registering strong protests over another test firing of North Korea’s Taepo Dong-2 long range missile.
The missile, which military analysts believe is capable of reaching Alaska and parts of Hawaii, was tracked across the Honshu region of Japan before landing without incident in the Pacific Ocean on August 11th.
Although the Pyongyang Government has agreed to suspend its nuclear weapons development program, North Korea is thought to possess operational nuclear warheads that can be fitted at short notice to all missiles of the Taepo Dong type.

Coburn could guess why O’Halloran had wanted him to see the Observer clipping. It was ironical, he thought. After all the trouble the FAL had gone to with the Sandpiper and the Rybinsk, North Korea had ended up doing a better job of portraying themselves as a global threat than Shriver and Yegorov could have ever done.
Heather sat down on the arm of his chair. ‘Have I missed something?’ she asked. ‘What is it? Tell me.’
‘Only that O’Halloran turned out to be right. He always thought we might have gone up into the Yellow Sea for nothing. Now the public have been told that North Korea can target Hawaii and Alaska with nuclear missiles anytime they want, that’s going to scare a hell of a lot of Americans far more than an attack on a US minehunter would’ve done.’
She frowned. ‘You had to go to the Yellow Sea though,’ she said. ‘If you hadn’t, you wouldn’t have been able to stop the attack, would you?’
‘Yeah, I know.’ Coburn crumpled up the fax. ‘Your turn now. You have to tell me something.’
She smiled. ‘I didn’t realize we were taking turns.’
‘You said you’d called your godfather. What did you do that for?’
‘It was Indiri’s idea. Whenever her husband goes out on a raid, she believes that if she makes definite plans for when he comes home, nothing bad will happen. I know it’s silly, but she kept on about me doing the same.’
‘So you did — by taking out some insurance of your own with your godfather?’
‘Mm. I asked him if I could take a friend to stay for a week at a condominium he owns in Bali. It’s not right on the beach, but I’ve seen photos of it, and it looks really nice. Bali’s not that far, and my UNICEF pay cheque came on the fuel boat last week, so I’ve got the money for our airfares.’ She made herself more comfortable by leaning against him and crossing her legs. ‘If we’re having dinner at Hari’s we’ll be late home, so if you really are tired, do you want me to help you get over your jetlag this afternoon?’
Since she knew as well as he did that no one got jetlagged flying from Seoul to Singapore, and because she’d purposely neglected to pull down her skirt now she’d uncrossed her legs, the invitation was impossible to misinterpret.
She knew that too. Without waiting for him to reply she bent over and pressed her lips against his forehead. ‘I’ll be in the bedroom,’ she said quietly. ‘I’ll call you when I’m ready.’
He watched her walk away, then stood up and went to look out the window.
Around the mangroves at the edge of the estuary, the incoming tide was beginning to stem the flow of the river, while in mid-stream, where birds were using a clump of weed as a floating raft, every so often fish feeding at the surface were creating tiny rings of ripples.
Closer to him at the site where the school was being built on the east side of the plateau, children who’d come back from the jetty were balancing a plank on a bucket to make an improvised seesaw. They were taking turns on it, bouncing up and down harder and harder until a woman shouted at them and they ran off giggling and laughing.
While he waited for Heather to call him, he continued staring out the window, taking care to remind himself of the reason for the village’s existence. On a lazy sun-filled day it was too easy to believe the place was perfect, he thought, a safe haven that was nothing of the kind. But so what? There might be somewhere better to start a new future, but now the young woman he’d found on the beach at Fauzdarhat had asked him to stay here with her, just as he knew this was where he wanted to be, so did he know how lucky he was to have her to share a future with.
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