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    Chapter One


    August in New York. A sweaty evening, zoo class on a crowded jumbo jet, waiting for take-off at JFK. Hour-old rain smoked off the tarmac like oil from a hot pan. Now movement, finally, after an hour’s delay. The 747 began to accelerate, engines whining. Droplets ran diagonally across the windows, the runway lines dashed beneath like tracer fire, overhead lockers rattled. KLM flight 648 lifted off, destination Amsterdam. Three hundred and fifty passengers began to relax, thinking their problems were over.


    Not a chance.


    John Edward Davies sat in aisle seat 38C. He looked just as a John Edward Davies should: ordinary, anonymous, forgettable. A name designed for a false passport. Under the seat in front of him he had a small zip-up bag. Inside was a Tupperware box, its lid held tightly in place with three thick rubber bands. That is where ordinariness ended.


    The food box was, in Pentagon-speak, ‘a cost effective weapon delivery system’. So light, so innocuous. Seemingly empty. Almost, but not quite. It contained no electronics, no clock, no explosives, no chemicals, no poison gas, no unusual bacteria or viruses, no radioactive materials. Nothing any terrorist had ever used. Nothing to trigger airport security. Nothing noticeable on an X-ray machine, no scent for a sniffer dog, no metal for a metal detector.


    Yet there was more death in that box than in any bomb. John Davies had done his homework. The contents of the box could kill more people than the Hiroshima atomic bomb. Just much more subtly. Much more slowly.


    For the next few hours all he had to kill was time. To stay calm and keep quiet. Think ordinary, be ordinary, and keep his feet pressed tight around that box. Next to him, in seat 38B, a curly-haired man sat tearing pages from the in-flight magazine, folding them into origami swans and doves, balancing them on his tray table. Before Davies could turn away, the neighbour caught his eye and began a conversation. He was Max, a sculptor, an American. John Davies nodded and smiled at the right moments, saying little until finally getting the chance to turn back to a magazine.


    Outside, the sunset crystallised to a vibrant orange brushstroke on a prussian blue horizon as the plane slid out into the Atlantic night.


    At exactly ten thirty New York time Davies took a bottle of pills from his pocket. He opened it, removed the cotton wool, tapped out an orange tablet with a tiny blue dot at its centre. Swilled it down with a glass of water. In a small diary he flicked to the calendar page for August. Circled the day, noted the time, just as he had for the last three weeks, just as he would have to do for several more weeks.


    Fate has a habit of barging in on all precision plans. A middle-aged woman pushed past the drinks trolley in the aisle and knocked Davies’s elbow. The pill bottle tipped and orange tablets bounced everywhere. The woman apologised, lowered herself to her fleshy knees and started scrambling on the floor to pick them up. The flight attendant joined in. More unwanted attention. Davies told them: it’s okay, I’ll get them. Leave it to me. Just vitamin pills, no problem. But they carried on, making small talk, and tautening his temper.


    Then the woman moved the zip-up bag to reach a tablet. His legs twitched involuntarily, and he snarled. I said leave it. She looked up at him and in her wide eyes was surprise, flecked with fear.


    When she’d gone he counted the pills silently from his tray table into the bottle. Eleven missing. Rattled and angry, now Davies just wanted to do it now and have it finished with. But he knew he couldn’t. Not yet. Not until the right time.


    After the film, more drinks, and then the irritating tangle of headphones and eyemasks, blankets and bedsocks. After all that. When the lights were dimmed and the artificial rules of jet sleep descended. Only then could Davies get up, and do what he had to do. What he had so long dreamed of doing.


    A thin smile played on his lips. Out of the window all light had been swallowed by the ocean of night. A world heading into darkness, at a speed beyond nature’s design.
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    It was midnight New York time when Pharmstar Corporation chief executive John Sanford Erskine III left his World Business Class seat to go to the toilet. He walked past the sleeping forms of his personal assistant Penny Ryan and Don Quiggan, chief financial officer. Across the aisle Bob Mazzio, head of mergers and acquisitions, was watching a movie on a personal screen.


    Inside the rest room Erskine straightened his silk tie, brushed the shoulders of his jacket, and patted cologne on his tanned cheeks. At six foot four, he needed to stoop a little for the mirror. He checked his leonine profile in the mirror, tucked a paper towel into his collar and carefully brushed and flossed his teeth.


    With a small silver comb he flicked the last two or three errant hairs to the correct side. Satisfied, he smiled. Fifty eight years old and he still had a thick mane of hair. Once jet black, now it was grey and shot with white above his ears.


    From a monogrammed leather bag he took a small jar of cream. With a fresh face towel twisted on a finger, he took a dab and smoothed it along his bushy black eyebrows. Once the wayward hairs were in place he dabbed off the excess and used a hairdryer to set them. The eyebrows emphasised his piercing blue eyes, but Erskine had more subtle uses for them. With tiny arches, inflexions and frowns, what he called his calligraphy of influence, he was able to steer a meeting without raising his voice, and engineer a seduction without lowering it.


    Iron Jack Erskine, they called him. He wowed investors and swayed bankers, he overawed rivals and intimidated opponents. Oppose Iron Jack, it was said in the pharmaceutical industry, and the odds were a thousand to one you would lose.


    Trouble is, some enemies never look at the odds.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    While victims sleep, predators hunt.


    It was 2.15 a.m. in New York and 8.15 a.m. in Amsterdam. Davies retrieved his zip-up bag from beneath the seat and pressed his fingers through the material, to feel the seal around the box lid. Intact. His curly-haired neighbour lay slumped under a blanket, a paper swan in his hand. Across the aisle a bald businessman lay snoring with his laptop computer still open, its cursor blinking for attention.


    The economy cabin was like a darkened battlefield: sprawled bodies, splayed limbs, gaping mouths, and across the aisle a blanket spattered with red wine. In a few places reading lamps knifed the gloom, illuminating old biddies with permed hair and spectacles on chains, ploughing through the latest thriller. If only they knew where the action really was.


    His fingers reached inside the zip bag and eased off the rubber bands. The lid was still tight. He put the bag on his shoulder and headed towards the curtain partitioning off business class. There was a flight attendant preparing drinks in the kitchen beyond, but she didn’t look up as he padded past. Five feet further on was the staircase reaching up to the business class upper deck. The target area.


    Davies placed his feet slowly, to make sure the metal stairs didn’t ring as he climbed. Three stairs below the top, he stopped. Wide soft seats, reclined with bodies upon them. Soft, vulnerable, sleeping. He lifted the box from the bag. Took one last glance above him. No-one stirred. No-one was watching. Carefully, he took off the lid.
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    ‘Hey Max! I’m here.’


    Max hadn’t even spotted Erica when she threw herself out of the Amsterdam arrivals crowd into his arms. ‘I’ve missed you so much.’ Her English accent sent waves of delight down his spine as he lost himself in her embrace and perfume.


    ‘God, it is so good to see you,’ Max said. He kissed her neck and ran his hands through her bobbed black hair, then he held her face and gazed into the improbably green eyes and the wide smile. Seeing her always thrilled him, as if ten days apart was time enough to forget how beautiful she was.


    ‘Here. I’ve got something for you.’ He rested a paper swan on her shoulder. She looked at it and grinned. ‘Thank you. I will add it to my ever-expanding origami aviary.’ She led him off to the airport restaurant. ‘I’ve found us a nice little hotel and Columbia University is footing the bill.’


    ‘Have you got your big paper ready for Sunday? I want to read the New York Times and see the headline “Erica Stroud-Jones gets Nobel prize”.’


    Erica smiled. Max had an artist’s view of science: a mystery of formulae and bubbling gas jars, punctuated by wild-haired professors shouting eureka in the middle of the night.


    ‘I’ve got some more revisions to make,’ she said. ‘The conference organisers are already on my case about getting them the paper, but I can’t afford to be tripped up by this loose end.’


    ‘My very own perfectionist,’ Max kissed the tip of her nose, and dumped his bags by a table. ‘Don’t let this get in the way of us having a good time. You can’t cancel on me any more. I will not allow it.’


    ‘Max, don’t.’ Erica pressed a finger to his lips, her eyes flaring. ‘Come on. We’ve been through this before. It has to be right, that’s why it has taken years…’


    ‘Years, no! Decades, surely. Without recognition, sitting on a broken chair, having to beg, borrow and scrape for a computer, sleeping in the office…’


    Erica arched an eyebrow in mock offence. ‘Did I give you permission to embellish my hard luck story?’


    By the time the waitress came for their order they were laughing, hands clasped over the table. Max had never come second to anything in a woman’s life, but if he wanted this beauty he knew there was no other way. His whole life, at school, college, seven years in the U.S. Coast Guards, he had fought to be number one, without thinking of the consequences. He was thirty-eight years old on Sunday, it seemed a good age to acquire a little grace.


    ‘I’ve got something special planned for your birthday,’ Erica said, stroking Max’s hair.


    ‘I can’t wait.’ Max had prepared his own surprise for Erica. In his pocket his fingers tapped the tiny oystershell box. Just to check it was still there, just as he had every few minutes since leaving New York. Inside the box, on a lining of purple satin, was a ring. It was the only time he had ever worked gold, or set a diamond. Ready for Sunday, which would be the only time he had ever asked a woman to marry him.
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    This morning, Thursday, our first in Amsterdam, Max and I arrived together at our lovely little hotel, the Erwin, with its beautiful curved staircase and wood panelled lobby. The room was wonderful and to us it didn’t matter that the lift was only big enough for luggage. On the way down we saw a woman lift her disabled husband out of his wheelchair and try to carry him up those steep stairs. Max rushed down to help her, and carried this tiny, shrivelled little man in his arms up the stairs. It was a very touching thing to see.


    (Erica’s Diary)

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Don Quiggan and Bob Mazzio were sitting in the restaurant of the Krasnapolsky Hotel in Amsterdam’s Dam Square watching pretty girls on bicycles and the lunchtime drug dealers approaching tourists.


    Mazzio yawned extravagantly. ‘I always get lagged going west to east, whatever I do. In here it’s the middle of the night,’ he tapped his swarthy head with a hirsute finger. Then he looked at his watch and groaned. ‘Aw shit. Is that the date?’


    ‘Jet lag’s pretty bad when you don’t even know what day it is,’ Quiggan smirked, sipping his coffee. ‘Take some exercise, soak up a little natural light.’


    ‘Nah. I forgot it’s my son’s birthday.’ Mazzio pulled out a notebook computer and plugged in his mobile phone. ‘I better e-mail him.’


    ‘I thought he was only six or seven.’


    ‘Six years old today. He’s pretty sharp on a PC though.’


    ‘Let’s hire him then, Bob. Smart young guy like that.’


    Mazzio grimaced as he tapped at the keyboard. The last thing he wanted was for Kyle to sell his soul to Pharmstar. One in the family was enough. Three months ago, his first day at Pharmstar, Mazzio had sat in when Iron Jack briefed newly-hired business school graduates on strategy.


    ‘I want the next Prozac or Valium, the next Lipitor or Zantac,’ Jack had said, striding up and down, his big voice booming across the hall. ‘I want you to scour the world for billion dollar a year blockbusters. Between you and me you can screw the cure for cancer as a financial proposition. What we need are treatments, not cures. Treatments that patients take every day, year in, year out. The clinical areas are obvious: depression, migraine, backpain, arthritis, cholesterol control, weight control. And the target market is only one: first world and affluent.’


    Mazzio had been astounded by the facts and figures Jack produced, straight out of memory. It cost eight hundred million bucks and up to twelve years to bring a drug from test tube to market. A typical drug submission to the Food and Drugs Administration needs two trucks to carry the paperwork. So when a drug passes all the regulatory hurdles it has to reap huge rewards for the remaining eight years of its patent life, not just to repay its own development costs but to cover the other ninety-nine per cent of drugs that don’t make it. A candidate molecule can fail for all kinds of reasons. Maybe it works in the test tube, but not on a test animal, or works on a test animal but not a human, or fixes the ailment but gives the patient a different ailment, or - the most frustrating of all - the molecule works perfectly but some college smartass writes a doctoral thesis showing a dime-a-day aspirin treatment works just as well.


    ‘You know something?’ Jack had told the assembled executives. ‘I want to shoot those two college sons of bitches who decimated the ulcer market by discovering that cheap antibiotics work just as well.’


    Mazzio had felt a little alienated by the laughter. But he needed the money, and no-one in the industry paid as well as Pharmstar.


    Quiggan coughed.


    Mazzio pushed the notebook computer aside. Jack Erskine was approaching the table. The CEO didn’t sit down, he just leaned over, resting his huge tanned hands between them.


    ‘Bob,’ Erskine said quietly, dark eyebrows squeezed low over hooded eyelids. ‘Why didn’t you tell me Henry Waterson had been sniffing around Utrecht Laboratories?’


    ‘I didn’t know, Jack. What’s he doing there?’


    ‘It’s your job to know these things. You did the groundwork here, right? Didn’t you know his consultancy has a contract there?’


    Mazzio shook his head. His wide brown eyes were soft like a chastised dog. ‘It must be small potatoes Jack, they would have told me otherwise.’


    ‘There’s $3.4 billion of our stock being offered in this acquisition. Nothing that affects it is small potatoes. I want his nose outta there. Get me copies of his contract from Utrecht Labs. I’ll need them later today for the lawyers to pick holes in.’


    And then Erskine was gone.


    Mazzio blew a sigh while Quiggan chuckled, the left hand side of his pale, austere face hoisted experimentally, revealing long, narrow, yellowed teeth, wet with saliva.


    ‘What is it with him and Waterson?’ Mazzio asked.


    ‘You know that it was Henry that built Pharmstar up, right?’


    ‘Sure. Started as Vitaledge Vitamins, in 1965 I recall.’


    ‘Yeah.’ Quiggan drained his coffee. ‘Waterson’s family was New England aristocracy, big money but nothing brash about the way they spent it. Waterson spotted Jack in the seventies when he was a twenty-two year old salesman, groomed him for the top. Trouble is Jack and Henry had different approaches. To Henry, business was a gentle sport, to Jack it’s a feeding frenzy in the shark pool. Henry never discovered that until he moved over to become chairman and made way for Jack as chief executive.’


    Mazzio looked puzzled. ‘Come on Don, Jack’s had it all his own way. I can understand why Waterson hates him for closing down all the vitamin businesses, but why does Jack hate Henry?’


    Quiggan looked down at his cup and stirred the cold dregs. ‘It’s a kind of open secret, Bob, so what the hell.’ He leaned closer. ‘Seven years ago, Waterson’s youngest daughter, Trish, disappeared. Never seen alive again. She was only twenty and one heck of a beauty.’


    ‘Jesus Christ.’


    ‘A tragedy, but it gets worse.’ Quiggan practised his sickly grin. ‘Jack’s wife found Trish two days later. She had hung herself from a rafter in Jack’s boathouse.’


    ‘I’m beginning to get the idea.’ Mazzio shook his head. ‘Jack was having an affair with her?’


    Quiggan nodded. ‘Henry finds this note in Trish’s bedroom. That note was dynamite. It basically blamed Jack, the typical schoolgirl spite thing.’


    ‘That’s a harsh judgement, Don. On a twenty year old.’


    ‘The note said she and Jack had been lovers for four years. He had promised to leave his wife and kids for her, but when Trish pressed him to make good on it, he dumped her instead. Next week, according to this poisonous note, Trish claims to discover Jack also has something going with a nineteen-year-old secretary at the office.’


    ‘So you don’t think it’s true?’


    ‘True? Yeah, maybe. This is the real world waltz, Bob.’ Quiggan shuffled his narrow shoulders. ‘Married men play away, young women like to be a part of it, shit happens as a result. But to hang herself in the goddamn boathouse…’


    ‘Waterson must have been devastated,’ Mazzio said.


    ‘He was crushed by the whole thing. Jack apologised, used that charm to play down the affair, and persuaded Waterson there was nothing to gain by letting anyone see the note, not even the cops. For a while it was a tense standoff, board meetings were excruciating, let me tell you. We knew about the suicide, but not the Jack angle. That came out only six months later. So Henry took his family on vacation to recuperate, and while he was away Jack sold Vitaledge Vitamins for a song to a bunch of low-life petfood makers from Milwaukee.’


    ‘Provocative.’


    ‘You bet. Waterson was spitting blood, for him it was the last straw. Next thing Jack knew, an excerpt from Trish’s suicide note was published in the local newspaper, in an article detailing Jack’s past. There was stuff in there that could only have come from Waterson, so then it was war. But when Waterson took the battle to the boardroom he could only lose. Pharmstar was producing the best top and bottom line growth the industry had ever seen, shareholders loved it, and they loved Jack. Wall Street doesn’t care about executives’ private lives. Jack Erskine was running a company, not the country. So the directors voted Waterson out.’


    ‘Was your vote amongst them?’ Mazzio asked. ‘After Henry had given you the directorship?’


    Quiggan narrowed his eyes. ‘Jack said it best: “Sure I’ll bite the hand that feeds me, if it tastes good enough”.’
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    This is my first week as a trainee for Medics for Africa, and already the schedule has gone to pot, as everything in Zaire seems to. We are diverting to Zizunga in a big hurry after we got a radio message from there last night. An Austrian doctor at the monkey research centre is dangerously ill with a blood infection. Her husband is desperate to get her flown to Kinshasa from the airstrip at Ubulu which is two days’ drive away.


    There are five of us crammed into MFA’s only working Land Rover, and we have all abandoned our various plans for now. Georg is a bear of a man, with a huge pepper and salt beard. He and his American wife Amy are MFA doctors, and normally work at the children’s hospital at Lole. Tomas Hendriksen is a gorgeous lean Swede of twenty-six, a photo stringer for the Associated Press who is working his way across towards rebel areas and is paying for our fuel. His guide is a fifteen-year-old boy called Salvation Sisiwe. Salvation lost his right leg to an anti-personnel mine last year, but he sings beautifully and goes easier through the bush on his crutches than I do with both hands and a machete.


    We had only been going an hour when we found the dirt road blocked by a fallen tree. Georg took one look at it and said it was too big to winch from the vehicle, so we spent two hours in the pouring rain clearing a path round it by machete.


    At this rate I’m never going to meet Professor Friederikson. He’s only staying in Kisangani for a week, and I’m sure he won’t delay his trip just because a research student like me is late for an appointment.


    (Erica’s Diary 1992)

  


  
    Chapter Four


    Max and Erica were halfway down the Pouilly Fuisse and had almost finished the salmon and asparagus when their romantic dinner at De Vijf Vliegen was interrupted.


    ‘Don’t look behind you,’ said Erica. ‘But Jürgen Friederikson just walked in.’


    ‘Who?’


    ‘A living legend in parasitology, that’s all. With two of his friends.’


    Max looked over his shoulder. ‘Which is he? The beanpole with the bowtie, grumpy the dwarf or the cripple?’


    ‘Ssshh, Max! For God’s sake keep your voice down. They’re coming over.’ Erica stood up. ‘Professor Friederikson, how are you?’


    ‘I’ve got a twinge in my metal leg, but I’m still alive.’ Friederikson was as lean and weathered as a ranch hand from decades at the malarial front line. The hooked nose and deep-set grey-green eyes gave a hawk-like intensity to his gaze, which his cropped grey hair and neat white beard did not soften. He walked with a metal cane, and his body tilted at each step.


    Max stood up as Erica introduced the others. Henry Waterson was a tall, tanned and fit-looking man in his sixties with silky silver hair, a pale linen suit and a yellow bow tie. The short impatient-looking man was Professor Cornelis van Diemen, who Friederikson described as the Dutch authority on tropical diseases.


    ‘I’ve heard a lot about you, Erica,’ Waterson said. ‘We’re looking forward to hearing this breakthrough paper of yours on Sunday.’


    ‘I don’t know about breakthrough exactly,’ Erica said. ‘I’ve got some new data to assess.’


    ‘But we heard you sent the paper up to Nature,’ said Professor van Diemen, squinting through his purple-tinted spectacles.


    ‘Yes. They agreed to put the academic review panel on ice until I can submit the new data. I’m not going to call it a breakthrough until they do,’ Erica said.


    ‘But your paper is going to be ready, isn’t it?’ Friederikson said, his eyes sharp as needles.


    ‘I wouldn’t miss Sunday for the world,’ Erica said.


    ‘Good. An old friend of yours will be there. He’s flown in specially to hear your paper. He’s very excited about it,’ Friederikson said.


    ‘Who?’ Erica asked.


    ‘It’ll be a surprise. You’ll just have to wait and see.’ Friederikson turned to Max. ‘Do look after her, Mr Carver. This beautiful woman is going to turn the world of parasitic research upside down, and prove us all wrong.’


    ‘Prove you wrong, Jürgen,’ laughed Waterson, adjusting his bow tie. ‘I never said an effective malaria vaccine was impossible.’


    ‘So this actually is a malaria vaccine you are working on,’ Max said to Erica.


    ‘No it isn’t, as they well know. Everyone jumps to conclusions. I’m just trying to isolate and understand a handful of enzymes which are important for the growth and development of one particular type of malarial parasite at one particular point in its life in a handful of mosquito species.’


    ‘Don’t let her blind you with science, Max.’ Van Diemen said, cleaning his glasses. ‘The rumour is your girlfriend has found a revolutionary way to tackle the disease.’


    ‘What’s the new data?’ Waterson asked.


    ‘You’ll have to wait and see.’ Erica took a sip of wine as if trying to wash the sharp tone from her voice.


    ‘Still,’ said Friederikson, ‘while you apply a final lick of paint to your theory maybe you should check the foundations again.’ His artificial leg wheezed as if it appreciated his joke. ‘Just in case it turns out to be sand under there.’


    ‘Now, now, Jürgen.’ Waterson intervened. ‘Perhaps we should leave these two young people to enjoy their meal.’ He smiled at Erica as he led his colleagues back to their table.


    Erica broke her glassy, fixed smile only to take a big gulp from her wine. She tore a bread roll in half and stuffed a piece in her mouth, then looked out of the window. Max watched her flexing jaw muscles and the tightness of her neck. ‘Speak to me,’ he said.


    Her head barely twitched in rejection, her earrings trembling as she stared out into the street. Max took one of his new business cards and folded it into a tiny bird. He walked it slowly across the table and pecked it gently at her wrist. ‘Sing little birdie.’


    Erica turned back, eyes flashing. ‘I don’t want to talk about it, okay?’


    ‘Hey. I’m on your side. Don’t bite my head off. Jesus, talk about bitchy scientists.’


    ‘You don’t know the half of it.’ Erica ferociously buttered the other half of her roll. ‘The narrower the scientific field, the more obscure the research, the less well-paid the researchers, the worse the rivalry gets.’


    ‘But if it’s malaria, you guys should all be working together.’


    ‘Don’t be an innocent, Max.’ Erica pointed her butter knife over her shoulder towards the table where Friederikson sat. ‘He spent twenty years trying to find a malaria vaccine in the seventies and eighties. He failed. So of course he doesn’t want anyone else to find one now.’


    ‘That’s plain crazy,’ Max said. ‘But at least you don’t have to listen.’


    ‘I don’t. But I’m nobody. Friederikson is the senior consultant to the World Health Organization, Friederikson stood side by side with the President of the United States at the One World Forum on Health, Friederikson gets red carpet treatment in two dozen African capitals. There may not be much cash in malaria, but what there is follows him.’


    ‘What about the Bill Gates cash?’ Max asked as she warmed to her attack.


    ‘That could make a huge difference, but there is so much that still needs doing and it really should be western governments getting involved. It took me two years to raise the cash for my project at Columbia before I even picked up the first test tube. I finally got the U.S. Army and the government of Ghana to share the expected costs of $350,000. Then in March last year the Ghanaian health ministry withdrew its half of the funding and its offer to provide clinical trials facilities.’


    ‘Why?’


    ‘They said they were switching to funding trials of a new herbal drug developed in China. That decision cost me my only research assistant, access to top class equipment and added months to the length of the study. And guess who advises Ghana?’


    ‘Friederikson?’ Max finished his glass of wine and called for the bill.


    ‘Right. So when Friederikson predicts there will never be a reliable vaccine against malaria it becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy.’


    ‘But you don’t have to think about him any more. You are here now. On Sunday you are gonna show them, right? All that work, all that effort. Finally it’s paydirt.’


    Erica softened in the silence. ‘Max.’ She reached out and picked up the little card bird. ‘Thank you so much for believing in me. And I’m sorry. Sorry about snapping at you.’


    ‘I’ve always believed in you. And nothing can stop you now.’


    It was a prediction he would wish he had never made.
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    ‘We’re running late Jack.’ Penny Ryan stood in the doorway of Erskine’s hotel room, watching the chief executive, who had a raincoat over one arm, a briefcase in the other, and was talking on his cell phone. He nodded contritely and wound up the call. ‘Sorry Penny, how’s the schedule?’


    ‘Not good, Jack. The car’s outside. We’re heading straight to The Hague and I’m squeezing the legal team in after that at three for ten minutes. Here’s your lunch.’ She handed him a croissant. ‘I’ve had coffee brought for the journey.’


    ‘You’re an angel, Penny.’


    ‘And you’re a devil, screwing with the schedule.’ She held up her personal organiser. No-one else dared talk to Iron Jack Erskine like that, but he knew better than to argue with her. Erskine worked eighteen-hour days and Penny Ryan organised every one of those thousand and eighty minutes. She spoke Russian, French and Spanish, never forgot a name and knew how to fix his PC printer. He particularly appreciated her dirty and infectious laugh, her fund of blue jokes, and her fabulous legs.


    ‘Hey Penny, got any anti-inflammatory or anti-histamine cream with you?’ He scratched the back of his hand.


    ‘Bite?’


    ‘Yeah.’ He held up his hand to her and she took it, prodding a swelling on his knuckle.


    ‘Hm. Quite a swelling, Jack.’


    ‘Been itching like crazy for a couple days, I tell ya. Got another on my neck.’


    ‘It’s the canals. I guess they breed like crazy here. Stay here.’ She returned to her room and returned with a tube in her hand. ‘Here. Try this.’ She squeezed a blob on the back of his hand and rubbed it in.


    Erskine squinted at the tube. ‘Merck! Ms Ryan, can I ask you why you are carrying enemy products in your bag?’


    ‘We don’t make anti-histamines, do we?’ she laughed. ‘Low margin, no growth is what I recall you said.’


    ‘Right. Damn, but that feels better. Maybe I’ll buy some Merck stock some day.’ He laughed, and pulled his cuffs down.


    ‘Two more things, Jack. Remember it is your wedding anniversary a week Wednesday. Don’t you think Holland would be a good place to get Eleanor a present?’


    Erskine sighed. ‘Hell. What’s Holland got? I can’t think of anything except cheese and triple X videos.’


    ‘I have a list of Delft china stockists. Remember, you bought her a soup tureen last time we were here.’


    ‘I did?’


    ‘Well, you paid at least. Shall I get the dishes to go with it?’


    ‘Would you mind? And a card, something not too slushy.’


    ‘Sure. You do know it’s your ten years’ anniversary, don’t you?’


    ‘Shit, yeah. So I better get her something special, I guess.’


    ‘I could go to a department store and get her a dress this afternoon. Is she still an eight, Jack?’


    ‘I think so. And we’ll need perfume.’


    ‘How did the Elizabeth Arden go down for her birthday?’


    ‘She loved it, Penny, yeah. Get some more of that.’


    Penny noted it down in her organiser. Lower on the same page she had noted the cellphone numbers of reliable, discreet Amsterdam call girls. She would check their availability in case Erskine dropped the hint.


    In two years as PA there was hardly anything she hadn’t done for Erskine. She had listened to endless talk about leveraged finance, and drink-induced intimacies about Eleanor’s waning libido. She had searched in his eye for a lost contact lens in Lisbon. In Moscow she had put him to bed after an attack of food poisoning, having first had to almost drag him up eight flights of stairs because the lift wasn’t working. In Washington she had sewn back a button which fell from his jacket five minutes before a meeting with the head of the Food and Drug Administration.


    But one thing she would not do. Penny Ryan would not sleep with him. He had only tried once, a few months ago, in San Francisco, after clinching a fifteen billion dollar takeover deal. She had defused the situation gracefully, larding the rejection with the flattery necessary to get Erskine to swallow it. His behaviour towards her ever since had been impeccable. She wouldn’t ever jeopardise that by letting on who she had been sleeping with.


    ‘There’s one more thing,’ Penny said as she led Erskine to the elevator. The Parasitology Forum wants final confirmation of whether you are giving a speech on Tuesday.’


    ‘I don’t recall this,’ he said irritably. ‘Why invite us, Penny?’


    The elevator doors slid open.


    ‘I imagine it is because Henry used to address them every year, and they want you to follow in his footsteps.’


    Erskine grimaced. ‘If they knew me they’d know the last reason I would do anything is because Henry Waterson did it. We don’t even have products in that area any more, thank God. Who else is going to be there?’


    ‘The head of the World Health Organization…’


    Erskine pretended to yawn.


    ‘The health ministers from India, Brazil and more than a dozen African countries…’


    ‘Jewellery, Jesus, and jungle drums. My idea of hell. One thought, Penny. Get me a meeting with the Brazilian guy. They’ve got a huge cosmetic surgery market. We’ve got something they will love. Anyone else?’


    ‘Pfizer and Glaxo-SmithKline will be there.’


    ‘Kindler and Garnier?’


    ‘No. VP level only, I would think.’


    ‘Forget it.’


    ‘What about journalists?’


    ‘They have forty accredited so far.’


    ‘That’s peanuts. There was over a thousand at last year’s AIDs conference. Anyone from the Wall Street Journal, the Financial Times, the Economist, Reuters, the Associated Press? Come on, they have to do something to sell it to me.’


    Penny flicked through the list, shaking her head.


    ‘And this speech, Penny. I suppose they want to hear what we are going to do to improve health among the poor in the third world?’


    ‘Something like that.’


    ‘So I’ll give them a one-word speech: Nothing.’ Erskine laughed, and pressed the button for the ground floor.
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    This is a long and dreadful night. The Land Rover broke down this afternoon while we were driving along a shallow stream bed, which is apparently the only road around here. The moment we emerged, clouds of tiny stingless Trigona bees swarmed all over us to drink our sweat. They crawled into our clothes, armpits, ears, the corners of our eyes, our nostrils and mouths. In five minutes they had almost driven us mad, so we waited up the hill until dark, then came back to fix the vehicle. We spent an hour pushing it out of the stream, then more hours being eaten alive by mosquitoes, while Georg lay underneath swearing in Hungarian at the broken clutch and trying to find some important screw that he had dropped. To pass the time I watched Tomas. He was holding the inspection lamp for Georg, and a blizzard of moths were dancing around his head like a halo. I imagined they were snowflakes, and what it would be like to be cold, not dissolving in the African heat.


    I watched Amy down by the river this evening, shaving her legs. Apparently she does it every day. Says it is to do with self respect. I think that is a little strange. No-one gives a damn and those little nicks seem the perfect way to get infections.


    Tomas is smiling again! I don’t know how he does it. He found three leeches on his ankle today, broke a filling on a mango stone and dropped his laptop computer in the stream. I got in a temper when I only had one leech – still it was on my neck! Ugh.


    Ah. Is that the sound of the engine? It looks like we are off, at least as far as a decent camping spot. I do hope the woman at Zizunga is hanging on for us okay. I dread to think what kind of horrible disease we might catch from spending two days cooped up in a Land Rover with her. These are the kind of selfish thoughts I cannot let Amy know.


    (Erica’s Diary 1992)

  


  
    Chapter Five


    Bob Mazzio was in Heaven. The place was called Hemel in Dutch and cost the earth, but from his point of view, on a round satin bed with a naked woman feverishly riding him, the translation was exact. Above her slim flexing back and swaying long dark hair, was a pastel rococo ceiling, a cupola of pegasi and cherubs, cavorting around a circular mirror in which his carnal crucifixion was the reflected centrepiece.


    The girl rested her small, pointed breasts on him and mouthed earthy East European words into his ear as she sensed his approaching detonation. Her hips rotated slower and slower, controlling and delaying, drip-feeding him bliss a juicy millimetre at a time. As the moment arrived he felt an urge to roar this freckled angel’s name out of sheer appreciation, but it was too late to ask again what it was: Olga or Luger, Natasha or Katyusha, Stasi or Sputnik; the words orbited his head until he came back to earth, gasping.


    He had paid to be bathed afterwards, but now he just wanted out, guilt snapping at his heels as it always did. Out in the darkened streets, still checking buttons and tie, he drew his first real relaxed breath. The heat in his ears pounded still, but his body felt the chill of the evening air. He hurried off to his rendezvous with Quiggan in the hotel bar, ready to relive the encounter for jock posterity; ready to bask in the chief financial officer’s admiration for him, a new member of the self-styled Pharmstar wife cheaters’ association.


    Five minutes late he stopped on a narrow and deserted footbridge, head pounding like a nail was being hammered into it. An aching cold had seeped into his joints and his vision was blurred. He didn’t recognise where he was, and he felt sick. The canal shimmered invitingly beneath. He clasped the chill rail, thrust his chest over the side and threw up into the water. On the final agonising heave his spectacles fell. They vanished through the spreading galaxy of his distress with barely a ripple.


    A group of young revellers stepped around him. He heard their tongues click in distaste for this cursing drunk with his puke-spattered suit. He told them to go to Hell. It was some time later when Bob Mazzio, so recently in Heaven, tumbled unseen and unheard into the dark, cold water.
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    Max had three heavenly days in Amsterdam. He and Erica walked miles along quaint streets, tramped around museums, gaped at the women in the windows of the Red Light District and visited the canal house where Anne Frank hid from the Nazis. They kissed in bars, held hands in intimate candle-lit restaurants and promised each other slow pleasures. Each evening they rushed back to their room at the Erwin Hotel, a grand old canal house with carved ceilings, a magnificently curving teak-banistered staircase and only fourteen bedrooms.


    Each night they climbed the steep stairs arm-in-arm. Breathlessly they giggled at the disapproving glare of a 17th century merchant whose portrait hung at the top of the stairs. They made love under crisp sheets on a squeaky bed. Afterwards they would open the window to hear the chimes of the Westerkerk and the grind and squeal of passing trams.


    It was 3.17 a.m. on Sunday.


    The start of a nightmare.


    Max awoke on the bed, dressed but dishevelled, slightly hungover and bloated from the Indonesian meal they had shared the evening before. The bedside light was on. Erica was not beside him. He sat up. The bathroom door was shut. No light came from under the door. He called out for her, waited, then went in. Flicked on the cold, dazzling light. His soft brown eyes squinted back from the mirror. He rubbed his thick curly hair and felt his dark stubble. He splashed cold water on his face and towelled it dry, trying to remember the final hour of the evening.


    They had got back to the hotel at about ten forty-five. Max felt like doing nothing more demanding than watching TV. Erica had lain on the bed next to him while he surfed the channels. At one point she had slid her hands down his jeans, but he had shaken his head and puffed his cheeks out. Not tonight. Not after this afternoon and twice this morning. She had laughed and kissed him, blaming him for eating too much.


    She had cuddled up to him for a while, and then got up and opened her briefcase, mentioning something about e-mails. A few minutes later, while he was dozing and the TV was off he heard her typing on the laptop. The last thing he’d heard her say was that she was going out for a ‘quick breath of air’. So English, he had thought, and turned over.


    That was hours ago. She must have returned, but where was she now? Erica wasn’t a good sleeper. All that nerve energy. Probably talking to the night porter or pacing the corridor.


    Max picked up the phone and dialled zero. The night porter told him Erica had left at eleven thirty and had not returned. The outside door was locked at one and any returning guest would have to ring the bell. There was no chance he could have missed her. He rang her mobile and left a message, the first of many that night. Erica was still out there in the city. Max dressed. It was time to go look for her.


    The canalside boulevard was quiet. The water glistened under the street lights and the air felt cool and damp under the horse chestnut trees which lined the waterside. There was no-one about. He walked left to the two nearest bars. They were both shut, their plastic chairs and tables stacked and chained on the terraces. Then he retraced his steps, past the front of the hotel to where he had parked their rental car. The green VW Polo was still there. Max shrugged and wandered around in the darkened streets for half an hour, seeing only the occasional giggling couple or a cyclist. Finally, he leaned on the railings of a canal bridge, staring into the impenetrably dark water, deferring the moment when he had to return. He mumbled a sarcastic happy birthday to himself and turned back to the hotel. He knew he would not sleep any more that night.


    [image: ]


    We found a mother at the side of the road an hour ago. She said her husband had died yesterday and she walked all day without food or water to get medicine for her sick baby. Exhaustion and desperation dripped from her, but as she lifted her tiny bundle her face glowed with hope. Georg gave her water while Amy held the little boy. His entire torso fitted into the crook of her arm, his wrists no wider than a thumb. Only his head, almost dry despite the heat, was of normal size.


    The general opinion was that he had malaria, but the nearest microscope to prove it was probably in Zizunga. While Amy inserted a thermometer I tried to distract him, by resting my little finger in his hand. He didn’t grip, but his enormous brown eyes turned in brief fearful focus and he lay slack as string.


    The mother asked something of Georg and smiled, a huge carious grin that almost broke my heart under the weight of trust. The only word I could catch was ‘medicine’.


    All we could offer was a little food for her, some clean water and hydrolite solution to relieve the child’s dehydration. After that it would be up to his system. I asked Amy about sharing the anti-malarial tablets we were taking. She replied that the formulation we had was useless once infection was established. And what if it wasn’t malaria, but something else?


    The only option was to squeeze them in with us. Georg didn’t think the nuns at Zizunga would have any better supplies, but at least a diagnosis was possible. But when he opened the door the woman refused to get in.


    Then she turned to me and thrust her sick child into my arms. ‘Medicine, Zizunga’ she said to me. Georg remonstrated with her, and tears started freely down her face. She wouldn’t come with us because she had to return to bury her husband, but Georg refused to take the baby alone, despite Amy’s protestations.


    ‘Amy, we can’t turn up at Zizunga, dump a dying child with Sister Margaret and then drive off to the airstrip. And we’ll never find the mother again even if the child survives. You know the MFA rules, ‘never create an orphan’. Both mother and baby or neither.’


    Amy bit her lip as she watched Georg gently take the boy from me and return him to the woman. The mother nodded, and turned away. She gathered the child in her arms, and walked away, until the dusk swallowed her.


    (Erica’s Diary 1992)

  


  
    Chapter Six


    ‘I know you must be concerned, but you should not worry after just one night. I am sure she will return.’ The young Dutch policeman reached across his untidy desk for a stained and chipped coffee mug, and took a gulp.


    ‘But where could she be? She doesn’t know anyone here,’ Max said.


    The policeman shrugged. ‘Of course, I cannot answer your questions. Amsterdam is a big city, with lots of distractions. You know why people come here. They like to go to a coffee shop, have a little smoke, maybe have too much. They find new friends, go to a club. Maybe drink too much. It is not so strange. It is not even 7 a.m. yet. Someone missing eight hours is not yet for us a missing person case.’


    ‘What about an accident?’


    ‘It is possible of course. I will check later, if she hasn’t turned up. There were no road fatalities in the city last night. If she was injured the hospital would have contacted your hotel by now.’


    Max sighed. ‘I guess so.’


    ‘Did you and your friend have an argument?’


    ‘No.’


    The policeman’s head remained cocked, his eyebrows arched as if he had not heard the answer.


    ‘No, really. Everything was wonderful between us.’


    The policeman nodded sympathetically. Perhaps he sensed a jilted lover clutching at straws. So far he had noted nothing but their names and the hotel.


    ‘Did she take her passport?’


    ‘Maybe. I haven’t seen it, but I’ve got the return air tickets. The rental car’s still there and she didn’t take her luggage. Why wouldn’t she take her luggage if she was leaving?’


    The policeman shrugged and looked at Max above steepled hands. ‘Perhaps if she has not arrived by Monday morning…’


    Max rubbed his tired eyes. ‘She is presenting a paper at a conference this afternoon. Five o’clock. There will be thousands of people there, waiting to hear what she has to say. No way she would miss that.’


    ‘Then I’m sure she will be there.’ The policeman stared at Max for a long while. ‘Mr Carver, may I ask you a question?’


    ‘Sure.’


    ‘How long have you and Ms Stroud-Jones been together?’


    ‘Just a few months.’


    ‘How long, precisely?’


    ‘I guess three months.’


    The cop leaned back in the chair, arms behind his head. He spoke softly. ‘This is not a long time. It is not enough time to really know someone, is it?’
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    It was eight when Max got back from the police station. He rushed up to the room, hoping. Still she had not returned. Max tried to work out if she had taken anything apart from her purse and shoulder bag. One of Erica’s suitcases lay open on the coffee table, the other was on the floor. Her raincoat was still hanging up in the closet. Max walked down to breakfast. There was no-one else there, so he helped himself to the buffet of cheese and cold meats. A plump blonde waitress brought coffee. She had served them yesterday lunchtime.


    ‘Your wife is coming soon? Breakfast is finished in five minutes.’


    ‘She’s not well. It’s just me this morning.’


    ‘Ah, too much wine last night,’ the waitress nodded.


    Max looked up, unsure whether this was the famous Dutch directness or something more. ‘Excuse me?’


    ‘I said she maybe drank too much.’ The waitress started clearing plates from another table on to a tray.


    ‘I know that’s what you said. Are you saying you saw her last night?’


    ‘Of course. In the little café here on the corner. Did you not know?’


    ‘No, I didn’t. What time was this?’


    ‘My husband and I arrived about midnight and she was already there, with a bottle of wine half empty. My husband wondered why such a lovely meisje should be drinking alone.’


    ‘Alone.’ Max sighed the word with relief.


    ‘For a while yes. A man came and sat with her.’


    ‘Someone picked her up?’


    ‘Nee, no. They knew each other. They kiss on the cheek and he held both her hands.’ The waitress looked at Max then added hurriedly: ‘Just old friends, I think. Did she not say?’


    Max shook his head.


    ‘I hope I’m not making trouble for her,’ the waitress said.


    ‘No, you are helping me to save her from trouble. She isn’t ill. She just didn’t come home. Not yet, anyhow.’


    ‘Ah.’ The waitress appraised him thoughtfully, wiped her hands on a napkin and sat. ‘So I suppose you want to know all about the man?’


    ‘Well, I guess I better.’


    ‘He was middle age, middle size, spectacles. Nothing to look at,’ she reached out and tapped Max’s hand. ‘Nothing special at all.’


    Max wasn’t sure whether that was a comfort or not. The tang of jealousy soured his mouth. ‘Do you think he was Dutch?’


    ‘No. They spoke English together, and his accent was not Dutch. Perhaps foreign.’


    ‘Ah. Did he have a limp, or short cropped hair? Are you sure he wasn’t old?’ Professor Friederikson’s powerful presence was etched into Max’s memory.


    ‘No. Not old, less than fifty years. I didn’t notice a limp.’


    ‘Did they leave together?’


    ‘I didn’t notice them go, but when I next looked they were gone.’


    ‘I see.’ Max tapped the table thoughtfully.


    ‘She will be back soon, I’m sure of it. Then you can ask her yourself all these details. I am sure they were not lovers.’


    ‘Thanks for your insight,’ Max said dubiously. He returned to the room, sat down on the bed and tried to think straight.


    Max flung her two suitcases onto the bed and unzipped them. Carefully, he lifted up the corners of blouses and suits, looking for something, anything that would remove the pain of not knowing. He imagined a stack of old love letters or perhaps a note of an innocent meeting with an old colleague. In the zip compartments in the suitcase lids he found back-up discs, a stack of scientific articles and magazines, her own printed out notes and her passport. Nowhere had he seen her laptop computer. Could she have taken it with her? Or was it still in the car?


    In the second suitcase Max found three thick desk diaries, their hard backs softened, stained and dog-eared with age. It was a densely written journal, in a sloping script and numerous different inks dating back to 1985. Max flicked through, past newspaper cuttings, postcards from friends and dried flowers. A complete life recorded in detail. Even the handwriting had changed over the years. Letters became smaller and neater. She stopped dotting the letter ‘i’ with a circle about 1987. In recent weeks the entries had become terse notes and finally stopped a couple of weeks ago. Curious, he flicked back to June, just a few weeks after they had met and found a larger entry.
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    I saw Max in his workshop today. He was working on a piece of sheet copper bigger than a double bed. The copper had holes punched through it all around the edges and he was fixing a steel cable diagonally between the two farthest holes. After an hour he had laced the whole sheet like a metallic corset. He used a spanner on the fat bolts holding the cables in at one end and began to tighten them, each a quarter turn at a time. The metal shivered and curled as the two opposed corners lifted off the floor. Soon it was bent almost double, trembling with so much constrained force that I was scared to go near it in case it shattered. Max tapped one of the cables with his spanner and the room hummed with an eerie resonance. He tapped another and there was a different sound.


    ‘The notes vary depending on how I set the holes and the gauge of the wire, the tone depends on the thickness of the metal sheet and whether it is steel or copper, aluminium or brass, tin or lead. I am thinking of ways to burn or chill the metal to get some change in the tones.’


    I realised his sculptures describe the character of the physical world more eloquently than any chemist or physicist. He said it best: ‘You torture the metal to get it to show you its soul.’


    It was at that moment that I realised I had fallen in love with him.
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    Max didn’t know how long he had been staring up at the ceiling when he saw the mosquito. It sat motionless on the plaster rose above the light fitting. Its hunchbacked shape was shadowed on the white paint. Max took his International Herald Tribune, carefully rolled it up and stood in his socks on the centre of the bed. A noisy moment later the mosquito was just a red smear beneath the wildly jiggling light bulb. And Max’s breath was coming in raw gasps as he hit at the smear again and again and again.

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    Jack Erskine, Penny Ryan and Don Quiggan walked out of the chill of Amsterdam’s central mortuary and heard the heavy door bang behind them. No-one spoke. The vision of Bob Mazzio’s pale hairy body hung like a ghost before their eyes, the dried foam riming his blue lips, the empty eyes.


    Penny knew Jack would ask her to speak to Heidi Mazzio, to answer the inevitable questions that her terse telephone briefing from the Dutch cops would leave unanswered. Yes, he had been alone. No, he had not been robbed, his wallet was still in his jacket. Yes, he just seemed to have fallen in. No, Amsterdam isn’t considered a dangerous city to be out in at that time. Yes, we were also surprised no-one heard him struggling in the water. No, we do not believe he had been drinking. No, they do not need a post mortem. Drowning was the official cause of death. Yes, we’ve got him to a very good chapel of rest until we can get the body flown home. All of you there have our deepest condolences. Heidi, let me tell you Bob will be sorely missed.


    What Penny would not tell Heidi was that the canal where her husband drowned was in the Red Light Area. She would destroy the damp but still legible receipt found in his wallet; a transaction only three hours old in which he had paid nine hundred euros, for ‘business services’ on his corporate gold card. She would keep to herself evidence of uncharacteristic sloppy dressing - the assistant coroner noted Bob’s Van Heusen shirt was misbuttoned low down, the belt missing two loops on the trousers of the Hugo Boss suit.


    No, she would not speak ill of the dead.
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    Today was a day in hell. We spent four hours on our hands and knees digging out the Land Rover and packing brushwood into the ruts beneath it. The rain hasn’t stopped for two days, and the mud made us look like we had been dipped in melted chocolate. Georg said there is supposed to be a better wet-season crossing of the Asa, but we couldn’t find it.


    Just as we finished two women came to the river to collect water, and we were told that Zizunga was only fifteen minutes walk away. It took longer with the Land Rover because we had to cut down some trees to get it through the bush, and we finally emerged into a muddy paddock surrounded by two dozen rickety shacks, to be met by a horde of excited children. They rushed us to a hut where two middle-aged Belgian nuns, Sisters Margaret and Annette, were tending the sick woman, whose name was Dr Sophie Hofhaus. Her husband, a Brazilian entomologist named Dr Jarman Herrera, was holding her hand.


    Sophie must once have been a beautiful woman, with large brown eyes and delicate cheekbones, but now she looked as waxy as a corpse. Her breathing was shallow, her eyes sunken. Dried spume crusted her cracked lips. Georg asked Jarman about her illness. He doesn’t think it is dysentery. Georg delicately raised the possibility of rabies, but Jarman replied that his wife was inoculated and hadn’t in any case been bitten by any of the monkeys for months. She has also been inoculated against yellow fever, so that’s out. Jarman said that he’d looked at a sample of Sophie’s blood under his microscope and at first had thought it might be malaria, but when the nuns used the ParaSight test kit it came back negative. Jarman was still convinced it was some kind of blood infection.


    We loaded her as best we could into the Land Rover, while Jarman stroked her face and talked to her. There wasn’t room for everybody in the vehicle, so Tomas and Salvation stayed behind at Zizunga with Sister Annette. Amy rigged up a saline drip and gave Sophie an injection to stop her convulsions.


    Just as we were about to go, Sister Margaret roared up on a muddy motorcycle, wearing engineers’ boots and crash helmet. Jarman told me that in 1966, before she took holy orders, Sister Margaret had crossed the Sahara on the very same aged Husqvarna. She was an excellent mechanic, and if the Land Rover broke down she would either be able to fix it, or ride off to fetch help. Without the motorcycle it would have been impossible for her to keep in contact with outlying villages, to visit the sick and comfort the bereaved.


    Jarman said that the army had done its best to make Zizunga a ghost town. They had come roaring through three months ago and conscripted all the men aged between fifteen and thirty five. They had also helped themselves to most of the maize, yam and manioc that was surplus from the last harvest.


    At four in the afternoon Georg radioed ahead to Kisangani to find out if the Cessna and pilot chartered by the Swiss company that owns the research centre were on their way to Ubulu. He was told that they should be at the landing strip by seven the next morning. The only way to make the rendezvous was to drive right through the night. Motorcycling though, would be too exhausting. We urged Sister Margaret to turn back if she was to get home before dark, but she refused. Finally we compromised. The motorcycle was tied onto the roof rack while Sister Margaret squeezed onto the front seat between me and Georg.


    For hours we bumped and slithered and crashed along the worst forest tracks I have ever seen. Jarman never once let go of Sophie’s hand. He told me they had met at a science faculty at Graz in Austria when he was an exchange student interested in moths and beetles and she something of a star in the zoology department. It wasn’t love at first sight for her, but he was persistent and finally won through. They married in 1974, had a two day honeymoon in Zanzibar and then came out here to work, founding Tetro-Meyer’s monkey colony. The first year was the worst. The conditions were squalid, they were frequently ill, the local people were suspicious and their employers seemed to have forgotten them. Yet already they knew they were happy. I looked at Sophie’s unconscious form while he talked. She seemed to have a slight smile on her face.


    About nine o’clock Georg uttered an oath and slammed on the brakes. Ahead were a dozen hyena tearing at the carcass of a little antelope called a duiker. Their evil yellow eyes reflected the headlamps, and they showed no fear, sniffing the air as we passed as if they could sense we were something more tender.


    By midnight Georg passed over the driving to Jarman, but when the doctor himself drifted off to sleep and ploughed us into a thicket at five in the morning I knew it was my turn to take the wheel.


    It was when we changed over that we noticed. My hands were stained dark, and so were the seats and the floor. Georg’s torch revealed that Sophie’s blanket was drenched in dark blood, almost black. It seemed she was passing it in her urine. With the movement of the vehicle it had got everywhere. Sophie herself was delirious and didn’t even recognise her husband. He seemed close to panic, and no-one could say anything to reassure him. We cleaned up in a gloomy silence and set off. There was nothing more we could do.


    Sister Margaret kept talking to me as I drove, but it was fear that really kept sleep away. While Jarman slept I had heard Amy and Georg reviewing Sophie’s symptoms and the worst-case causes: lassa fever, haemorrhagic fever, ebola, green monkey disease. Each was highly infectious, frequently fatal, and difficult or impossible to treat even in a western hospital. The discussion became still more surreal as we discussed the trade off between quarantine for us and trying to save Sophie. We exhausted ourselves before we came to any conclusions.


    It was with some surprise that at half past six in the morning we passed a few shacks and a metalled road, before arriving at the overgrown concrete of the airstrip at Ubulu.


    It was deserted, so we waited. The sun rose, blazing across the forest canopy and the crickets quietened. A man appeared with a broom and swept the verandah of the airstrip’s whitewashed shack, before disappearing again. Seven o’clock came and went and Georg got on to Kisangani on the radio. They said the Cessna should already have arrived.


    Jarman set up a makeshift bed beside the Land Rover and carried Sophie onto it like a sleeping child. Amy walked up to me and whispered into my ear. ‘She’s gone into a coma. I’m frightened to tell Jarman, but she’s not going to make it.’


    Sister Margaret sat with Sophie and got out her rosary while Jarman frenetically scanned the empty sky, shading his eyes while he strained for the tiniest distant dot. Just before eight Sister Margaret took Jarman on a short walk, with her arm cupping his shoulder like they were old friends. All we could see was his head shaking slowly from side to side. When he returned, his face streaked with tears, they knelt together over Sophie. Sister Margaret read the last rites. At 8.17am, in the shade of the Land Rover under an empty blue sky, Sophie Hofhaus let out a deep sigh and passed away.


    (Erica’s Diary 1992)
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    Max looked at his watch. Almost ten. Erica’s conference began at four. Max knew she would be there early. Erica might have cut him out of her heart, but parasites, worms and bugs would be wriggling there forever. Besides, there might be a chance to find Professor Jürgen Friederikson and get some clues about who this old friend was that he had mentioned at the restaurant. The absence of the laptop was a hint that this was all to do with her paper. Why else would Erica sneak out for a midnight assignation with a conference deadline breathing down her neck?


    He put on his shoes and walked out to the hire car. The green Polo was parked way up on the right, on one of hundreds of identical oblique metered bays squeezed between the narrow cobbled street and the edge of the canal.


    When he was within seventy yards of the bay, Max saw a woman with long, wavy brown hair and a very short blue skirt. She was leaning over rummaging under the boot of a wheelclamped car. From it she picked up a grey plastic object the size of a large book, inserted it into a plastic bag and fixed it to the carrier of a bicycle. Max felt some sympathy, having himself had to feed the damn meter every few hours since he arrived. The woman mounted her bike, a rust heap painted pink, and rode past him, a balky pedal clicking each time she pressed on it. Max’s gaze lingered on her shapely figure as she went.


    The moment Max got to the parking bay he realised the clamped car was a green Polo. He checked the key fob against the licence plate. It was his car. He’d just been robbed. In broad daylight. The grey plastic object – that must be Erica’s laptop. It couldn’t be anything else.


    Max cursed soundlessly and sprinted along the deserted street after her. The thief was now a good hundred yards away, moving steadily, unaware of his pursuit. At sixteen Max had clocked a hundred yards in 11.8 seconds. That was a lot of beers and TV dinners ago. He pumped his arms, but stayed short of flat out. That was the only way to keep on the outside edges and toes of his sneakers. The last thing he wanted was for her to see him and accelerate away.


    The gap was down to forty yards before she turned, her face wide in surprise. She leaned forward and pumped hard on the pedals, tanned legs working. Click, click, click. The bike was accelerating, rattling over the cobbles. As he closed to twenty, she began hauling on the handlebars, pressing her torso forward to get every ounce out of the aged bike. Max was close enough to hear the scrape of the oilless chain, to see the foam stuffing protruding from the split saddle, to watch the warped back wheel wobble, her long legs and shapely bottom giving their all.


    A couple of hundred yards ahead a Mercedes taxi was clattering along the cobbles towards them, taking up the whole of the narrow street. A last hope. Max put on an extra spurt, but knew it wouldn’t last long. When he got within ten yards she stood and pounded the pedals. Her skirt hem flared behind her, revealing colourful panties printed with cartoon characters. He recognised Bugs Bunny and Road Runner.


    She was on a collision course with the car, but at the last moment, as its horn blared, she flicked her bike to the left, bucked it expertly up the kerb between bollards to a narrow pavement, then down again after the cab passed. Max jumped aside as the taxi ploughed past. The woman now had a choice of bridges, left or right, or could head straight on to the stop lights, a wider road where the tram route ran. She turned left.


    Max’s heart was pounding and his breath was coming in raw bursts. As he rounded the corner his spirits lifted. Three noisy British youths, Heineken handed and Malboro mouthed, were just starting onto the bridge. The woman tinged the bicycle bell as she crested the bridge and freewheeled down towards them, hair streaming.


    ‘Stop her! She’s a thief,’ Max bellowed.


    They laughed as they scattered, whistling after her. One turned to Max. ‘Stole yer best racing bike did she, man? Best give up the tabs if you wannae catcha.’


    Fuck you, thought Max as he ground to a halt. Fuck you. But even as a non-smoker he hadn’t the breath to say it.


    The woman freewheeled left along the next canal-side street, looking over her shoulder just once before turning right into a narrow alleyway. Max jogged to the alleyway, holding his side. He rounded the corner, holding the brickwork and gasping.


    The alley was a short cut through to a main street, and deserted. On one side of the alley a row of quaint restaurants and bars, with overhanging upper floors, bubbled medieval glass, old metal signs and worn staircases leading to cellars. The other side was a series of boarded up buildings, covered in sprayed graffiti. The alley was dotted with dog turds. A couple of battered bicycles were chained to railings at the far end. Neither was pink.


    He walked along the alley and emerged into a main street just as a yellow tram scraped past. It was a shopping street by the looks of it, but on a Sunday morning there were only a few people around and all the stores were closed. Max scrutinised the steady stream of cyclists heading up towards the central station on the left. The thief wasn’t among them.


    Max walked back to the Polo. The trunk was unlocked. He opened it and found Erica’s black laptop case. It was empty. He couldn’t understand why Erica had put the laptop here with her precious paper stored on it. It would have been safer leaving it in the hotel room. He could only pray she had a back up copy hidden somewhere. Max looked over the rest of the car. Nothing else looked to have been taken. Even the CD player was untouched.


    He sat in the driving seat and tried to think. No-one could see into the trunk from outside. Yet the thief, working in broad daylight, preferred to go for that rather than the more obvious target. There was only one answer. She knew exactly what she was looking for. It couldn’t be a coincidence.
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    We parked the Land Rover above Sophie to keep her body cool and the flies away until we could get a cotton shroud or plastic sheeting. Many children and a few adults gathered around to pay their respects. A local craftsman brought us a plywood casket that he had decorated himself. He refused to take any money.


    An aircraft eventually arrived at noon, but it wasn’t the Cessna that Tetro-Meyer had chartered. It belonged to a South African mining company. The pilot had flown from Kisangani and he had seen two mondeles, white men, get into Tetro-Meyer’s Cessna. He thought they were flying off in the other direction, to Kinshasa. Jarman was speechless. While he wandered away, head in hands, Georg took the pilot aside. I saw the pilot pocket a wad of money and heard him agree to fly Jarman and his dead wife all the way to Kinshasa. At least Jarman wouldn’t have to bury poor Sophie in the bush.


    The plane lifted off through the heat haze and dwindled to a droning dot over the endless unforgiving forest. If I was Jarman, up there with my dead wife and broken dreams, I would not come back to look after a bunch of monkeys. But everyone says he will. They say he’s the kind of person to say ‘this is what she would have wanted me to do.’


    (Erica’s Diary 1992)

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    Jack Erskine treated a Sunday like any working day: Penny knocked on his door at five, he’d jogged two miles, taken a shower, eaten a breakfast of fresh fruit and plenty of coffee, ahead of his meeting with the Dutch health minister.


    Originally he had hoped to be in and out of Amsterdam in two days. Pharmstar had agreed to buy Utrecht Laboratories NV for three billion dollars in stock, heads of agreement were signed, the deal announced, everyone was happy. Then the minister, Betsy Dijkstra, had asked to see him. Erskine was philosophical about such things. Ministers liked personal assurances about jobs, and in this case Erskine was happy to wait around to give them. After all, Mrs Dijkstra was tipped to be the next Competition Commissioner for the whole European Union. Anyone who could hold the whip hand over Pharmstar’s future takeover plans needed to be given the full benefit of his charm.


    ‘You got everything there?’ Erskine looked at Quiggan as he flicked through Mazzio’s files. They were in a conference suite at the Krasnapolsky Hotel and Dijkstra’s entourage was due in five minutes.


    ‘I think so. Bob had done his homework ahead of time,’ Quiggan said.


    ‘Good,’ Erskine said. ‘It’s embarrassing enough him throwing himself into a canal. But being behind on the paperwork would be unforgivable.’


    Quiggan squinted up, searching Erskine’s features for a flicker of irony. He didn’t find it. ‘Is that what you’re gonna tell Heidi?’


    ‘Who?’


    ‘Bob’s wife. She arrives this afternoon, remember?’


    ‘Oh yeah. Penny’s taking care of that.’


    ‘Yeah, but Penny’s booked a table for four of us this evening. Expects us to take Bob’s wife out to dinner. Say a few words about his contribution. Make her go home feeling good.’


    Erskine sighed. ‘I’ll put Penny straight on that. The guy was only with us three months, you don’t earn a tickertape parade that quick.’


    Quiggan nodded. ‘Yeah. He was fine on the financials, but I didn’t rate his understanding of the industry nor his work rate.’


    ‘It was commitment he lacked, Don. The guy’s no loss.’ Erskine straightened his tie. ‘I’ll speak to Penny. Sure, we’ll take care of Heidi and the brats. But dinner, no. I’ve got plans.’ He cupped his hands under imaginary breasts, and winked at Quiggan.


    The chief financial officer hoisted one side of his face. ‘The blonde, from last time?’


    Erskine nodded just as the phone rang. Quiggan answered it. Dijkstra had arrived and was on her way up with a party of ministerial officials. Erskine levered himself off the couch.


    Suddenly he felt dizzy and remote, like he was looking up at the room from the bottom of a swimming pool. His head throbbed, blood hammered in his ears. Quiggan seemed to move in slow motion, opening the door to a large woman with short hair, and two male officials. Erskine saw his own hand reach out to shake the one she offered to him, but he didn’t hear the words she was saying to him, only a buzz in his head.


    The next thing he was aware of, Quiggan was propping him up against the wall in the bathroom splashing water on his face.


    ‘Come on, Jack. C’mon. How you feeling?’


    ‘Weird. What happened?’


    ‘You keeled over just as you were shaking her hand.’


    ‘I don’t believe it. What a disaster.’


    ‘You don’t know the half of it. She got her jacket off, told me she was a qualified doctor, and put you in the recovery position herself.’


    ‘Fuck. Just tell her I got the sweats. That’s all. Tell her I’ll be out in a couple minutes, okay?’


    ‘Jack, I do think you need a doctor. Postpone the meeting. You’re real pale, boy.’


    ‘No. I’ll be fine.’ Erskine dried his face and stared at Quiggan. ‘No more postponements. I’ve never cried off a meeting because of ill health and I definitely ain’t gonna start with this one.’


    After Quiggan had gone Erskine stared closely at his face in the mirror. His fleshy face and large jaw looked like raw pastry. The tan had vanished. His pale blue eyes were bloodshot. Sweat had darkened the collar edge of his blue Lauren shirt. His joints were aching and he felt lightheaded. He took three deep breaths and opened the door. Everyone was looking at him. He beamed, boomed a hello and jogged down the two steps into the conference room like a chat show host.


    ‘I’m so glad to see you so recovered, Mr Erskine.’ The minister shook his hand warmly. ‘How are you feeling?’


    ‘I’m just fine,’ he said. ‘I think I may have a touch of the flu, but it takes more than that to put me out. You know, I was only saying to Don here the other day what a great place to fall ill Holland would be. You guys resource the health sector properly.’


    ‘I’m glad you approve. Perhaps that was why you wanted to buy our biggest pharmaceutical company?’


    ‘Absolutely,’ he beamed. ‘And I guess that whatever it is I’ve got, those guys will have a cure for it.’ A ripple of laughter ran around the room.
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    I have read that Henry Stanley visited Zizunga in the last century, but no-one here knows about it and from what I can see he could not be blamed for having moved on straight away. Zizunga has neither strategic merit nor agricultural advantage. It is a long, steep haul back from the river for the women carrying water. The lowland fields are frequently flooded and the rain is eroding the sloping land because of bush clearance. Most days a thin acrid smoke from the fires permeates the whole place.


    Zizunga’s headman is a thin and wrinkled grandfather, Etenzi Babelundo. Etenzi speaks Gbaya, which none of us understand, but not a word of English. Fortunately, Georg speaks enough of the trade language Sango to communicate with him. The first thing he told us was that it would not be safe to stay in Zizunga for long. Georg asked him why and Etenzi laughed and clapped his hands. Then he pointed with his stick out to the south east and the Ruwenzori mountains. ‘Kaipelai coming,’ was all he said.


    (Erica’s Diary 1992)

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    Professor Friederikson was being interviewed in the lobby by a radio reporter when Max walked into Amsterdam’s RAI Congress Centre. Beyond him delegates queued at the registration desks and wandered around the cavernous exhibition centre. Max buttonholed one of the organisers and asked if Erica had arrived yet. The woman tapped at a computer and told him that she had pre-registered by e-mail two weeks ago, but no, she hadn’t yet checked in. Her conference travel bag, papers and other registration paraphernalia were still waiting for her. He scrawled a message for Erica and left it for them to give her when she arrived.


    Friederikson’s interview looked to be over and a press officer in a houndstooth jacket, pearl earrings and pleated skirt was shepherding the professor away.


    Max intercepted them. ‘Excuse me, Professor Friederikson?’


    ‘Yes?’


    ‘I’m Max Carver. Erica’s boyfriend.’


    He nodded, but said nothing, while the press officer examined her watch.


    ‘Have you seen Erica today?’


    ‘Why, have you lost her?’


    ‘Well…’


    ‘Check with the registration desk, they will tell you…’


    ‘You mentioned a friend of hers. At the restaurant. Who was it?’


    ‘Professor,’ the press officer rested a heavily-ringed hand on the professor’s arm. ‘RTL 4 TV is waiting in Milward’s office.’


    ‘Let them wait, Tanya. Mr Carver, what is the problem?’


    ‘Who was the surprise friend you mentioned?’


    ‘If you must know he’s the Health Minister from The Democratic Republic of Congo, Mr Loebe. I’ll introduce you when he arrives if you want. Now if you will excuse me.’


    Friederikson and the woman headed off to an office marked private, leaving Max to sit in the lobby. For an hour he watched delegates arrive, as multi-ethnic as a New York bus queue. Among them somewhere, he was convinced, was his nothing special, middle-aged bespectacled rival. The man Erica had met last night. Someone she had not bothered to tell him about.


    While he waited, Max opened his bag and pulled out Erica’s journal. As he did so an old British newspaper cutting drifted to the floor. The headline was Missing Briton among aid workers held by African rebels. The photo with the article was of Erica; younger, and less sophisticated, but already showing her zeal and determination. The article was dated March 1992. It said they had been held for four months and attempts to find them had so far failed.


    Four months is a heck of a long time to be held hostage. It was a month longer than he and Erica had spent together. Through their time together, she had talked incessantly about Africa. But she had never mentioned being kidnapped. That seemed very strange. He wondered what else she hadn’t told him.
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    This evening the two nuns offered to let me watch them feed the monkeys. They took me away from the centre of the village, past the doctor’s hut and battered Jeep. Beyond them was a sturdy metal cage about thirty feet square and ten high, from the inside of which had been draped fine mosquito netting. Sister Margaret opened a padlock on the gate and unzipped the netting so we could approach the inner cage. The moment we were through she zipped the netting back up, joking that Sophie would have preferred she and Sister Annette to get malaria than one of her precious monkeys to catch the disease.


    Sister Margaret unlocked the inner cage and I followed her inside. One end was a tangle of bushes and dead branches and at the other a trough of water, and some plastic buckets. Sister Annette topped up the water from a jerry can and replenished the food buckets with maize and figs. She said that in the wild the monkeys would eat fruit, insects and some of the more easily digestible forest leaves.


    There was a rank feral smell, but no other sign of life. Annette pointed to the thicket of branches. They were hiding, she whispered, waiting for me to go. She said it took over a year for them to trust her and Sister Margaret enough to even show themselves in their presence. Only Sophie and Jarman could pick them up.


    We left and locked the inner gate. The nuns took me around in the narrow corridor between the inner and outer cages and behind a big vertical sheet of zinc which had been leaned against the inner cage. It had slots cut in it at eye level so we could watch the monkeys without being seen. It was five minutes before I saw any movement. An orangy-brown creature not much bigger than a squirrel scampered down a branch and emerged from the shadows. It had a face like a little old man, a squat white nose, watery brown eyes and orange whiskers hanging from its jaw. A tuft of hair like a baby’s stood vertically from its head, and a striped black and brown tail curled and squirmed as it sniffed the air. Then it bounded towards a bucket and reached in. A dozen more monkeys then scampered down, including three females with tiny babies hanging grimly onto their backs. Soon they were gambolling and cavorting on the floor and chasing each other around the branches.


    I had never heard of Fowler’s monkeys until I came to Zizunga. Now I have seen them I think they are the most delightful creatures, and it saddened me to see them caged.


    The nuns say Sophie and Jarman loved to talk about monkeys but were secretive about the work they do for the Swiss firm. Some things cannot be hidden in a small village, however. Every month, a brand new Land Cruiser fitted with a big refrigerator comes from Kinshasa, driven by two mondeles. They take sealed plastic packages from the doctors and put them into this fridge. In return they leave non-refrigerated packages. Sister Annette saw an empty package in Jarman’s hut once. It was addressed to the Geneva laboratories of Tetro-Meyer oHG, and was labelled ‘tissue samples’.


    ‘Etenzi has his own explanation,’ Sister Margaret said. ‘They are stealing the spirits of the monkeys.’


    (Erica’s Diary 1992)


    ‘Hi, Max. What are you doing here?’


    Max looked up to see Zoe Whelan, Erica’s colleague and one of her friends since school. He closed the journal and stood to greet her. ‘Hi. I’d forgot that you would probably be here too.’


    ‘Yes, others of us are giving papers too, you know.’


    Zoe specialised in intestinal parasites. Two months ago he, Erica and Zoe spent a memorable evening in a New York restaurant. Zoe’s idea of conversation was describing how some tape worms could live twenty years in the human gut, growing fifty or sixty feet and laying thousands of eggs a month. At one point Max had dropped a forkful of spaghetti and clam sauce on his plate, unable to continue. She and Erica looked like they were going to die laughing.


    ‘Have you seen Erica today?’ he asked.


    ‘No. I only arrived this morning.’


    ‘You got a few minutes, Zoe?’


    ‘Of course.’ She shrugged off her shoulder bag and sat down. ‘What’s up?’


    ‘Erica walked out of our hotel room last night and never came back.’


    ‘Did you have a row?’


    ‘No. But the waitress at out hotel saw her having a drink with some guy at midnight. He was middle-aged and wore glasses, I know it’s not much of a description. Do you have any idea who it could be?’


    ‘It’s a bit vague. No-one springs to mind.’


    ‘Has she mentioned any old friends or colleagues to you?’


    ‘I haven’t spoken to her in a few days, but no. I’m sure she’ll straighten it out when she turns up.’


    ‘If she turns up. I can’t help wondering what if…’


    ‘Now Max, there’s no way she would miss today, I can tell you that.’


    ‘You gotta believe me, Zoe, none of this adds up. She wasn’t planning to be away overnight. She didn’t even take her contact lens stuff, her toothbrush or any spare clothes as far as I can tell.’


    ‘It certainly sounds reckless considering how important today is going to be for her,’ Zoe conceded. ‘But it’s a big step to go from this strange behaviour to assuming she has been kidnapped. Especially as whoever she met she must have trusted. Let’s face it, people are rarely abducted by friends or colleagues, and if she had any worries about meeting someone she would have got you to come too.’


    Faced with Zoe’s scepticism Max felt he had to let her know about the laptop theft. She listened, twisting a finger in a hank of her blonde hair, evaluating Max as if he was already just a piece of history in Erica’s life.


    ‘I hope I don’t sound conceited, Zoe, but I think something has happened to Erica that is nothing to do with her and me. Our relationship is fine. I’ve got a hunch that this is something to do with the conference and her work.’


    ‘I tell you what Max,’ laughed Zoe. ‘It’s one thirty now. If Erica isn’t here by five, then I’ll believe you.’
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    ‘Let’s start here,’ Zoe told Max. ‘If John doesn’t know what’s happened to Erica, we should at least alert him to the gap in his schedule.’ She led him past the registration desk into the conference back office. It was chaotic and crowded, a cacophony of pager beeps and mobile phone trills, and the rhythmic lightning of photocopying.


    Behind waist-high stacks of paper, cursing over a row of facsimile machines they found conference organiser John Milward. Zoe introduced Max to Milward’s back and then asked casually: ‘John, have you seen Erica at all in the last twenty four hours?’


    ‘No. But I wish I had, I’m still waiting for her paper. The bloody server’s down, there’s no e-mail, so I’ve been here, wrestling with these bastard things.’ He thumped the top of one of the fax machines. Milward seemed to sense something in the silence and turned to them. ‘Why? What’s the matter?’


    Max spoke. ‘She’s disappeared. Went out around eleven last night, met someone in a bar, and hasn’t been back since.’


    ‘Good God.’ Milward ran his hands through his thick greying hair and sat on his desk.


    ‘She doesn’t even have fresh clothes or her speech with her,’ Zoe added. ‘It doesn’t look like she will come straight here.’


    ‘Have you been to the police?’ Milward said.


    ‘They’re not interested. Say it’s too early,’ Max responded.


    ‘Too early!’ Milward picked up a pile of papers and tossed them back on the desk. ‘The conference starts in ninety minutes. She’s got a paper to give at five. She was supposed to be here already so that I could run off copies.’


    ‘That’s leaving it a bit late anyway, isn’t it?’ Zoe asked.


    ‘Absolutely.’ Milward shuffled through the papers. ‘I have her original paper filed here, the one that went to Nature magazine. But she phoned me and said she wanted to make last minute revisions. I said it was cutting it a bit fine, but as long as I received it before eleven this morning...’


    ‘When did she phone?’ Max asked.


    ‘Tuesday last week, I think.’ Milward unlocked a filing cabinet and riffled through the papers. ‘Here it is.’ He turned to them with a thick folder in his hand.


    Zoe stretched out her hand for it. ‘I’m curious to see what she’s really been doing all this time.’


    Milward suddenly pulled back his hand. ‘Now I’m not sure what I should do.’


    ‘Why?’ Zoe asked.


    ‘She made me absolutely promise not to let anyone see it. Absolutely nobody.’


    ‘John, I’ve known her since we were eleven,’ Zoe said.


    ‘Yes, but she hasn’t told you, has she?’


    ‘No. We’ve all been in suspense.’


    ‘Only three people in the world have actually read the paper.’


    ‘Who are they?’ Max asked.


    ‘Her professor at Columbia University. The peer review panel chairman at Nature. And me.’


    ‘And is it good?’ Max asked.


    ‘It is truly astonishing. I don’t think it is an exaggeration to say that it’s the parasitological equivalent of the splitting of the atom.’


    There was a hiss of an artificial leg behind them and the lean form of Professor Friederikson lurched into the room, trailed by Tanya the press officer. Milward dropped the paper back in the filing cabinet, turned the lock and pocketed the key.


    ‘Ah. Erica’s entourage,’ Friederikson said. ‘And is the great woman herself here yet?’


    Milward and Zoe looked at each other. It was Max who spoke. ‘No she isn’t.’


    ‘Well, I hope she hurries up. We are all impatient to hear about her breakthrough, if that is indeed what it is.’


    Milward turned to Max. ‘Professor Friederikson will be showing his own results for the eradication campaign on Monday. It is thanks to his contacts in Africa that we have been able to get the latest World Health Organization project…’


    ‘Pish. Don’t get too excited about that. Insecticide and bed nets, good will and chit chat. Malaria is not so easily overcome.’


    Behind Friederikson stood a powerfully-built bespectacled African wearing a sharp suit and a gleaming smile, Erica’s surprise visitor from Africa. Loebe gave them all a firm double-handed handshake, grinning delightedly. Each smile puckered his cheeks to reveal symmetrical tribal scars. To Max it was like a baring of knives.


    ‘When are we going to hear about the vaccine?’ Loebe said.


    ‘The minister is a great believer in vaccines,’ said Professor Friederikson, managing simultaneously to convey that this view was unwisely optimistic.


    ‘And I understand that Dr Stroud-Jones has developed one,’ the minister beamed. ‘The new unity government is pledged to improve the health of all our people and we would be happy to be the first to test any malaria vaccine.’


    ‘I think you may be working on rumours, minister,’ said Milward.


    ‘Of course he is,’ Friederikson exploded. ‘We all are. When is she going to tell us what she has discovered? Then this pointless speculation can cease. I trust Mr Milward that the paper will be presented by someone, even if Dr Stroud-Jones is not here to do it?’


    ‘No. I have been expressly asked to keep it confidential. If, God forbid, Dr Stroud-Jones does not appear, another paper will be substituted.’


    ‘Preposterous! What is she playing at? God knows malaria gets little enough newspaper coverage when there is HIV and bird flu to chase after, but what little we get is focused on her alleged discovery. Every time a journalist speaks to me they only want to know one thing – Have I read the Stroud-Jones paper? I haven’t, and I want to.’


    ‘Where is she?’ Loebe asked.


    ‘I’m afraid nobody knows,’ Zoe said. ‘She’s disappeared.’


    ‘Disappeared? There can only be one explanation,’ Friederikson said. ‘Her discovery is a myth. It doesn’t work, she now knows it doesn’t work and she’s too cowardly to come out and say it.’


    ‘What a crock of shit,’ Max said. ‘I’m no scientist, Prof, but I know one thing. You don’t have the first idea what’s going on, so why don’t you wait until you do, okay?’


    ‘And I’ve known Erica for twenty years,’ yelled Zoe. ‘She has more moral courage in her little finger than you, Professor, have in your entire body. If it didn’t work she would admit it. Your trouble is that you don’t want it to work.’


    ‘Outrageous!’ roared Friederikson, knuckles tight on his stick. ‘Before you were born I was devoting my life to this…’


    ‘Please, everybody. Calm down.’ Milward nodded towards the doorway, where a bearded man in jeans and a press pass pinned to his polo shirt was scribbling notes furiously. Tanya was doing her best to block him from getting any closer.


    ‘Mike Penstein, Newsweek,’ the journalist barked. ‘Is it true that Stroud-Jones has gone missing?’


    Zoe, Max, Friederikson, Loebe and Milward looked at each other for a moment, then chorused ‘No comment’. The journalist looked heavenward as Tanya closed the door on him. They ignored the further questions shouted through the door.


    Loebe was laughing softly to himself, his scars flexing. ‘Perhaps Erica has been kidnapped?’


    ‘Minister,’ said Milward. ‘This is Amsterdam.’
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    ‘Hunchbacked and silent, it gorges itself on the blood of its victims as they sleep. The disease it carries kills more than 1.5 million people a year, and reduces three hundred million to a shivering, sweating terror. For fifty years humanity has tried to wipe it out – and failed.


    The name of the beast is Anopheles, the malarial mosquito. It has adapted brilliantly to all mankind’s worst habits. It delights in rainforest destruction, climate change, and pollution. It adores population and refugee movements, which give it new and vulnerable populations on which to feed. It revels in war in common only with the rat and the maggot.


    The adaptable mosquito can breed in a few drops of clean water in an old tyre or tin can or a wheel rut, and has readily taken to urban areas. In India there is even a species of Anopheles which breeds in rooftop airconditioning tanks.


    Of course, Anopheles is only the steed that carries malaria. In this Apocalypse there are also Four Horsemen: Plasmodium falciparum, Plasmodium vivax, Plasmodium ovale and Plasmodium malariae. Their names are familiar only to the few dedicated and underfunded scientists who fight them, but their effects are known to billions in the tropical world. These are the tiny parasites which cause the disease in man and mosquito, the deadly cycle of death and sickness.


    The parasites have foiled all attempts to develop a vaccine against them, and are increasingly resistant to the drugs used to treat them. There is a desperate need for funding to find new drugs, but major pharmaceutical companies have largely turned their backs on a market where the victims have no money.


    Beware! We are the four horsemen’s greatest ally. Global warming may bring them back as killers to the temperate world, in which we, the complacent wealthy, have taken our shameful refuge.’


    (Extract from the speech of Professor Jürgen Friederikson to the United Nations conference on health in less developed countries, 1994.)

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    Henry Waterson hadn’t meant to fall asleep, but waking on a Sunday afternoon with the young woman he loved still asleep and entwined around him was a warmth to savour. As gently as possible he slid his fingers along her shoulder, under the bedclothes until he found the heavy flesh of her right breast. Barely touching, he circled towards the centre until the nipple rose hard to meet him. Still she slept as he traced a line under her ribs along the slight curve of her belly and along her thigh down to her knee.


    She sighed and looked up at him, smiling. Her legs parted and she spoke. ‘Go on.’


    Henry caressed her inner thighs, feeling the slick stickiness of their earlier lovemaking on her skin as he moved higher. He pressed a flat hand against her sex, and she thrust her hips, describing a moist, hot lick on his palm. He pressed his fingers inside, and hearing her ragged exhalation felt a stiffening jolt in his own groin.


    They embraced and he slid on top, her hand grasping then guiding. ‘Not such an old tired man then, Henry?’ she said.


    He chuckled as he slid into her heat and rhythm. ‘You’re supposed to be somewhere else now, aren’t you?’


    ‘Not for an hour. I’ve done what I need to for him, and this,’ she gripped his buttocks hard, drawing him deep into her. ‘ …is for me.’


    Henry, trying to slow the pace, glanced across at the next bed, spread with plastic bags and wrapping paper. ‘You shouldn’t do…all that for…him, Penny.’


    ‘I know. But if I hadn’t …been buying more presents for his wife, I would… have been stuck in meetings all day.’ They abandoned conversation as her urgency overtook his slower rhythm, and the headboard began to tap tap tap against the wall.


    Fifty minutes later Penny Ryan knocked gently and pushed open the door into Jack Erskine’s hotel suite. The hallway reeked of stale sweat. She went through to the bedroom. Curtains shut out the late afternoon light and the air was foul. She clicked on a bedside lamp and flicked on the air conditioning. The chief executive was staring at her through bewildered and bloodshot eyes, his breathing a gentle rasp. The bed covers were dishevelled and damp, his pyjama jacket open. Beads of perspiration stood out on his top lip and his hair was like a dark, damp stain on his head.


    ‘Jack you look terrible!’


    He said nothing. Penny carefully set aside the gifts she had bought for Jack’s anniversary on the dresser, and to calm herself tidied up the room, picking up and folding clothing, bringing him fresh water to set by the bedside, fiddling with the air conditioning. Jack’s eyes followed her around the room, but somehow the Jack she knew wasn’t in them.


    ‘Momma.’ The voice rasped out from the bed.


    ‘Jack, it’s me, Penny. You’re sick, Jack, and we’re going to get you a doctor.’


    ‘Please Momma. Open the window. It’s real hot.’


    ‘You’ve got a fever, you’ll be fine. I’ve turned up the aircon.’ Penny dialled reception. They promised to send a doctor and a thermometer.


    Once the thermometer arrived it took Penny three attempts to keep it under his tongue while Erskine called out in his delirium. He was convinced he was back at his boyhood home in Abilene, Texas. Finally, Penny lost patience and held his jaw shut with one hand. ‘Honey, Momma gonna spank you ’ness you keep still!’


    It did the trick. She wondered what Pharmstar’s 78,000 employees, every one of them scared of Iron Jack, would make of this performance.


    Then she took out the thermometer and gasped. 105.5 Fahrenheit. She didn’t know a human being could get so high and live. She put the thermometer in a glass and grabbed the phone to call reception.


    ‘This is suite 417. We are still waiting for the doctor you promised. If he doesn’t arrive in five minutes I want an ambulance. Yes really.’ She dropped the receiver back on the hook, and then snatched it up again. Five minutes later Quiggan was standing in the room as Penny harangued him.


    ‘And you mean to say you just let him come up here alone.’


    ‘Sure,’ said Quiggan. ‘He’s a big boy now.’


    ‘Why didn’t you check on him? Why didn’t you call a doctor immediately?’


    ‘He wouldn’t let me, Penny,’ said Quiggan. ‘He said he just needed an hour shut-eye and we have a conference call with the minister at five.’ He looked at his watch. ‘Well, I guess he’s not going to be better by then. Best make it tomorrow.’


    ‘For Christ’s sake Don, he’s running a fever of over a hundred five. He is not going to be better for a week. This ain’t flu, I’ll tell you that.’


    The knock on the door made them jump. Quiggan opened the door. A beautiful dark-skinned woman stood there, with a cheeky smile and the smell of wine on her breath. She was a little taller than he, in her mid-twenties and slender except where her full breasts and and bulging cream dress revealed her pregnancy.


    ‘Hello.’ Her brown eyes danced with intelligence as she watched Quiggan’s gaze move slowly back up to her face. ‘Well, you’re not the sick one are you?’


    ‘No, he’s inside. I’m Don Quiggan, pleased to meet you.’


    ‘I’m Saskia Sivali. I just happened to be at a reception downstairs when the manager asked me to help. I’m a graduate student from the Randstad Medical Centre.’


    He showed her into the room. ‘This is Dr Sivali,’ he said to Penny.


    ‘Not yet I’m not,’ Saskia said. ‘One more piece of paper required. I’m just plain Ms for now.’


    ‘Hell, but I’m sure you’ve done all the work just the same.’ The moist, avaricious grin on Quiggan’s face followed the woman’s long legs into the bedroom. Penny had seen the same expression when Quiggan assessed the balance sheets of rival companies, ripe for takeover and dismemberment.


    Saskia Sivali looked into Erskine’s eyes, took his pulse and checked the glands under his jaw. ‘So how are you feeling?’ There was no response except a sigh. She looked up at Penny. ‘Has anyone taken his temperature?’


    ‘Yes. One-oh-five. Fahrenheit, that is.’


    Saskia let a sceptical half smile slip as Penny handed her the thermometer. She checked the bulb carefully and shook it repeatedly. Then she eased Erskine over on to his front, and eased his pyjama pants down while she probed with the instrument. Quiggan grinned, wishing he had a camera to capture this precious moment.


    She needed only one shocked glance at the thermometer. ‘I’ll get an ambulance immediately.’
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    We stayed up in Etenzi’s hut this evening, listening to the hissing of the hurricane lamp and waiting for Georg’s translations of the headman’s conversation. A beautiful girl called Cecile waited on Etenzi, moving gracefully with food and drink. I assumed she is Etenzi’s grandaughter, but Sister Margaret corrected me. She is his wife, and just fourteen years old. Etenzi’s first two wives died several years ago.


    Etenzi didn’t even look at Cecile when she gave him something, but just reached out and carried on talking. I got quite annoyed about that but Sister Margaret put me straight. She pointed out Cecile’s jewellery: jangling metal bracelets on wrist, neck and ankle. Then she told me. Etenzi has never seen his beautiful wife. He contracted river blindness thirty years ago, and now he sees her with his ears. To him that is as beautiful as anything in the world.


    River blindness is endemic in Zizunga. Blackflies swarm by the river, and their bite infects humans with a tiny worm which can live for eighteen years. They produce their larvae in the eye, but do not in themselves harm the body. The blindness is caused by the progressive damage to tissues such as the cornea from dead larvae.


    Sister Margaret struggles to treat the disease. She was recently delighted to get hold of a batch of Ivermectin on the black market in Kinshasa. The drug is used to kill livestock parasites in the developed world, but ended up in Africa being used on people only because it was past the expiry date. Ivermectin kills the adult worms, but Sister Margaret reserves its use for those patients who pass an eye test. The drug must be husbanded for those who still have some sight to save.


    Such is Africa, I am learning.


    (Erica’s Diary 1992)

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    Milward took the microphone and addressed the conference. ‘Thank you all for being here at the twelfth annual Parasitology Forum. I’m sorry we’re running a little late, but before Professor Friederikson gives his introductory speech I would like to draw your attention to the addendum on the conference agenda. The five p.m. paper will be The clinical efficacy of artemisinin presented by Dr Felix Wu of Washington State University. Dr Stroud-Jones’s paper, which was to be presented at five, will be held over until Thursday at the same time. Thank you.’


    The conference dissolved into hubbub. Max and Zoe, sitting towards the back, watched a row of portly Sikhs in front of them start stacking up their papers and shouldering bags. A steady stream of delegates began to head towards the exit.


    The Newsweek journalist, down in the front row thrust his arm in the air and shouted something. Milward listened for a moment then returned to the microphone.


    ‘As I say, we apologise to delegates for the delay in Dr Stroud-Jones paper. We know how many of you have come to hear it. We have every confidence that she will be available to present it on Thursday. In the meantime I would like to draw your attention to some very exciting work being done on Chaga’s disease, which will be presented by Dr Emily Tissington in the Singel Suite at 5.30.’


    Tanya emerged from the scrum near the podium and strode up to Zoe in her high heels. ‘We have to say something about Dr Stroud-Jones’s absence. Perhaps you and Max could help? Friederikson is calling a press conference in half an hour.’


    ‘Oh not him, he’ll twist it,’ Zoe wailed.


    ‘Well perhaps, but someone has got to do it. We’ve had fifteen new requests for journalist accreditation in the last two hours, and they aren’t remotely interested in malaria or chaga’s disease. All they care about is your disappearing doctor.’


    ‘Why do we have to say anything?’ Zoe asked.


    ‘Because the press will write the story anyway,’ Tanya said. ‘If we can have an input on it at least it might be only half wrong by the time it emerges.’


    ‘Okay. I’m up for it,’ said Max. ‘At least the cops will have to take it seriously once the papers get hold of it.’


    ‘Can you ask Milward to exclude Friederikson from the press conference,’ asked Zoe.


    ‘I could, but there’s no point. The press wants his assessment of Erica’s work, and he wants to give it. It would be better in a forum where you can contradict him than out in the corridor where you can’t.’


    ‘But he hasn’t even read her paper,’ Zoe exclaimed.


    ‘So?’ Tanya said. ‘He’s the world’s greatest expert on malaria. Beyond that they don’t care.’


    Max shrugged, and his fingers found the engagement ring which had been sitting in his pocket for two days, a weight reminding him that the woman he loved was gone. He no longer cared about the paper or the conference or which scientist said what about which theory. Screw’em all. Every hour that Erica had not shown up had been a water torture, starting with the excuses and irritation that everyone goes through: she got lost, she stayed with a friend, she forgot to let me know, she’ll be back soon and then I can be angry. At that stage the big fears were easily rationalised away. Now, almost twenty-four hours after she disappeared there were only terrors left. Erica had been prevented from attending the most important event of her professional life, she had been abducted, kidnapped. No other reason made sense, except maybe the worst one of all. The unthinkable, awful possibility. That Erica was dead.
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    Penny Ryan and Don Quiggan were sitting in the corridor outside the intensive care unit on the third floor at the University of Amsterdam’s Randstad Medical Centre. Don was leafing through a thick pile of Pharmstar documents and Penny was considering stepping outside for another cigarette.


    The door through which Erskine had been wheeled opened and Saskia Sivali emerged, now wearing a green gown, her long wavy hair pinned up under a surgical cap. She waved a clipboard in front of her. ‘The doctor asked me to get some information about Mr. Erskine.’


    ‘How is he?’ Penny asked.


    ‘Very feverish, but we hope he’s stabilised now,’ Saskia said.


    ‘What’s he got?’ Quiggan asked, raising his eyebrows over his papers.


    ‘Extremely high fever, delirium, anaemia, hypoglycaemia, and his spleen is working flat out to fight infection. The main thing at the moment is to keep him comfortable and make sure he doesn’t dehydrate.’


    ‘Yes, but what’s he got?’


    ‘We should be getting back blood and urine tests soon…’


    ‘I see. You don’t know what’s the matter with him,’ Quiggan said, returning his gaze to his papers.


    Saskia sat down and balanced the clipboard on her long, mocha coloured legs. ‘A lot of diseases cause these symptoms, Mr Quiggan. It could be anything from septicaemia, typhoid fever or meningitis to gastro-enteritis, viral encephalitis, or hepatitis. It could even be something he’s eaten. You could actually help us a lot if you know any of his medical history.’


    ‘I have a summary ready to be faxed to you, just get me your number,’ Penny said. ‘Jack’s physician in Atlanta is available on this number or I can arrange for him to call you.’


    Saskia made some notes. ‘When did he first complain of feeling unwell?’


    ‘This afternoon, about two, wasn’t it Don?’ Penny said.


    ‘Did he describe his symptoms?’ Saskia asked.


    Quiggan replied: ‘Yeah. Mother of all headaches, sweats, and a kind of breathlessness.’


    ‘Vomiting or stomach upset?’


    ‘I don’t think so.’


    ‘Is he a diabetic?’


    ‘No,’ Penny said.


    ‘Does he take any regular medication?’


    ‘Not that I know of.’


    ‘Was he known to be an intravenous drug abuser or engage in unsafe sexual practices?’ Saskia held her pen above the form, and did not look up.


    Quiggan smirked and looked at Penny.


    ‘We don’t believe so,’ Penny said carefully. ‘We understand he is a normal, active heterosexual. I believe his record shows a recent HIV test, which was negative.’


    ‘Has he been to the tropics in the last three months?’


    ‘Maybe.’ Penny flipped open her organiser. ‘He visits about seventy countries a year. Yes, he was in Mexico City for a day last month. That’s all. Otherwise it’s been solid North America, Europe and Japan since April. He was in Vietnam and China in February…’


    ‘You are certain he hasn’t visited Africa, not even changing planes or making stopovers there, in the last three months?’


    ‘Yes, I’m certain. I book all his travel for him. He never goes anywhere I don’t know about.’


    ‘That saves about fifty tests then,’ she said, scribbling out a long list of boxes on the form, and making an emphatic full stop with her ballpoint. ‘I’ll still take a look at his blood. They’ve got me slaving away for the tropical diseases people this month, and there is nothing they enjoy more than squinting down a microscope, looking for the lowest forms of life.’
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    This morning I lay in my hammock and watched Tomas. He got up quietly and stood silhouetted by the door, with the first shafts of the sun pouring around him into the hut. I could see the golden down on his chest and the curly hairs on his legs. Padding around with a little cigar hanging out of his mouth while he checked his cameras, he looks like a youthful Ernest Hemingway.


    He saw me watching him and smiled. He said that Salvation was going to show him a big waterfall half a day north. I invited myself along. Couldn’t bear another day of watching Georg rebuild the Land Rover clutch, especially now I’ve missed my rendezvous with Professor Friederikson.


    We were out of Zizunga before eight, with the mist still hanging over the trees. Lots of monkey calls and crashes in the higher branches. Must be a colobus troop nearby. The bush got pretty dense and Tomas did most of the machete work. We were all drenched with sweat within a half hour. Saw my first driver ant column. I somehow had expected them to be advancing on a broad front, but the column was as narrow as a pencil. Salvation found a big beetle and threw it on the column. In seconds it was covered in seething ants which ripped it apart.


    We descended a ravine and tasted the change in humidity even before we heard the roar of the waterfall. A stack of rock slabs, like plates in a sink, allowed us to get a view right close to the plunge. The canopy was broken here, and we could see the torrent where it disappeared a hundred feet below us into the mist. Salvation pointed out a pair of jackson’s macaws squawking overhead, and the beautiful green swifts that live behind the falls. Salvation led us down into the mist and we were soaked in seconds. There, beneath us was an emerald pool, framed by lianas and ferns. I whooped with delight and plunged in, dragging Salvation with me. It was cooler than I expected, but highly refreshing. Tomas was reeling off photos, so as my shirt was already clinging I got with the mood and stripped it off. He took some photos with me draped around a soaked Salvation, black and white flesh coiled up together on some rocks. Tomas didn’t join us though. He was more worried about keeping his cameras clean and dry.


    We toiled up a steep hill and rested on top. Lunch was some goat meat and a couple of hard-boiled eggs, and we were ready for it. Nearby were signs of a camp fire and a fragments of a wooden box with military stencils on it. I found a few cartridge cases which Tomas said were from an AK47, some kind of gun. We asked Salvation about it and he said: Kaipelai come here. Two weeks ago.


    (Erica’s Diary 1992)
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    Max walked out of the police station on Warmoesstraat feeling he had made little progress. He and Zoe had been shown to an interview room and a beefy detective called Van der Moolen in a sharp suit and a gallon of aftershave had taken a laborious longhand account from the first moment of Erica’s disappearance through to the description of the laptop thief. Van der Moolen agreed that it was hard to answer why Erica would miss her big day at the conference. But then he threw back a question that Max couldn’t answer: why would anyone want to prevent her going?


    ‘Here’s the next step,’ Van der Moolen said leaning forward, as if he was comforting an old couple about a missing cat. ‘We need all the information we can get about her background, old boyfriends, that kind of thing. We’ll interview the waitress you mentioned, take a statement. If she has been abducted you’ll hear from the kidnappers pretty soon. Then we can put the operation into high gear.’


    ‘So it isn’t in high gear now?’ Zoe asked.


    ‘Look. People come in here to report friends and relatives missing all the time. It always seems a mystery to those close to them. But most of them turn up again. After all, Ms Stroud-Jones has been missing just twenty-four hours.’ Van der Moolen smiled an end-to-the-conversation kind of smile and showed them to the door.


    ‘And the theft of the laptop?’ Max said.


    ‘We’ll look into it of course. It is probably just a coincidence. Just one of the hundred thousand vehicle break-ins in this city every year. The main thing is to make sure you contact your insurance company.’


    Max couldn’t just leave it to the cops. He persuaded Zoe to come with him to the bar where Erica had taken her last drink.


    They sat at the same table Erica had occupied, and discussed a strategy. Max would advertise in a local newspaper, offer a reward for the return of the laptop, and scour every flea market or boot sale where stolen goods might be sold. Zoe would e-mail Erica’s scientific colleagues, and chase down everyone in the conference who might have agreed to meet her. Each evening at seven Max would ring Zoe to see what progress had been made.


    Once Zoe had returned to her hotel, Max stayed on at the bar, an emptiness gnawing inside him. He looked at the napkin on which he and Zoe had scribbled their plans. They both knew it was just something to make them feel better about being helpless, about not knowing. What was needed now was a big break. It was a day in coming, and from a direction he never would have expected.


    Henk Schipper, the energetic Amsterdam-based art dealer who had first recognised Max’s talent in New York, had provided him with an engineering workshop in the west of Amsterdam so he could prepare for his first ever European exhibition, entitled Max Carver: A retrospective. Henk had publicised the workshop’s location as a preview to the exhibition, convinced that seeing sculpture being made enhances sales.


    It wasn’t what Max wanted to do any more. He could only think about Erica. Henk had a different view, and over a steaming koffie verkeerde in a tiny nicotine brown café, he put his words to work.


    ‘Look Max. You have done everything you can for Erica. The police know, the press know, there are a thousand pairs of eyes out there looking for her. Leave it to the professionals. They know the language, they know the country and they know the law. Erica wouldn’t want you to waste your big opportunity. You are an artist, and you owe it to yourself and to her to get yourself known.’


    Henk was pale and slightly built, an eggshell delicate skull stretched with fine white skin. He had magnificent poise. Clothes could fall on him from a laundry truck and he’d look like a couture model. But there was nothing precious about him. Henk Schipper slid the razor edge of art but never got cut. And the man could sell a sun bed to a vampire.


    Over the years Henk had parted bankers, businessmen and galleries from millions of dollars. He had sold numerous blank canvases, a six foot stack of cheap hairdryers melted together, a tar-coated guillemot preserved in a perspex cube, and most famously of all, he had got fifty thousand bucks in 1998 for a piece called Receding Hairline by a rising young artist called Galoo Dipsa. Ms Dipsa, a six-foot Floridan exhibitionist, had dyed all the hair on her head and body different colours and videoed herself shaving it off. The hair was stuffed into a five hundred foot long clear plastic tube which was twisted and bent into a free-standing knot. Max had read that visitors to Amsterdam’s Stedelijk Museum, which bought the piece, would trace the tube through its numerous tangles, trying to find the elusive silver curls which, as they could see from the video playing alongside the work, had once resided on her pudenda.


    Max looked hard at Henk. ‘This publicity about Erica is too good to waste, that’s what you mean isn’t it?’


    ‘It isn’t that, Max. I’m thinking of you. Working is a release, you’ll go crazy if you don’t occupy your mind. Making art is the best catharsis known to man. Look at Guernica for Christ’s sake. Picasso couldn’t win the Spanish civil war by going out with a gun, but with that one piece of work he made sure no-one ever forgot its savagery.’


    So on Monday Max poured his loss into his muscular art. Not the delicate caress of fine tools on clay, but the crackle and flash of the oxy-acetylene welding torch, the scream and grind of power tools in heated conflict with metal.


    Max was fifteen feet up a ladder in overalls reassembling Spoorkana III: Untitled when she arrived. And he almost missed her. Above the hiss of the welding torch he could hear the bell on the door, but didn’t bother to look. He was on a difficult weld, and didn’t want to have to remove the goggles. Max could feel eyes on him as he checked Spoorkana’s long spinal seam for blemishes. He heard Henk come in from the back office and address the visitor in Dutch. She responded, and they talked for several minutes. They laughed together about something.


    Something about her laugh made Max stop. He turned off the torch and looked around just as the woman was leaving. He got just one glimpse of wavy chestnut hair and the side of her face before the door closed behind her. It was unmistakably the thief.


    ‘Henk!’ Max hissed. ‘Do you know her?’


    ‘No.’


    ‘Do me a favour. Run after her and give her a ticket for the opening. No, two tickets. Quick.’


    Henk ran daintily outside. Max climbed carefully down the ladder, and looked through the door but kept his goggles on. The woman was unlocking her pink bicycle from the railings next to the workshop. She stopped when Henk spoke to her. Max saw her smile, and pocket the tickets before cycling off.


    ‘I promised champagne,’ Henk said to Max. ‘I hope that swung it. Now I had better get some.’


    ‘I just hope she comes.’


    Henk looked sideways at Max. ‘What about Erica?’


    ‘It ain’t lust, Henk. It’s my vigilante streak. She broke into my car and stole Erica’s laptop. I need to know why.’


    ‘You think it may lead to Erica?’


    Max nodded. ‘Yeah. Let’s pray the girl adores champagne.’

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    Saskia Sivali looked up from the microscope and blinked in shock. She looked again at the thick film sample of Jack Erskine’s blood. Among the hundreds of grey ovals, healthy red blood cells, were dozens containing a tiny purple ring, which looked like a severe infection with Plasmodium falciparum, the most dangerous form of malaria. If correct, it would tie in with two other symptoms: severely depressed blood sugar levels and the presence of a pigment in blood cells, but would run counter to the patient’s travel history. How does someone get malaria without visiting a malarial country?


    It would be easy to be mistaken. This was only her second week on secondment to Tropical Medicine. Holding her belly carefully, she reached up for a textbook on a high shelf and hurriedly flipped it to the identification pictures for malarial types. What she saw in the microscope did not exactly match any of the shapes or descriptions in the book for any stage of the disease, so she flipped through the pages for other parasitic infections: Chaga’s disease, African tryosomiasis, lymphatic filariasis, schistosomiasis, onchocerciasis. Nothing matched.


    She called over the regular laboratory technicans to look down the microscope. Ben Hazelhof and Marja Veldhuis had thirty years’ experience between them, and spent all day examining blood slides.


    They were as mystified as she was.


    ‘We should do a fluorescence sample,’ said Hazelhof. ‘Then we can see more clearly what has gone wrong here.’


    He showed Saskia how to prepare a centrifuged blood sample to separate out the differing life cycle stages of any malarial parasites according to weight. Once centrifuged, the sample of Erskine’s blood was a two inch long needle of glass, clear at the top, crimson, maroon and finally almost black at the bottom. They took the sample to the blackout room and inserted it under the fluorescent light microscope.


    Hazelhof pressed his eye to the device and adjusted the focus, examining the length of the sample. ‘My God! Where did you get this sample?’ He looked up at Saskia.


    ‘An American patient we brought in yesterday afternoon. We just couldn’t find out what was wrong with him. His travel history is not indicative for malaria, so it was about the last thing we tried.’


    ‘He’s got something, that’s for sure. Almost every stage of parasitic infection: trophozoites, merozoites, and even gametocytes. That is what we could expect in a well-advanced infection. But look at the shapes, they’re all deformed.’


    Saskia looked into the microscope. ‘They’re not like any of the charts, are they?’


    ‘Damn right. I’ve never seen anything like it.’


    ‘In that case let’s get Van Diemen down here,’ Saskia said.


    Hazelhof blew a sigh. ‘He’s not upstairs, he’s at the RAI for the parasitology conference, he’s been looking forward to it for months. You know what his temper is like. If he finds there’s been a mix up in the samples or it’s a false alarm he’ll crucify us. If you prepared the sample wrongly it’ll be on your head, Saskia.’


    ‘And if I didn’t page him and it turns out to be a new strain? Someone dies,’ Saskia said. ‘I know which mistake I’d prefer to make.’
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    The stars were very bright this evening. Tomas and I usually go to the rocks beyond the termite mounds, but tonight we headed towards the monkey tree. It is a dead yellow fever tree on the edge of the bush, with one low split bough resting on the ground. It was there we had seen a family of colobus monkeys on the day we arrived. We climbed up on the bough and sat there, counting shooting stars and absorbing the buzz of the crickets.


    It was a new moon and the Milky Way was clearer than I had ever seen it. Not just an oblique glittering stripe, but a gigantic wheel in three dimensions with a dense hub of billions of suns. From it curved a spiral arm, dripping with worlds, beckoning towards the earth and to us. It seemed impossible that such a spectacle made no sound whatever.


    We didn’t speak. There was nothing we needed to say now we understood each other. He just touched my hand, and I shivered. I knew I would always remember the touch of his hand.


    (Erica’s Diary 1992)
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    Schipper’s gallery was a giant loft which took up the roof space of three high, narrow canal houses on the Brouwersgracht. Originally used to hold ginger, cardamom and cloves, the timbers of the three hundred year old warehouses still transmitted an aromatic hint. Now they trilled to the clink of glasses and the subdued conversation of Schipper’s thirty-five media and arts trade guests.


    Max had been cornered by Joop Westermanns, the arts correspondent of local newspaper Het Parool. ‘So when did you devise the term Metalgeist for your work?’


    ‘It wasn’t my idea, to be honest. Henk came up with it, as shorthand for the revealing of the soul and structure of metals which is what my art comes from.’


    Over Westermanns’ shoulder Max caught his own new reflection, distorted in the polished tin flank of Oxymania IX, for sale at 27,000 euros. In a two hour stint earlier that evening Max had had his curls cropped, and his designer stubble shaved off. Now he sported a bleached flat top and a single large zinc earring. He had swapped his checked jacket and corduroys for a canary yellow shirt and maroon leather trousers. The idea was that if the woman showed up, she wouldn’t recognise him. But Max was worried. It was nine-thirty. Just a half hour to go, no sign of her.


    ‘And I understand that when you were working in New York, you didn’t have a dealer there?’ Westermanns said.


    ‘That’s right. Henk has a shrewd eye for newcomers, and spotted me then. Now I show in New York through an associate of his.’


    Max took a slug of champagne and slid his eyes towards the open door. Henk was showing in a giant leather-clad Viking. He was six feet eight, four-hundred raw pounds, with shoulder-length coarse dark hair and a Frank Zappa moustache. His T-shirt, jeans and leather jacket were black, and he was missing the top joint of his left thumb. Beside him was a slim woman wearing an expensive silvery cocktail dress.


    It was the thief. And she was gorgeous.


    The big guy made straight for the champagne table where he quickly drained two glasses, and grabbed one more for each hand. The woman looked around, and gravitated to Zinctank, a two foot zinc sphere suspended from a thick copper wire. Max watched as she ran her hand over its polished exterior. She peered into its green glass porthole, and smiled her surprise when she saw what was inside. He always enjoyed the reaction of people to his work.


    Henk spoke to the woman, and following instructions, brought her over to Max. The gallery’s halogen lights gave her dress a rainbow sheen as she rustled towards him.


    ‘This is the artist, Max Carver,’ Henk said. ‘He can explain all about his work to you.’ He grinned meaningfully at Max before departing.


    ‘Hello. I’m Lisbeth.’ She pronounced it Lease-bet. She had cobalt blue eyes and honey-coloured skin. Her wavy hair was pulled back into a ponytail, revealing a slender neck and elegant sloping shoulders which reminded him of Erica.


    ‘I’m glad you could make it. Here, let me get you some champagne.’ Max looked towards the drinks table. The big guy was still drinking from two glasses in the corner, conversing with a tiny woman with winged spectacles.


    ‘I don’t like alcohol. Perhaps a fruit juice?’


    ‘Sure.’


    Max returned with the drink. Their hands briefly touched as he gave it to her. For a few seconds they just stared at each other. He saw something in her eyes and it wasn’t recognition, he was sure of that.


    ‘I was just admiring your big metal ball,’ she said, waving at the sphere.


    ‘Oh, Zinctank.’


    ‘Yes. What is the meaning of the small man inside?’


    ‘Well, the bronze figure is supposed to be cracking some big problem. But he has fallen asleep at his desk, and as you can see the waters are rising, a symbol for time running out.’ An image of Erica flooded his mind, and he felt guilty for being here, drinking and talking while she was lost out there somewhere. Perhaps through this woman he would be able to find her.


    ‘And you made the water from glass, like the small window?’


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘And this piece is really worth twenty-two thousand euros?’


    Max laughed. ‘Well, that’s the sale price. Whether it is worth it depends on whether you like it. If you hate it, it is worth nothing to you. From my perspective, on the number of hours it took to make, I easily have to get that much just to break even.’


    ‘I have never been to an art show before. But I am enjoying your work.’ She stared around at the other guests. ‘Am I expected to buy something?’


    ‘Not at all. This is only the press and media day anyhow. Most of the big buyers are getting private viewings later in the week. Of course, if you do want to buy something and this is all too expensive, I have a number of drawings and sketches for sale for around fifty euros.’


    Her eyes flicked up and narrowed, assessing him. ‘Henk said it was you that invited me. Why?’


    Max’s throat dried up. ‘There is a good reason.’ He couldn’t just confront her about the theft, here. She might run, or…Max imagined the damage the big guy could do. ‘I saw you at the workshop. You seemed interested in art.’


    She smiled, and folded her arms. ‘Bullshit.’


    ‘No. Really.’


    ‘Was it you on the ladder?’


    ‘Yes.’ Max started to drain the remainder of his champagne.


    Lisbeth watched him. ‘Did you invite me because you want to have sex with me?’


    For a second Max inhaled his drink. He coughed and spluttered, shaking drops off his hand. Lisbeth produced a handkerchief and mopped his shirt. When he got his breath back, everyone was watching him.


    ‘Full marks for directness, Lisbeth,’ he whispered.


    ‘I am Dutch,’ she shrugged. ‘We say what we think. It saves a lot of time.’


    ‘If that’s what you think, then I guess you wouldn’t have come unless…’ Max realised the dangerous direction of his words.


    ‘Very big assumption, Max. I might just like art.’


    Max ducked the stare and glanced at the big guy, who was now lounging on a couch with a bottle of champagne grasped by the neck in one meaty paw, and an art magazine open on his lap.


    ‘Does your boyfriend like art?’


    ‘Janus likes sculpture. But he isn’t my boyfriend.’


    ‘What is he then?’


    ‘Many years ago someone who loved me went away, and asked Janus to look after me until he returned. Months later, bad news came from abroad, my lover had died. At the funeral, Janus promised me he would look after me, always.’


    ‘That was a nice gesture.’ Max guided her towards one of the huge windows, and looked out over the darkened rooftops, the canals as smooth as oil. He sipped his champagne and let the bubbles fizz on his tongue. ‘To be honest I invited you because we hadn’t had many people walk into the gallery in the last few days, and we wanted to make sure we had a chic crowd for tonight. And you seem pretty cool to me.’


    She stared into his eyes, as if trying to divine some hidden meaning from him. ‘I see. Like an extra in a film, then?’


    Max laughed. ‘Yeah. Except you don’t get paid.’


    Behind Max the floorboards groaned. Lisbeth’s gaze left his face and moved high over his shoulder. Max didn’t have to turn around to know who was standing there.


    ‘Max, meet Janus,’ Lisbeth said. ‘European power-lifting champion in...1999 wasn’t it, Janus?’


    ‘It was 1998,’ Janus said, switching the half-full champagne bottle to his left hand and with his right briefly swallowed Max’s hand to the wrist.


    ‘And how many champagne bottles could you lift in 1994?’ Max asked, looking pointedly at the Moet et Chandon.


    ‘More than you drank in your whole life,’ he said, swigging from the bottle. ‘And I still can.’


    ‘Maybe we can use you to shift the empties outside to the garbage later.’


    ‘Sorry, I thought this exhibition was about the garbage you shifted inside.’ Janus’s dark eyes danced.


    ‘He’s very droll isn’t he,’ Max remarked to Lisbeth. ‘Where did you find such an amusing Dutchman?’


    Janus shrugged. ‘I’m not Dutch. I was born in Belgium of Slovak parents. And I do not like your work.’


    Max smiled. ‘That’s your privilege. Art is a matter of taste. Not everyone can appreciate the unfamiliar.’


    ‘Unfamiliar? No. Too familiar. Your figures are weak imitations of Giacometti, the settings obviously derivative of Caro. Your welding is messy too.’


    Max had run out of niceties. ‘But I see you are enjoying my champagne.’


    ‘Yes. Surprisingly good.’ Janus held up the bottle and examined the label before turning to Max. ‘But that is one thing you didn’t make yourself, I believe.’ He turned to Lisbeth. ‘Come on, let’s go.’


    At the door an ever-attentive Henk handed Lisbeth her jacket and scarf. Max took Lisbeth’s arm and whispered. ‘Can I see you again?’


    ‘Why?’


    ‘Isn’t it obvious?’


    She smiled and flicked her scarf gently into his face. ‘So I was right.’


    Janus stepped up and put a big protective arm around Lisbeth. As he guided her to the door he looked over his shoulder. The dark eyes locked on to Max’s and for a moment neither man moved. Hostility crackled between them before Janus turned away.


    Max showed them to the door and listened to the rapid percussion of footsteps, one set heavy and one light, fading out down the stone stairs.
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    You know something is happening when the forest goes quiet. I had awoken early, and wrapping my sarong around me, had come down to the lily pond to bathe in privacy, to see the flowers and to think. There were monkeys moving above, hooting and grunting, crashing through the branches and a pulsing buzz of crickets.


    A shrill call from a bird silenced the monkeys. Not a branch stirred. The insects’ whine seemed to be throbbing inside my head. The monkeys’ fear chilled me too, and I picked up my sarong from a bush and wrapped it tightly around me. I felt I was being watched but could see nothing among the slanting shadows of the canopy and the damp, heavy foliage.


    Distant voices and the crack of machetes carried from the forest beyond. It was four hundred yards back to the village, the first half steeply uphill, the last half flat but exposed. I thought it safer to hide, and ran to the edge of the pool, squatting down in the cover of bushes, with cool mud oozing between my toes.


    I had been looking at him for some time before I saw him, just five feet away. I gave a little gasp of surprise to see a western face, striped with mud, staring at me. He held a finger to his lips and widened his eyes to emphasis that I must stay silent. I took in his filthy Zairian Army fatigues, his shaven head, huge rucksack and the thin unwavering barrel of a stubby gun pointing at my forehead.


    The voices and machetes came still closer, and my heart began to hammer. I turned to the face for guidance, and a mud-caked hand beckoning me to lower myself flat into the mud. I did as he showed me, and he winked his approval, before turning to face the direction of sound.


    There were about twenty of them, walking in single file into the clearing. Mostly they were bony adolescents, wearing flip flops, ragged shirts and stained shorts. A few wore boots and carried heavy worn-looking rifles instead of machetes, and two older ones carried squat weapons which looked like mechanics’ grease guns. Many were struggling with heavy packs or metal boxes.


    They moved to within ten yards, then stopped, volubly discussing their route. After plenty of pointing they veered to my right as if to follow the valley upstream and skirt the village. One gangly and tired straggler of about twenty years remained behind, dumped a battered ammunition box on the grass and walked towards my bush. He pulled up the leg of his shorts and urinated noisily into the leaves. It was only when he looked down to stow himself that he saw me.


    He got only halfway through the inhalation of surprise before my companion pounced like a leopard. One moment the youth was standing, the next he was folded into a close embrace, his head resting tenderly on the man’s huge shoulder. It was only when I saw the long jagged knife pulled from under the youth’s ribcage and the hand clamped over his mouth that I knew what had happened. The whole silent process of ending a life had taken perhaps four seconds.


    The man picked up the dead youth in one arm like he was a bundle of sticks, and with the other clenched the wound, keeping it at the highest point of the body. He laid the corpse in the mud between us, drew his knife again and sliced off the left ear. He smiled at my horrified expression, and stuffed the bloody morsel into a bulging plastic bag in his pocket. I watched him stand, then rest his boot on the young brown forehead, forcing it down until ochre water rolled into the open mouth, and washed over the soft brown eyes with their fine long lashes. He trod the body into the goo leaving only an outline of raised mud. He waved his hands towards me, urging me to slop mud over the body, to break up the outline of the corpse.


    Revolted, I opened my mouth to refuse. He hissed at me to be silent. His narrowed predator eyes flecked yellow and brown in the sun as if they too were part of his camouflage. He pointed to the body then wrote four letters in the mud: KPLA. Perhaps he had saved my life. I had my little part in the cause of this death, so did as I was told. Then I wiped my muddy hands all over my legs and arms, smeared my hair and sarong, starting to think like a guerrilla. He nodded with approval.


    The soldier scanned the bush, then stepped over to the metal box. He opened the hinged lid and looked inside at what first appeared to be dozens of dull green, metallic fruit. He picked one of the hand grenades up, squinted at it. A thick pin went through the top of the grenade, with a ring on the end. To this ring he tied a foot long piece of wire, then buried the grenade under the others so only a few inches of wire protruded. With his knife he broke the hinge on the box. He tied the wire to the underside of the lid, then replaced it, and closed the catch, checking that the damage to the hinge could not be seen.


    He pointed to my toothbrush and facecloth, so I picked them up immediately. The soldier pointed deeper into the bush in the direction the KPLA had come from, so I followed him. Buzzing flies appeared. Under a bush was a body in Zairean uniform, its face pulped and crawling with blood-coloured ants. A little further was the sign of a campfire, the ashes still glowing.


    Five minutes later a huge explosion rocked the forest and we could hear screams, shouting and sustained gunfire. The soldier pushed me to the ground, then crawled forward, concealing himself behind the corpse. Five teenage KPLA boys came running down the path, spattered in blood, wailing. The soldier’s gun coughed for a moment, then there was no movement, only a pale blue flip flop now dangling and dancing from a bush.


    I lay sobbing for a few minutes while the soldier got up and headed back up the path. I heard his gun twice more in the distance, then nothing. I waited, trembling, for ten, fifteen then twenty minutes. Carefully I made my way back towards Zizunga, up the path to the pond and the stink of burned human flesh. My beloved glade was now an abattoir, the pretty pale-blue flowers scattered with glistening meat and shreds of clothing. A jagged piece of metal box protruded from a tree bough above my head. There were at least a dozen bodies, including some with slit throats. Every one had the left ear cut off.


    (Erica’s Diary 1992)

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    The guests drifted away as the champagne ran out, and by midnight Max and Henk were clearing away glasses, while Henk’s slim Spanish boyfriend Ricardo cleaned up in the kitchen. When the doorbell went, Henk spoke into the intercom and pressed the downstairs buzzer.


    ‘It’s a Mr Loebe for you,’ Henk said.


    Max opened the door, listening to the heavy breaths and slowing footsteps as the minister trudged up the staircase.


    ‘Ah. Why no elevator, Mr Carver?’ gasped Loebe, who was wearing an enormous cream linen suit. ‘Who said the Netherlands was a flat country? They must all be mountaineers!’


    Max showed him inside and got him a drink, while the minister mopped his forehead and the back of his fleshy neck with a snow white handkerchief.


    ‘Fabulous sculptures, Mr Carver. I saw the exhibition advertised, so I hoped you didn’t mind me coming along to your opening night without an invitation?’


    ‘Not at all,’ Max said, as he showed the minister around the gallery.


    ‘Everyone at the conference is very worried about Erica,’ Loebe said, adding extra ice to his fruit juice. ‘It does seem extraordinary that she should be abducted.’ When he smiled his scars breathed like shark gills. ‘Yet if she was free, I cannot believe she would find anything better to do than appear at the conference to explain how we can defeat the scourge of malaria.’


    ‘I couldn’t agree more,’ Max said. ‘I’ve never known her do anything like this and I’m real worried.’


    ‘She is a very resourceful woman in adversity. Very strong, very spirited. Very special.’ Loebe’s eyes sparkled, and he pointed a fat finger at Max. ‘You are a very lucky man.’


    ‘How do you know her?’ Max asked, made uneasy by the minister’s over-eager smile.


    ‘Ah. We had a…brief relationship, years ago. I am very fond of her. Indeed, I would like to help you find her if I can. Zaire may have changed its name to the Democratic Republic of Congo, but it is still a lawless place. You can be assured I have some experience in these matters.’


    Max’s eyes narrowed. ‘Go on.’


    ‘If, as I understand, the forces of law and order are not doing their job, then that also is familiar. I have with me in this country a trusted bodyguard whom I can put at your disposal.’ Loebe formed his hand into a pudgy brown pistol and held it up to Max’s face. ‘Bang.’ He winked obscenely. ‘The wonders of the diplomatic bag.’


    ‘Thank you,’ Max said. ‘I’ll keep it in mind, but I guess I’m not into the summary retribution stage. Not yet, anyways.’


    ‘Whatever you wish, Mr Carver.’ The minister put his hand inside his jacket and pulled out a silver cigar case. He opened it to reveal a thick wad of hundred dollar bills. ‘Now I would like to buy some sculptures. This one, that one and perhaps that one over there. U.S. currency is not a problem, I presume?’


    ‘Is it ever?’ Max said, as the phone began to ring. He picked up the receiver as he watched Loebe squinting through his half moon glasses and counting out hundreds. ‘Schipper Gallery.’


    ‘Max? This is Lisbeth. Come with me and Janus tonight. We meet you at one o’clock at Purple Haze.’


    She gave him the address and he wrote it down. ‘What kind of place is it?’


    ‘It is a place to meet me, if you want to meet me. Or is Max short for Maximum Bullshit?’


    ‘Okay, smartass. I’m coming. I’m surprised Janus wants me to come. We didn’t hit it off real well.’


    ‘He doesn’t know. It’s my invitation. Does that frighten you?’


    ‘Why should it? The world’s full of big, bad-tempered lunks like him. He knows it, that’s why he read some art books to prove he ain’t your average dumb lunk.’


    ‘He’s very smart, Max. He runs a couple of businesses, including an antique shop. You know, it is just because he accidentally crushed that gang of robbers to death that everyone thinks he’s so dangerous and mean. Underneath he’s really nice and gentle and sweet…’


    ‘Whoa. He crushes robbers? That sounds like a nice bedtime story.’


    ‘We were in Rotterdam and he had just gone into a shop when these three guys rushed up and snatched my handbag. I screamed and Janus ran out but one pulled a gun on him. He went for the guy, to grab the gun. The robber fired, but Janus had pushed his thumb over the barrel.’


    ‘Ouch.’


    ‘Yes, so he lost the top joint of his thumb, but now the gun is jammed. The muggers pile into their getaway car, a BMW, but Janus is very angry now. He picks up a scooter from a bike bay with his one good hand and throws it in front of the car to stop them driving off. There is no space to reverse and the robbers are too scared to get out of the car, so Janus keeps throwing mopeds and scooters on to the car bonnet and roof. Now there’s screaming from the car because the roof is buckled and they can’t get out, and I’m screaming and there is a crowd gathering and the car horn is blaring, but no-one dares to tackle Janus who is yelling louder than anyone. He works his way down the bay until there’s just one motorcycle left, a big 750 cc Suzuki. It’s very heavy and he needs both hands just to get it on his shoulders. But it is very hard to lift anything so big when you are short of a thumb, and Janus struggles. At first he just intends to frighten them, but he really does drop it in the centre of the roof, flattening it.’


    ‘And they all lived happily ever after?’


    ‘No. One robber had his skull smashed, another was paralysed from the neck down, the third went a little crazy and lives in a special hospital.’


    ‘Very reassuring, what a cute guy,’ Max said. ‘And you didn’t tell him I was coming?’


    ‘No. It will be a surprise.’
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    Even with Henk’s directions and his bicycle it had taken Max fifty minutes to find Purple Haze. He had pedalled through the Red Light Area with its beckoning window hookers like moving lingerie dummies, past a grand old church surrounded by peepshows and porn parlours, down streets and alleyways with jawcracking names like Snoekjesteeg and Bloedstraat, Dollebegijnensteeg and Oudezijdsvoorburgwal, spellings so bizarre you would swear the town clerk had been headbutting the typewriter.


    In the end it was his ears that found the place. A blast and wow of electric guitar feedback and the fast whump of drums spilled from a shadowy alleyway. Down it he could see a small crowd standing outside a dimly-lit entrance, smoking and drinking from bottles. Above the entrance urple Haz was scribbled in violet neon light, the rest of the letters dead or flickering.


    Max walked his bicycle down the alleyway. After locking the bicycle to a railing, Max pushed his way through the entrance, past a skinny woman smoking a joint the size of an ice cream cone. A fat bald guy in sandals took the entrance fee and inked a star on the back of his hand. The coat check looked like a yard sale and was guarded by a skeletal waif with dyed hair braids and a jewelled nose ring. Steep wooden stairs took him down into a torrent of sound that made his ribs resonate. A blackboard listed the night’s bands: Amorphea, Gradgrind Spine and Holy Polio. The place was crowded with kids in their late teens, in grungy clothes with plenty of face metal, hanks of dyed hair, silver nail polish and black lips. There was no sign of Lisbeth or Janus.


    Max walked black-painted corridors, flaked and crispy with old band posters, past lolling androgynous couples, dull-eyed space cadets and jerky-limbed dancers until he entered a strobe-lit room and found the band, crammed between coffin-sized speakers at the far end. Bellowing into the mike was a short, tough-looking woman with big tattooed arms, square crimson-tinted spectacles to match her hair, and a spiked dog collar. Every shake of her head showered sweat onto the dancers in front. Behind her a lanky long-haired guitarist ecstatically fondled his instrument to squeals, wails and staccato coughs, while a bushy-haired flab monster wearing a Gradgrind Spine T-shirt pounded the drums. A svelte female bassist with a ponytail was squeezed behind a speaker.


    The bar was in a bare room behind the stage, and consisted of a bleach-blonde with a thistle tattooed on her freckled shoulder selling Heineken and Amstel bottles from the crate. Max bought a bottle and watched as the woman bit the cap off, and spat it forcibly into a corner.


    ‘No opener?’ Max asked.


    ‘Some wanker thieved the bastard,’ she replied in a broad Glaswegian accent as she pushed the foaming bottle into Max’s midriff.


    Max went back and watched the band until with a final explosive riff, the set ended. After a gruff thank you, and desultory applause, the lead singer leapt down and started disconnecting leads and cables. A door opened at the back and the huge figure of Janus emerged, hands full of beer and mineral water bottles for the band. He didn’t seem to notice Max.


    The bassist unpeeled her wetlook dungarees to the waist to reveal a tie-dyed T-shirt. She took a long slug of her drink and edged her way carefully off the tiny stage. She was wearing absurd spike heeled PVC ankle boots and her eye makeup was a thick black racoon stripe from ear to ear. Max had edged to the back of the room, next to the guy at the sound mixer board, and was just beginning to ask him about Janus when the bassist sashayed up, the straps of her dungarees flapping at her knees. ‘Hi Max, glad you could make it.’


    ‘Lisbeth. I didn’t recognise you.’


    ‘And I didn’t recognise you, but now I do, even though you have changed your appearance too. Come and have a drink with me.’


    Max felt the envious glance of the sound man as Lisbeth took his hand and led him away. He bought another beer and a bottle of mineral water which he gave to Lisbeth. They moved to a dark uncrowded corner. ‘So you know who I am?’


    ‘Yes. You are a fast runner, but now I’m not running away. Not in these heels.’


    ‘You don’t need to. I don’t care how you make your living, I just need the laptop back.’


    ‘Not possible, sorry. I don’t have it.’


    ‘You sold it?’


    ‘No. I was paid in advance. The person who wanted it told me exactly where it was.’


    Holy Polio had just started playing and Max had to bellow into Lisbeth’s ear to make himself heard. ‘Look. My girlfriend, Erica, has disappeared. All I want is to get her back. Her laptop has her agenda and her e-mails in it, and I just need to check them out. I’m convinced that she agreed to meet her abductor, and there will be an e-mail from him. Why else would he want it but to cover his tracks?’


    ‘I don’t know why he wanted it and I didn’t ask. I know my job. I do it and I don’t ask questions.’


    ‘But this isn’t just a thousand buck computer, it’s a woman just like you, whose life is in danger.’


    ‘Sorry, Max.’ Lisbeth took a swig of water and flapped the hem of her T-shirt to get air to her midriff. ‘I am very hot here. Feel.’ She took his hand and pressed it to her damp taut stomach.


    ‘I don’t care about the computer itself. Even if you can get a disc copy of the e-mail files, that would help. And I can pay. I do have some money, not a lot, but some. We can either do it this way or via the cops, whichever you want. You are a thief, after all.’ They were now very close.


    ‘I want to help you Max. You are a nice man, but this is not a business for nice men.’


    ‘I ain’t so nice. And I’m not letting it go.’


    Lisbeth lit a cigarette and inhaled deeply, inspecting Max’s face with a look bordering on pity. ‘I didn’t know about your girlfriend disappearing, and I’m sorry about that. Okay?’


    ‘I don’t need your sympathy. I need his name.’


    ‘I will try to help you, but it is very dangerous. Give me your hand, Max. Then you will understand.’


    Max sighed. ‘This touchy-feely thing is getting a bit much for me.’ He let her take his arm. She put the palm to her midriff, and then started to work it down her dungarees. She giggled as she wriggled to make room for it behind the clinging material.


    Max started to pull back. ‘You are one weird kid. I just know you’re getting off on this.’


    She leaned forward and blew smoke into his face. ‘Trust me. Feel, just a few centimetres lower.’


    ‘Are you kidding me. I know what’s down there. Or are you going to tell me it’s a dick hiding down there instead?’


    Just short of the crinkly hair, Max could feel something on her skin. His eyes widened as he traced its jagged length. ‘Jesus. Are you into home surgery or something?’


    ‘Good scar, yes? Feel. What does it say?’


    ‘You’re telling me this butchery has a meaning?’


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘I don’t read braille. Can’t you just tell me?’


    ‘No, not here. Try to feel it. It’s the name you want. His name, he never wanted me to forget it.’


    Max hadn’t thought his fears for Erica could intensify until this moment. ‘It feels like he left you his address and zip code too. Christ, didn’t this caveman ever learn to use a ballpoint?’


    Lisbeth pressed her body against him, her hot, moist face in the curve of his neck.


    ‘There’s an A, an N, a V or is it a W? Hey, keep still down there will you. How can I read if you keep wiggling your ass around.’


    ‘I’m sorry, the skin is very…sensitive.’ She licked Max’s neck.


    ‘That’s enough.’ Max pulled his hand out and eased her away. ‘Whatever your kink is Lisbeth, I’m not into it. If you’re going to tell me, then do it. But quit fooling with me.’


    ‘Every time I take a shower, every time I undress he is there, like a rape that never ends.’ If anything her smile broadened, a brittle mask stretched over the pain. ‘It makes me embrace him and hate him, just as all women simultaneously embrace and hate their own bodies. He made himself a part of me.’


    ‘Why did he hurt you?’


    ‘He was angry about something I did.’


    ‘I guess.’ Max looked at her. ‘So why didn’t Janus protect you from this?’


    ‘Janus is very strong, but he has his limits. The man who cut me has no limits, no human feelings and the strength of the very Devil himself.’


    ‘Holy shit,’ Max muttered.


    ‘No-one ever could have protected me, except maybe my Johnny. And Johnny’s long gone. Thirteen years next Friday.’ Lisbeth raised her glass. ‘Here’s to you Johnny.’


    Max lifted the beer bottle to his lips. The bitterness washed over his tongue, fizzing in his throat, but all he tasted was cold fear. What had to be done still had to be done, but now it was tougher, and it made him feel even more alone. He looked at Lisbeth.


    She was studying him too, and then she put her hand on his arm, tight. He could feel the perspiration on her hands. ‘I can help you, Max. But if you report me, and the police link me to this man, I’m dead. You understand? He’ll find me and what you felt down here would be nothing to what he would do to me. So you must promise on your life, your soul, never to reveal my role in this.’


    ‘Lisbeth, I don’t give promises lightly, but I always keep them. If you help me find Erica, I promise I’ll go to hell and back for you. But I need his name, where he hangs out, some idea how to find him.’


    ‘You can’t do it alone. He will kill you without a second thought and you will be just another dead tourist floating in a canal. Find some proof he’s holding Erica, then go to the cops with that.’


    ‘Okay. I might have some help anyway.’ Max thought of Loebe’s offer. A man with a gun was going to be very useful. ‘So what is that name?’


    Lisbeth leaned forward and whispered in his ear. ‘His name is Anvil.’


    ‘Just that?’


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘And how can I reach him?’


    Lisbeth put her finger to her lips. ‘Later I’ll show you.’ A jostling ahead signalled Gradgrind Spine’s arrival in the bar. Max was introduced to singer Jay, guitarist Nico and drummer PJ. They bellowed in each other’s ears over the wall of noise and sank a few beers while Max and Lisbeth stared at each other. Lisbeth yelled something to Nico and was given a felt tip pen in return. She reached out for Max’s hand and scrawled on his palm. Then she folded his hand into a fist and waved a goodbye to him. She looked to one side, pointed urgently, and stepped back. Janus was carving his way across the room. He was scowling at Max.


    Nico leaned close to Max and shouted in his ear. ‘I think you should leave now.’


    Max shook his head. His back was near the wall and the only way out was past Janus. He squared up as the big man arrived.


    ‘You, outside.’ Janus’s physique was almost bursting with power, like a gun when the trigger is nine-tenths squeezed.


    ‘I think I want to finish my beer.’


    Max only half raised the bottle to his mouth. No point in tempting a man to knock your teeth in.


    ‘You don’t take a hint, do you?’ Janus signalled to someone across the room, and suddenly the music died. In the hush, all eyes were on him.


    ‘Leave him alone, Janus,’ Lisbeth said. ‘I invited him.’


    ‘Paid my money,’ Max raised his fist to show the inky star. ‘Reckon I can stay till the end.’


    Janus pulled Lisbeth away, and the rest of the band stepped back. Lisbeth tottered in her precarious heels until Nico steadied her. She looked almost excited, her eyes glittering.


    ‘For you, the end just arrived,’ Janus whispered.


    Five years after leaving the Coast Guard service, Max’s self defence mechanism still slid smoothly into place: breathing was shallow and quick, muscles relaxed for rapid movement. He was braced, right foot back, right hand low grasping the beer bottle by its neck, left hand raised defensively like half a prayer.


    Maybe that was all the chance he had. Max had never seen a big man move so fast. The fist exploded like an H-bomb of pain against his ear, and momentarily lifted him from the ground. Gasping, Max rode with the blow, and ducked the next left-hander which came over the top. Dust showered him as Janus’s giant fist imbedded itself deep into the plasterboard wall.


    Max grappled with the huge arms and fired his right knee high into Janus’s groin. The big man growled, but the left hand didn’t waver. He seized Max by the throat, the stub of thumb over the windpipe while the right fist swung back like a demolition ball. Max grabbed the stub and ripped it back just in time to extricate his neck. He swore he felt the wind from the punch, just over his head.


    Something in the crowd got Max’s attention. A thin guy with an orange beak of gelled hair had called Janus’s name. Flat in his outstretched hand was a snub-nosed revolver, offered butt first, ready for the taking.


    Arm a survival instinct with combat training, fuel it with adrenaline and all human hesitation is evicted. Max drove from his legs, firing himself like a missile aiming his skull at the delicate underside of Janus’s nose. Instead he got the jaw full on. Janus’s teeth crashed together and his craggy head folded back with a growl of pain. For a second the full length of Janus’s neck was exposed like a soft fruit, goading a merciless response. Max felt himself break the bottle on the wall, his arm taking the jagged glass neck in a wide fast sweep.


    In his mind flashed the wretched face of Samuel Ng, four Coast Guard bullets in him already, the blood pouring from his mouth, and Samuel saying help me, help me. No I can’t help you, you lost the plot, Samuel. That’s the point. You throw yourself in the coldest, deepest part of human nightmare and then you realise you can’t swim. No-one can swim there, Samuel. No-one.


    Max was bellowing when the bottle struck, and he could feel the rip of muscle and skin, and hands clutch at him, felt the hot blood on his hands. Only when he opened his eyes did he realise they had been closed, and when he saw what he’d done he squeezed them shut again and wished himself blind for ever.
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    We are all terrified. We really have to get out in a hurry in case of KPLA reprisals. Sister Margaret and Georg spent all day on their backs, spattered in oil underneath the Land Rover, but managed to patch up the broken sump. Still the clutch is a problem. Only Georg believes it is better to stay here than break down in the bush. Amy made the mistake of asking Sister Margaret how much luggage she and Annette would need.


    ‘But we’re not going,’ Sister Margaret said quietly.


    ‘Are you crazy? You will be a major, major target if the KPLA return.’


    ‘Amy, look at these people.’ She indicated the gaggle of women and children gathered around the Land Rover. ‘Where can they go? What about the blind and the sick? Our place is with them.’


    ‘Listen, honey. If you are determined to be a martyr go ahead. Just remember that Africa managed just fine before the Catholic church, and will do so again after…’


    ‘For Christ’s sake, Amy,’ Georg interrupted. ‘I’m trying to listen.’ He had his head pressed to a shortwave radio. ‘The government is announcing a major defeat of the KPLA. That’s bound to provoke the KPLA to strike back, to prove them wrong.’


    Tomas has just come back from photographing the bodies at the pond. He was pale, but excited, and now he wants to write my witness account for a story to go with the photos. He is itching to get back to Kisangani with his scoop. I just can’t see it like he does. All I can see is that boy’s face, sinking into the mud beneath an army boot.


    (Erica’s Diary 1992)

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    Alone at her microscope, abandoned by her colleagues, Saskia Sivali awaited the arrival of Professor van Diemen. Her heart jumped when the lift doors creaked apart and three sets of double doors on the long corridor boom-boomed like an approaching drum. Then she heard the rapid, angry squeal of moulded soles on linoleum before the diminutive professor burst into the laboratory.


    ‘It had better be good, Ms Sivali.’ The professor tore off his jacket and threw on a tattered white coat. Sweat stains had darkened the armpits of his blue shirt, and his face was reddened to beetroot. ‘I’m missing Jürgen Friederikson’s paper on adhesion enzymes to be here.’


    ‘We have a very sick patient with something very strange in his blood. Perhaps a new strain of malaria.’


    ‘New? For God’s sake woman, there hasn’t been a new Plasmodium species in a hundred years.’ Van Diemen emitted an exasperated sigh. ‘Okay, which microscope?’


    She pointed to the Olympus. Van Diemen pulled a chair over to it. ‘If you weren’t sure, you could have got Veldhuis or Hazelhof to check for you, ‘ he said, raising the seat so he could reach the eyepieces comfortably.


    ‘I did. They agree with me,’ Saskia said quietly. ‘That’s why I paged you.’


    For a few moments Van Diemen just harrumphed, and twiddled with the focus knob. When he finally looked up his features had softened. ‘This is fairly spectacular. Did you check for dual infection?’


    ‘Some, yes. He is negative for yellow fever, dengue fever and viral encephalitis.’


    ‘Retinal haemorrhage?’


    ‘Yes, and plenty of it.’


    He stared out of the window deep in thought before returning his gaze to the Olympus. ‘Hmm. Yes. This is almost like reptilian or even avian parasitic infection. But humans cannot get animal malaria.’ His tone had softened considerably. ‘Have you sent a sample for PCR?’


    ‘Should be ready in thirty minutes.’


    Polymerase chain reaction testing would be the proof, looking for the unique genetic signature that each known parasite possessed. A positive would tell you what the infection was, but a negative would only tell you what it wasn’t.


    In the meantime Saskia and Van Diemen combed through the hospital’s blood slide library, checking dozens of samples of animal and human malaria against the Erskine blood sample. Finally Van Diemen had to agree. Nothing matched.


    While Van Diemen scrubbed his hands at the sink he cross-examined Saskia about the patient and the progress of symptoms. He listened carefully until Saskia mentioned that fever began only a day ago. Van Diemen snorted his disagreement. ‘Unlikely. What you are telling me is that this infection developed at three to four times the speed of falciparum malaria. He’s seven per cent infected now, right?’


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘Then in three or four days he wouldn’t have a single red blood cell to call his own. No, the degree of infection and the presence of gametocytes indicate not less than two weeks.’


    A technician leaned through the door and tossed a clipboard on a desk. ‘PCR results,’ he said.


    Van Diemen grabbed it and scanned down the page. ‘Negative, negative, negative, all the way down. My God.’ He passed the clipboard to Saskia. ‘Well, that’s the proof. For the last hundred years mankind only had to deal with four kinds of malaria. Now we seem to have found number five.’
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    Two battered trucks full of government troops roared into Zizunga this morning before heading on north east. Everyone breathed a sigh of relief. Among them are some of the village men conscripted last year, and there were many happy scenes of reunion, and swarms of delighted children. The troops seemed well-fed, well-equipped and in high spirits. A moth-eaten hyena head had been mounted on the radiator of the lead truck with the letters KPLA daubed on its nose.


    There were two surprises. Travelling with them was Dr Jarman Herrera, pale and gaunt. We had assumed he would be away for weeks, but he said he had heard news of the skirmish and felt he had to return to look after Sophie’s precious monkeys. Georg is overjoyed because he has brought with him the Land Rover clutch part we need.


    For me the second surprise was greater. Behind the second truck, talking to Jarman was a tall western soldier in filthy Zairean fatigues. He had his back to me, but I recognised the huge build and stripes of pale skin under the mud. He was the soldier who had saved my life, who had ambushed the KPLA, and cut off the ears of the dead. Somehow I felt he knew I was there. Perhaps I should have gone up and thanked him. Instead I felt very frightened, and walked away.


    (Erica’s Diary 1992)
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    Max was in a holding cell at police headquarters at Marnixstraat. Paced out heel to toe it was six and a half shoe lengths by nine. There were double doors: outer one wood, inner one steel. The windows were double too, an outer frosted layer, just enough to let through the pale light of early morning, and an inch thick inner layer of clear plate glass. Between the two was the unblinking eye of the observation camera, a permanent light, and a digital clock with a green display. The thin mattress and pillow were covered in aquamarine plastic, to match the shiny tiles on the wall. This was designer incarceration, modern and humane, with a floor spotless enough to eat your meals from. The warders called themselves carers, and told him the mattress was fire and piss proof. Then they had taken away his shoelaces, belt and St. Christopher chain in case he should harm himself.


    Max sat staring in timeless regret, until the ache in his shoulders made him realise his fists were balled tight. A few deep breaths helped ease the tension. He thought again about Lisbeth’s message, the delightful tickle as she scrawled on his left palm, and the promise she extracted from him not to read it for an hour. What she had written was a phone number and some advice: ‘A man whose hand sweats is not ready to face him and thus will not.’


    The phone number had not been erased. Max had passed that test, he was ready. But it was an old, buried, dangerous Max Carver that was ready. The part of himself that he disliked and feared and had thought gone for good after his killing of Samuel Ng, after his discharge from the Coast Guards. When he had his back to the wall, it had come back. And every part of him had to live with the consequences.


    The endless slow-motion replay of the night in Purple Haze came back again: Lisbeth trying to interpose herself; her face where Janus’s neck should have been; the two parallel gashes opening from the lower part of her left cheek, across one hitherto-perfect cheek bone and up, one each side of her left eye; her shocked stare, the pouring blood, the screams.


    After that Max remembered only lying on the floor where Janus knocked him, and those giant fists pounding him in retribution. Janus, trying to do his job of protecting Lisbeth. Failing again.


    The next few hours had been a blur. Arrival of the cops, the visit to the hospital under guard, the pretty blonde doctor with the delicate suturing technique, the pain as she bandaged his ribs and finally the dentist, shaking his head at the bombed graveyard his mouth had become. The whole time he was thinking about Lisbeth, in some hospital room, everyone afraid to show her a mirror.


    Keys jangled in the lock and the cell door swung open. Max recognised the big warder who had locked him up last night. With him was a smaller guy. Lean and stubbly, in ripped, paint-stained jeans, Ajax football shirt, and a sneer.


    ‘Get up, Carver.’ The scruffy guy’s arms were all tensed tendon and flexing tattoo.


    Max stood. ‘You a cop? I thought you were coming to share my cell.’


    Scruffy stepped so close that Max could see the broken blood vessels in his pale blue eyes and taste the stale onions on his breath. ‘I wouldn’t share my last smear of shit with you,’ he whispered. ‘I took her to the hospital. I saw what you did to her. Just give me the slightest excuse and I’ll splinter every bone in your body and render you for glue.’


    ‘Nice to meet you too,’ Max said, holding out his hand. ‘Carver’s the name. And you are?’


    ‘Stokenbrand,’ he snarled. ‘Detective sergeant.’


    The uniformed cop led Max out of the cell and Stokenbrand walked close behind, stepping deliberately on Max’s heels every time they waited for a door to be unlocked. Max’s hands were handcuffed behind his back and he was taken outside to a van.


    ‘Go on Carver,’ Stokenbrand hissed. ‘It’s only fifty yards out of here, gate’s open. Why don’t you make a break for it?’ He pushed him hard against the back of the van. ‘Go on. Hunting you down to the sewers would be a lot of fun.’


    Max shrugged away as best he could.


    ‘If only Johnny were alive now to see what you did to his girl,’ Stokenbrand said as he pushed Max into the back of the van where a uniformed cop was waiting.


    ‘Who?’


    ‘Johnny Gee. The boxer. Won an Olympic Gold in Seoul.’


    ‘Never followed boxing,’ Max said.


    ‘Fifteen years ago I trained with him. He was fucking amazing. Beautiful fast fists, beautiful. He would have turned you into dog meat for what you did to Lisbeth.’ Stokenbrand turned to the other cop and asked him something. The cop shrugged and stepped out of the van, closing the door behind him. Stokenbrand watched him go, through the inspection window. ‘Just you and me, Max. I got one minute to teach you about boxing, as a special favour to Lisbeth. No-one’s going to notice a few extra bruises. Well, maybe you.’


    Max braced himself for the assault, which was rapidly and professionally administered with boots as much as fists, to his kidneys, ribs and groin, careful to never draw blood. Breathing heavily, Stokenbrand hauled Max back onto the seat, knee hard between his thighs, and clipped the American’s wrists to a restraint bar with a second set of handcuffs. The detective hawked deeply until he was chewing phlegm, and squeezed Max’s nose, trying to force him to open his mouth to receive it.


    Some things Max could take. Not this, whatever the consequences. He waited for his moment, snapped his neck back, then threw it forward hard. Max felt his forehead crack cartilage, and heard the yelp as Stokenbrand fell back to the other side of the van, setting it rocking. The detective sat down hard, hands clamped over his broken nose, a single ribbon of blood running down into his mouth.


    ‘Enough’s enough, alright?’ Max said.


    Before Stokenbrand could respond the other cop returned with two colleagues, one a sergeant with a clipboard. The sergeant looked at Max, and then at Stokenbrand, who was sniffing and trying to cover his nose. The sergeant had a short, harsh conversation with Stokenbrand, punctuated with plenty of finger pointing. Then he turned to Max. ‘You okay? Anything you want to tell me about?’


    ‘No. Everything’s just fine,’ Max said. The sergeant shrugged and slammed the van door. Max was taken to the central district headquarters at Warmoesstraat, taken to a cold interview room and dumped on a metal chair at a metal table. Both were screwed to the ground. Stokenbrand ushered the other cop out, slammed the door and locked it. He released a last venomous sneer through the inspection glass, then disappeared.


    Max got up and walked around for a while. He was dog tired, but he couldn’t sleep. It seemed about two hours later when the door opened, and Stokenbrand came in with two plastic chairs and a plug of cotton wool up his nose. Behind him was a lean fortysomething woman in a zip jacket and leather trousers and a young man in a cheap-looking suit. They sat side by side opposite Max at the table while Stokenbrand stood to the side.


    The woman spoke. ‘I’m Detective Inspector Voos. This is Mr de Haan who will look after your legal rights at the expense of the Dutch state until you find your own lawyer.’


    She opened a file and began to read. ‘Maxim Carver your case is going to the prosecutor on a charge of aggravated assault.’ She read out the formalities of the caution. ‘Do you have anything to say?’


    ‘Like I told ’em last night, it was an accident.’


    Voos looked up over her fashionable thin frame spectacles. There was not a shred of sympathy in her grey eyes. ‘So the bottle accidentally broke itself against the wall, and your arm accidentally slashed it across her face?’


    ‘It was an accident she was in the way. Sure, I wanted to get the big guy, to defend myself. This guy with the orange hair was giving him a gun. I couldn’t let that happen.’


    ‘No-one else saw that, Carver,’ Stokenbrand said. ‘But then no-one else can see into your twisted lying mind, which is the only place that weapon exists.’


    ‘Did you ask Lisbeth de Laan?’


    ‘We will, when she’s in a state to talk,’ Voos said. ‘This kind of thing makes me very angry.’ She tossed a Polaroid across the desk. It was Lisbeth, her delicate face sliced, swollen and bloody.


    ‘Nothing you say is going to make me feel any worse about it than I already feel. She was the last person I wanted to hurt,’ Max said.


    ‘Why didn’t you leave the club when the owner asked you?’


    ‘I never met the owner. Just this gorilla who hates me since I started talking to Lisbeth.’


    ‘Janus Pretzcik is the owner. We have a number of witnesses who said you were told by him to leave but refused. When he tried to guide you to the exit, you resisted and started fighting.’


    Max shook his head. ‘It wasn’t that way at all. Lisbeth will tell you.’ He started to tell his version of events, but Voos stopped him.


    ‘You say you knew Lisbeth de Laan already. But you also say you have never been to Amsterdam before this week. From where do you know her?’


    Max kept his promise to Lisbeth. ‘She came to my art show yesterday.’


    ‘She came to your art show. Yesterday.’ Voos stared at him. ‘So that’s the first time you met her. And what is your interest in her?’


    Max hesitated. ‘She asked me to go to the club with her, that’s all.’


    ‘Were you attracted to her, is that it? A beautiful girl like her must attract many men.’


    ‘It’s not exactly that,’ Max said.


    ‘Not any more,’ Stokenbrand snarled. ‘With a hundred and seventy five stitches in her face. If you couldn’t have her, then nobody could, right?’


    Max shook his head vigorously.


    ‘Do you hate women?’ This was from Voos.


    ‘What?’


    ‘First you come to Amsterdam to meet your girlfriend. Then you report her missing. Ms Stroud-Jones has not been seen since. Then you change your appearance, dye and cut your hair. Then you meet this other woman, and you attack her with a broken bottle. Should we be now looking for your girlfriend’s body?’


    ‘You suspect me?’ Out of the corner of his eye Max saw the tattoos on Stokenbrand’s forearms tighten, the fists clench. ‘It is you guys that don’t care about Erica. It was you guys that tried to convince me it wasn’t serious, that Erica had found new friends, or gone for a little trip or some other bullshit.’


    ‘That was before we knew what you are capable of.’ Voos opened a thin folder and curls of shiny densely inked paper bounced up. ‘I got this faxed to me by the American embassy in The Hague, it’s pretty interesting, this portrait of the artist as a young man.’


    Max knew what would be there. A past he had tried to escape, catching up with him once again. Bald crimes, devoid of context or emotion, stripped of the nuance of trying to do the best thing you can with only a second to think.


    Voos scanned the pages. ‘Let’s summarise Max. 1982, assault and affray…’


    ‘Hey now. These two guys were dealing coke to school kids. Does it say that? No, sure it doesn’t. They went down to gladiator school. I got probation.’


    ‘And 1984. Carrying a concealed weapon.’


    ‘You had to live in Brooklyn to know how bad it was. I’d made a few enemies.’


    ‘Seems to be a talent of yours, Carver,’ Stokenbrand sneered.


    Voos continued. ‘Then in 1994 a dishonourable discharge from the U.S. Coast Guard Service, following a court martial over a civilian death. The embassy says they can get that file tomorrow, but why don’t you tell us what happened?’


    ‘Sure. I killed a drug smuggler during a boarding. I thought he was armed, he wasn’t. The shot that killed my buddy didn’t come from him, but from one of our own guys who got jumpy. Coast Guard command needed some fresh meat to throw to the Congressional oversight committee, and I was it.’


    Voos smiled. ‘They let convicted felons join the Coast Guards?’


    Max smiled back. ‘No they don’t. It was only probation so I thought what the hell and didn’t tell them. I guess for some reason they didn’t check. Until the Samuel Ng case. That gave them all the excuse they needed to throw the book at me.’


    ‘Hasty man, bad temper, violent,’ Stokenbrand said gleefully. ‘I could read it in your face. Now I see it in black and white.’


    ‘That’s pretty rich coming from you, buddy,’ Max said, then turned to Voos. ‘What you don’t see here are the five years freezing my butt off in the international ice patrol, you don’t read about the thirty-seven peaceful boardings I did out of Seattle, or hear the testimony of the two yachtswomen I dragged out of the water off Portland, or taste the seven hundred fifty pounds of coke my crew intercepted on one raid without a drop of blood lost.’


    ‘There was a lot of blood lost last night, Max,’ Voos said.


    ‘Listen. I’m trying to find my girlfriend. Nothing more. If you guys had taken me seriously none of this would ever have happened.’


    Voos nodded and steepled her hands. ‘I can assure you that we take you very seriously now, Max.’ She had an austere attractiveness, with a hint of grey in her short dark hair. The wedding band was fat, the engagement ring sparkled with a hefty rock. There was an aura of self-containment, even smugness about her. This was a woman who knew love, but saw none of it in front of her.


    ‘Inspector Voos, why would I kill the person I am in love with?’


    ‘We hope you can tell us. And then tell us why someone in love spends the evening chasing another woman, why someone who claims to be frantic with worry about their missing girlfriend goes drinking and listening to rock music.’ Voos rested her chin in her hand, head quizzically cocked.


    ‘You’ve got this all wrong….’ Max was shaking his head emphatically. ‘There’s a witness, right, who saw Erica with a man in a bar on the night she disappeared. Has Van der Moolen interviewed her yet?’


    Voos ignored the question. ‘Let us suppose you are correct about a kidnapping. Why would anyone do this? Is she wealthy? Is her family rich?’


    ‘Comfortable, not rich, so far as I know.’


    ‘She is a scientist earning a moderate salary, in an obscure field. There is no ransom note, nothing. It just doesn’t make sense, does it Mr Carver?’


    ‘Erica was on the verge of a scientific discovery, possibly a big step towards a malaria vaccine…’


    Stokenbrand leaned towards Max. ‘Bullshit. And not even good quality bullshit. Do yourself a favour. Show us where your girlfriend’s body is.’


    Max folded his arms. ‘Maybe I should get a lawyer who does something instead of sitting there like a dummy.’


    Haan leaned forward, his schoolboy’s moustache twitching. ‘Mr Carver, I am only here to ensure your rights are protected. I’m not here to defend you.’


    ‘So does all this mean you guys are not doing anything to find Erica?’ Max looked around the room.


    ‘Apart from having you in here, you mean?’ Voos responded. ‘We have made routine inquiries, circulated her description, contacted the British consulate so that we can trace her family and so forth. Of course I have no intention of justifying or describing to you what we may or may not do.’


    ‘But you’re happy to have me. What about the other guy? Janus. Got him in a cell?’


    Voos shook her head dismissively. ‘Why would we? There is no evidence he committed a crime.’


    ‘And this is nothing, right? And this, and this.’ Max pointed in turn to his broken nose, split lip and swollen ear. ‘Not vicious and unprovoked assault or anything, just a traditional warm Dutch welcome.’


    ‘Of course we will investigate your allegations, but the witnesses’ accounts we have so far are very different from yours.’


    Max hadn’t realised how bad he looked until Henk was shown into the interview room. The art dealer recoiled at the sight of his face, and sagged on the chair as Max retold the story. Henk listened impassively, refolding and fiddling with the spare clothes and shaving kit he had brought. Finally he looked up.


    ‘Max, Max, Max. I thought I knew you, really I did. But the person sitting in front of me is a stranger.’
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    News from Kinshasa is not good. Jarman has his wife’s death certificate with him. When Georg was shown it, he shook his head in disbelief. The cause of death was given as malaria. We were appalled, and Amy voiced the opinion that it was probably just another Kinshasa misdiagnosis. We all hope so. After all, the nuns had chloroquine and mefloquine in their dispensary, but because the malaria test was negative no-one thought to use it. No-one dares say it. But Sophie probably died for nothing.


    (Erica’s Diary 1992)

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    Shaun Miller was a salesman for Biomedical Supplies of New Jersey, and it was his turn to man the stand at the International Parasitology Forum. Shaun regarded it as dead time. The stand had plenty of visitors, threadbare scientists and scruffy doctors looking over the microscopes and diagnostic tests his company made, but no buyers. Parasites meant low budget hospitals, no corporate buyers and penny-pinching third world governments looking for freebies.


    As he paced up and down he knew where he should have been. Las Vegas for the World AIDs Convention, or Rio for the oncology bash. That’s where the money was.


    Shaun was just cursing his regional sales head for allotting him this graveyard when a scrum of people approached and swarmed onto the stand. ‘Gentlemen, what can I…’


    ‘I am Professor Cornelis van Diemen of the Randstad Medical Centre in Amsterdam.’


    ‘Glad to meet you, Professor. I’m Shaun Miller, can I…’


    ‘We need to borrow that microscope,’ said Professor van Diemen, pointing to the most expensive item in Biomedical’s range. ‘Just for a few minutes.’


    ‘The model 2010. Sure, take a seat. It’s got multi-planar focusing, and you can see…’


    ‘Where is the light switch?’


    ‘Here. Now on this model…’


    ‘Please stand back young man. You can try selling it to me once I’ve used it.’


    Soon Saskia was standing at the edge of a press of eager scientists and officials, watching the pecking order develop as Van Diemen invited delegates to look at the slide of Erskine’s blood. The best known experts, like F. Bruce McKilliam of the Centers for Disease Control in Atlanta, and Kathryn Delaney of Walter Reed Army Institute got their own slide to take away and examine at their leisure. Others had to take their brief turn at the lens.


    The hierarchy was trumped the moment Professor Jürgen Friederikson arrived. The experts parted to let the great man take his place at the microscope, and waited in silence for his verdict. Van Diemen stood with one proprietorial hand on the microscope and one on Friederikson’s chair.


    Friederikson tapped his fingers on the desk. ‘Yes, Cornelis. Definitely.’


    A beatific smile lit Van Diemen’s features as he waited for the rest of Friederikson’s comments.


    ‘It is, definitely, something new,’ Friederikson said. The two stepped away from the stand, other delegates following in their wake, listening to history in the making.


    Turning around to remove the slide, Saskia saw the microscope salesman peering down his own instrument at the sample. She laughed, and Miller looked up, startled and perplexed. ‘Can you tell me what I’m looking at here?’


    ‘It is a new form of malaria. So new, in fact, that it was discovered only this morning.’


    ‘Wow. And by that guy?’ He pointed at Van Diemen.


    She smiled. ‘I expect that is how it will be recorded.’


    Shaun peered back down the instrument. ‘Is it dangerous?’


    ‘All malaria is dangerous. But this might be the worst kind.’


    ‘Why?’


    ‘Simply because we don’t know where it came from, we don’t know where the patient caught it and we haven’t a clue if our drugs will stop it. All we know is that it progresses very, very fast.’


    Shaun flinched back from the microscope. ‘Jeepers.’


    Saskia’s beeper began to sound. ‘Got to go.’ She took the slide and put it in a plastic wallet. ‘Thank you for loaning us your microscope.’


    ‘You’re very welcome.’ Shaun said offering her his business card. ‘Let me know how it goes, okay? If history was made right here, today, on our model 2010, I’m gonna have it plastered all over the sales brochure.’


    Saskia took the card and smiled at the speed with which glory was being grabbed. ‘I’ll call you if I have time. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a sick patient to see.’
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    It was almost midnight when Professor Jürgen Friederikson slipped his 1964 midnight blue Bentley into his reserved parking bay at the research campus of Utrecht Laboratories. From the passenger seat he took a pile of medical journals and a polythene bag containing a plastic vial, and hauled himself laboriously out of the vehicle.


    Friederikson nodded at the night receptionist, who greeted him by name and wished him a good evening. At his office he dumped the journals on a bulging in-tray and tutted at the flashing ‘memory full’ light on the answering machine. Letters, phone calls, e-mails, everything could wait another week. It was not very often he could take science into unknown territory.


    His hands trembled as he held the vial to the light. This was 10cc of very special blood. More would have been better, but it was all he could get for now.


    He took the lift to the basement. In a storeroom he donned a white coat and picked out tubes, boxes and receptacles which he put on a plastic tray. At a door marked ‘Restricted’ he pressed his magnetic card against a sensor. The door slid open and a wave of humid warmth slid out into the corridor.


    The professor turned on the light and looked around the room. On the floor was a cage of white rats, and on the shelves two dozen rectangular fish tanks, each wrapped in fine netting. At first glance the tanks appeared to contain nothing more than a shallow dish of water. But as the professor peered in to each tank in turn, they became alive with mosquitoes, dancing into a frenzy as if they had been longing for his return.


    Today I finally discovered the secret of the monkey colony. Jarman and I were sheltering in his hut while the rain machine-gunned the zinc roof when I just came out and asked him. He was lounging on a hammock under the knotted mosquito net and he lifted his head and squinted at me with those sad brown eyes. For a long time he didn’t say anything, then he began the story.


    In 1978 Sophie was working through the storage area of the university laboratory in Graz when she found a fifty-year-old monkey head and organs preserved in formaldehyde. They were labelled as those of a colobus monkey. She had worked on colobus and she was certain this monkey was no colobus. But what was it? It looked like nothing she had ever seen. Then in a zoological journal from 1953 she came across a fuzzy picture and brief description of a small, and very shy nocturnal monkey from the northern forests of what was then Congo. The article was by a David Fowler of Cambridge University. Intrigued, she contacted Cambridge University. They said Sir David, as he now was, retired long ago, but they believed he was still alive. Eventually she made contact, with him at a nursing home in Wisbech, on a crackly phone line. He must have been in his late eighties, but he was still lucid, and her description convinced him that what she had was indeed a Fowler’s monkey.


    There were no Fowlers in captivity anywhere in the world, and Sophie as a relative unknown found it hard to raise the money for a trip to Zaire to study them in the wild. It was 1980 by the time a sponsor was found, a private Swiss firm called Tetro-Meyer which offered one hundred and fifteen thousand Swiss francs in exchange for regular reports. Sophie was happy enough to agree without asking any further questions, and Jarman who had been studying tropical mosquitoes was now able to do so first hand.


    The trip began disastrously. Sophie and Jarman spent three months in Zaire and found not a single Fowler’s monkey, despite offering hefty rewards for live specimens. In the next six months they travelled to the Central African Republic, Sudan, Cameroon, Rwanda and Burundi with no success. In Sudan they both contracted dysentery. In Cameroon driver ants devoured Jarman’s mosquito colony while he was sick with hepatitis A. In Burundi, without even knowing she was pregnant, Sophie miscarried.


    Finally, exhausted and dispirited they returned for a last week to Zaire. They were in Zizunga on the last night before they were due to leave when a village woman knocked on their door at about midnight. She had for sale a young and terrified monkey in a sack. It was a Fowler’s monkey.Sophie bought the animal, which appeared to be just a few months old. She named it Sam and tried to feed it on mashed bananas and figs while Jarman improvised a big cage out of chicken wire and wood. At first Sam pined away, screeching all night and refusing to eat. Whenever either of them came to the cage Sam would hide. It was a month before he began to eat properly.


    They told Tetro-Meyer of their success, and the firm extended the grant on condition a sample of Sam’s blood and a throat swab were sent back to its Swiss headquarters.


    One night he and Sophie were awoken by animal screaming, coughing and grunting. They looked out and found a group of Fowler’s monkeys laying siege to Sam’s cage. Two large males were jumping up and down on the roof, tearing at the wire, others were trying to dig underneath. One female was running up and down outside the cage, her movements mirrored by Sam on the inside. At one point they nuzzled and groomed each other through the mesh. When the cage roof started to give, Jarman ran outside and scared the monkeys away. They scampered noisily into the trees. After a few minutes the screeching and branch shaking ceased, and Jarman started repairing Sam’s cage. Just when he assumed the troop had gone, he felt a warm spattering of monkey urine on his shoulders and far above heard a little grunt of triumph.


    Sophie was delighted at the monkeys’ group bonding and altruism, but it made her uneasy about establishing the cage colony that Tetro-Meyer had in mind. They had sent on the samples, but no money came for a while, and their telexes went unanswered.


    Finally they were summoned to a meeting in Kinshasa with Bruno Zilkich, a young and very excited scientist from Tetro-Meyer’s headquarters. He said Sam’s blood and saliva samples showed a remarkable immune system, parallel with that of man, a far closer similarity that that between man and his otherwise closest living relative, the chimpanzee.


    He told them Tetro-Meyer made extensive use of primates to test promising new drugs on behalf of other companies, and the Fowler’s monkey would be an invaluable addition. There would be no question of harming the monkeys. Only when drugs had passed their toxicity tests would they be used on Sophie and Jarman’s monkey colony, to see how effective they would be on man.


    Zilkich was quite open about the problems Tetro-Meyer faced. A growing animal rights lobby had tried to close down the company’s chimp colony in Berne. They had failed, but the public relations image was suffering. People failed to understand that curing human disease required testing on human-like animals. His only misgiving about Fowler’s monkeys was that they were even more visually appealing than chimps. He said his ideal would be a primate with a face as repulsive as a bat’s. In any case, all new primate experiments would then take place in Kinshasa, well away from prying eyes, using monkeys supplied from Zizunga. Sophie and Jarman would of course have to sign a confidentiality agreement as part of continued funding, and arrange for the capture of many more monkeys.


    Somewhat stunned, Sophie asked what kind of drugs would be tested. The scientist checked his notes and said the first candidate compound was a slimming aid.


    (Erica’s Diary 1992)

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    Professor Friederikson went to the refrigerator and removed a plastic jug labelled ‘equine concentrate’. He donned a pair of surgical gloves, decanted half of the thick crimson liquid into a measuring jug, tipped in half of the vial of precious infected blood and topped it up with water. The mixture he carefully poured into four ashtray-sized plastic receptacles until they were brimming. These he covered and sealed with a filmy membrane, then clipped on to each a small heating device.


    The professor checked his watch. After two minutes each pot was body warm. He opened a drawstring on the long netting sleeve into the first of the four chosen mosquito tanks, and carefully slid in the warm, blood-filled receptacle. Then he pulled his arm out rapidly and closed the sleeve. Within ten seconds a dozen insects were poised on the membrane, thrusting their feeding tubes through the skin into the warm blood.


    After repeating the process with the other three tanks, Friederikson fed the rest of his colony. Horse blood was fine for some mosquito species, but others would only draw blood from live prey. He picked a rat from the cage, anaesthetised the struggling creature and rested it on the netting of a tank. Within seconds scores of mosquitoes were poised on the underside of the rodent, sucking its life blood. This process he went through with three cages, returning the rats to their cage after five minutes.


    Finally, he turned to a tank marked Anopheles gambiei. This mosquito species was the usual African bearer of the most deadly malarial strain. ‘Now, I have a special job for you little devils,’ he muttered. He held one arm just above the netting, but out of reach of the insects. The blood-thirsty females shot up to the fine material like needles, straining to reach him, while the nectar-sipping males remained distributed around the tank. He put a long plastic tube known as a pooter in his mouth and inserted the other end through the drawstring of the netting sleeve. With a sharp inhalation he sucked a half dozen females into the tube, where they were trapped against a gauze filter. Still sucking, he withdrew the tube from the sleeve, closed it, and blew the insects out into a plastic jar before screwing on the lid.


    The mosquitoes in the jar needed to stay hungry for a while. For the rest of these deadly but fussy creatures there was only one way they would feed. The professor rolled up his shirt sleeve and pressed his bare arm to the netting roof. Within a few seconds hundreds of ecstatic female mosquitoes darted and pierced his flesh, gorging themselves on his blood.
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    It was before dawn when I heard screaming and then shots. I jumped out of the hammock and grabbed my sarong. Tomas was already at the door with his camera, cursing as he tried to connect the flash unit. Amy was up and trying to rouse Georg.


    More shouting and horrible, continuous screaming. Without time to find my contacts I grabbed for my old glasses and edged out of the door. In the half light I could see the silhouettes of men with rifles and machetes, running across the clearing. Where was the Zaireian Army when we needed it?


    Tomas raised his camera, but I grabbed it. ‘Tomas, don’t be stupid. They’ll see the flash. Do you want us all to be killed?’


    He pushed me away angrily. ‘This is why I’m here. Go into the bush. Hide. I’ll find you later.’


    Georg rushed past and into the darkness with Amy in tow. ‘Come on,’ he hissed. ‘If you’re coming. See you at the Land Rover!’


    ‘Tomas, please.’ I tugged at his arm. ‘Don’t be a hero. Wait until it’s light, or until they’ve gone. Then you can get your pictures.’


    He turned and gave me a quick kiss on the forehead. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll be fine. If you don’t make it to the Land Rover I’ll see you by the monkey tree. Hurry.’ He ducked along the edge of the hut, past the volleyball net, and was gone.


    I balled my fists and cursed him for his stupidity, then ran off after Georg and Amy. Behind me there was a low roar and one of the huts on the far side burst into flames.


    Two men were ahead of me, facing away. They were standing over a dark bundle. One was pointing a rifle at it. The other lifted something shiny over his head and I saw reflected in its blade the first orange glint of morning. Then he brought the machete down hard. It struck with a soft, evil noise. The bundle moaned. Rising gently from it came an arm, a woman’s hand opening wide like a flower to the sun. The man with the rifle laughed and lit a cigarette. Then the blade came, again and again and again.


    I sprinted quietly away towards the bush. Behind me, against the fire, I could see men with guns. I crouched behind a stack of old truck tyres and watched. Some of the men were dragging heavy bundles. I heard the Land Rover engine start up. I prayed it was Georg and Amy, but within five seconds I knew was wrong. They would not have hung around, revving the motor crazily. A sustained burst of gunfire drowned out the engine. I could hear arguments.


    It was getting light and hiding anywhere in Zizunga would soon be impossible. The nearest trees were thirty yards away. A hundred yards beyond was Jarman’s hut and the monkey cage. Maybe the KPLA wouldn’t find him. Even if they did, I remembered he had a gun.


    I moved beyond the tyre stack and tripped over something. Lying on her back on the ground was a woman, brown legs akimbo, arms flung apart. Her long flower print dress reeked of urine, and had been yanked up over her head to expose her.


    I couldn’t bear to lift the dress to see her face, and I didn’t need to. Where the delicate primrose print touched her torso and face, it had soaked in a crimson image of her excruciation. She was Cecile, the young bride of Etenzi. Raped, murdered and mutilated the day before her fifteenth birthday.
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    The cops called her the sleeping beauty. Even by Dutch standards she was tall, mid twenties, long wavy blonde hair, perfect teeth, big brown eyes. On Monday she had been found unconscious in a toilet on the Amsterdam to Arnhem express. There were no indications of what had happened. She was fully clothed. There were no needles, no bottles, no pills, no wounds, no bruises. And no identification. If she had ever had a purse or handbag it was gone by the time the ticket inspector had found her, seated on the toilet, body slumped against the half closed door.


    When she didn’t come round they stopped the train at Utrecht and an ambulance was called. Maybe she had been robbed, but the police were happy enough she didn’t seem to have been assaulted, and handed her over to the paramedics. In the hospital they didn’t have time to worry about her name, they were more worried by a spleen, sitting in her abdomen hard as a pebble: that beautiful body was fighting something, fighting for its life. But when the blood tests came back negative for overdose of any kind, and the fever burned on, they wanted to know. Who is this woman?


    Day one was hypoglycaemia and renal failure. The response was intravenous glucose, kidney dialysis and anti-pyretics. The doctors knew they were not saving her life, just keeping it in limbo. Several times she came close to consciousness, eyes flickering and lips moving. Soon though, doctors were using the word coma. Complications piled on: jaundice, electrolyte and acid-based disturbances, severe anaemia, fluid gathering in the lungs.


    But it was only on day two, when her urine poured out black, that they knew. This was blackwater fever, a sign the woman’s blood was dying in her veins. The overwhelmingly likely cause: severe malaria.


    The Utrecht doctors looked at a thick film blood slide, but could not interpret the result. That was when they couriered off a sample to the Randstad Medical Centre. And that was how it got to Saskia Sivali, sitting at her microscope, to discover case two of what they began to call Plasmodium five.


    But it needed someone else to find out who the sleeping beauty was.


    Jarman didn’t seem to be at his shack. When I called for him he hissed at me from a nearby bush. I wanted to tell him about Cecile but I didn’t have the words. Instead tears welled up inside me and I clung on to him, trembling and sobbing. Jarman put his arm around my shoulder and patted my back, then led me away into the bushes. Eventually, I stopped crying and lay on my back, staring up at the billowing clouds. It was nearly time for rain. I had been there for an hour before Jarman spoke. He asked me whether I knew how to shoot.


    ‘No,’ I replied.


    ‘You have the perfect chance to learn. I’m taking the Beretta because it is harder to aim. You can have that.’ He pointed to a huge, heavy rifle in a canvas bag beside him.


    ‘I can’t use that.’


    ‘It is up to you. It is a Short Magazine Lee Enfield 303. I admit it is old and heavy. But for fifty years it was the weapon of choice of the British army. Today it could save your life. And if we survive until tonight it could get us some supper.’


    I lay down next to him and picked it up. He showed me how to balance the weight on my elbows, use the sliding bolt, and aim through the sight.


    ‘I didn’t know you wore glasses,’ he said.


    ‘I stopped years ago. These are for emergencies only. I need to go back in there to get my contact lenses and a whole lot of other things. Like some decent clothes for example.’


    ‘Not until tonight. Or whenever they go. They won’t stay here long. This is a government village.’


    Later I went to the monkey tree hoping Tomas had made it. I waited for two hours but he didn’t come. Even the monkeys had gone. I tore a strip from the hem of my sarong and tied it around a low branch so that he would know I’d been there.


    All day we could hear them in the village. Children were crying and there were some gunshots. By late afternoon it had gone quiet and no-one had yet come down the path to Jarman’s hut. He ran back and fetched some dried fruit and beef jerky. He had plenty of rice and pasta, but what little water he had in his jerry can we decided to eke out for drinking.


    We waited until it was dark and edged closer to the clearing. We smelt smoke. The guerrillas had made a big camp fire and were standing around it, laughing and joking. The sleeping hut was thirty yards away from the fire, but the entrance faced it. It was a risk, but I had to get some clothing. We also agreed the torch batteries, shortwave radio and a big collapsible jerry can were pretty much essential. Jarman offered to go alone, but I pointed out that he wouldn’t be able to lug the water and the stuff I needed, and have his pistol in his hand.


    He checked and loaded the rifle and passed it back to me. We moved through the bush around the perimeter of the clearing until the sleeping hut was between us and the fire. Keeping low, we sprinted across until we reached the shadows of the veranda. There was no sound, so we crept in.


    I put the rifle aside and went ahead into the darkness. We couldn’t risk attracting attention by using Jarman’s torch. I found trousers and shirt and put them on. Spare underwear and toiletries I stuffed into my breast pockets.


    On the floor next to my boots I found a polythene bag containing my diary and pen. I put them in my trouser pocket and was about to get up when I heard a sound, very close. There was someone here ahead of me. Jarman cocked the gun. I could hear breathing. It was fast and urgent.


    ‘Who is it?’ I hissed.


    There was no reply. Jarman decided he had to risk the torch. Its beam lit a terrified Salvation flat on the floor, hiding among the backpacks. I crouched down and kissed him on the forehead.


    ‘Salvation, I’m so glad you are safe. Have you seen Tomas?’ My heart was beating hard as I asked.


    ‘Kaipelai took him. Smash camera. Beat him.’


    I helped Salvation up, hugged him, and handed him his crutch. Jarman turned to the door. He had only taken one step outside before a huge blow from a rifle butt smashed him to the ground. I screamed as they came in for us. Salvation stood between me and two guerrillas hopping on one leg with his crutch held like a club. They swept him and his foolish bravery aside effortlessly.


    I was punched repeatedly until I fell. Then an agony as a heavy boot smashed me in the mouth. I felt the blood and the last thing I remembered thinking was about my dentist in Dorchester, and how happy I would be to sit there in his waiting room reading magazines, until he was ready to fix this mess.


    Someone was holding my hand as I awoke. It was dark but I could sense several people nearby.


    ‘Erica are you awake?’ It was Tomas.


    I tried to voice my relief, but only a low yowl escaped as I moved my jaw. Fresh blood seeped onto my tongue. I hugged Tomas close and heard his sharp intake of breath. He was hurt too. ‘Careful,’ he said.


    I touched his face. The wetness was more than sweat and I traced it back to his brimming eyes. Then I kissed his sweaty, salty neck. It was the best thing I had ever tasted. I flexed my mouth and breathed a low whisper. ‘Are Jarman and Salvation here?’


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘How are they?’


    ‘Not good.’


    I heard Georg’s voice. ‘They beat them both. They are sleeping.’


    ‘Oh, Georg. Who else is here?’ I asked, afraid to ask directly about Amy.


    ‘Amy is here. And Margaret.’


    I heard their greetings.


    ‘What about Annette? And Etenzi?’


    No one spoke for a few long seconds. ‘No,’ Georg said, softly.


    Gradually, I told them about Cecile, and they told me of the killings they had seen and heard. Etenzi had been killed with machetes in front of his screaming grandchildren. Annette had been led away by one of the captors. No-one had seen her since.


    ‘You are being moved on in the morning,’ Tomas said.


    ‘Me?’


    ‘No, I mean all of you.’


    ‘What about you?’


    ‘I can’t come.’ He was kneeling, motionless next to me on the hard cement floor.


    ‘Why not?’ No one else said a word. I could sense they were all in on this secret.


    ‘I tried to escape this afternoon. They caught me and held me down. They cut my achilles tendons with a machete.’


    ‘Oh God! Tomas.’ He allowed me to feel down along the back of his legs. There were rough tourniquets around both ankles, and under the crust of dried blood, they were both wet.


    ‘It’s funny,’ Tomas said. ‘We journalists use the verb hamstring all the time. I had never thought what it really meant. Now I have to kneel like this just to keep the wounds closed. I can’t even crawl, and I’m getting numb beneath my knees. If I’m lucky the government may come through in a couple days with a truck or a jeep. Or…’ He shrugged.


    ‘What about medical kit?’


    ‘They won’t let us have it. And we don’t have any water.’ Amy’s voice was thick with hatred. ‘And they took Georg’s medication.’


    Everyone shut up the moment we heard voices. A door was thrown open and light bathed our prison. It was Zizunga’s schoolroom. It was ten feet by twenty, bare cement, with a zinc roof over a few cobwebbed wooden beams. Jarman and Salvation were asleep at the far end. On the wall were a crucifix and a large framed photograph of Pope John Paul II. Wooden benches were stacked along one edge.


    A guerrilla walked in holding a hissing hurricane lamp and a machete. He was tall and thin, with a shiny bare head like a teak carving. His deepset eyes blazed in the lamplight and he looked at each of us in turn. I noticed that the righthand sleeve of his fatigues was spattered with dried blood. We all cowered, unwilling to meet the malign gaze.


    ‘We need water.’ Georg’s voice was low but firm. ‘We haven’t had any all day. And we must have medicine.’


    He turned to Georg and unsheathed a gap-toothed smile. ‘Water. Yes.’ He turned and went out, leaving his lamp to two young guards behind him.


    One, a boy of perhaps thirteen, stepped in grinning. He had a tatty green shirt and cheap plastic sandals. I realised he had been in last week’s KPLA patrol, and felt oddly relieved that some had survived.


    The boy looked at us then suddenly lunged forward with his aged rifle to his shoulder. ‘Dakka-dakka-dakka-dakka-dakka-dakka!!!’ he yelled. ‘Tomorrow!’


    In my fright I knocked into Tomas and he cursed as his wounds opened up again. Margaret was sobbing. Amy had her head in her hands.


    The boy looked around and nodded as he edged out. ‘All dead. Tomorrow,’ he said, and closed the door.
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    Chapter Seventeen


    Penny Ryan stood silently with Don Quiggan at the hospital bed. It was hard to believe that the shrunken, pale figure plugged full of tubes was Iron Jack Erskine. Penny had softly called his name, and Jack had turned his head. He opened his mouth but no words emerged, just a dry click. He didn’t seem to recognise them.


    The doctors said the fever had dropped, but his red blood cells were still being infected and destroyed. He might need a transfusion unless there was a clear positive response to the anti-malarial drugs they were using. Penny had arranged for Erskine’s wife and kids to fly out to see him. She tried to think what she could say to reassure them when they arrived. There was the fact that he was apparently in the care of a famous professor, a tropical disease expert. Penny had seen a lot of hospitals in a lot of places, and was confident there could be no better care than was being provided here.


    Quiggan had eaten half the grapes he had brought and was starting on the banana when Saskia walked in with Professor van Diemen. She introduced him to Quiggan and Penny.


    ‘I am sorry I have not been able to speak to you before,’ Van Diemen said. ‘But we have been grappling with the unexpected. As I think you have been told, this seems to be a new form of malaria. As far as we know the only two cases in the world are here in intensive care.’


    ‘Who’s the other one?’ Quiggan said through a mouthful of banana.


    ‘A mysterious young woman,’ he pointed through the glass partition to the adjacent room. ‘In a moment I will take you to see her. We know nothing about her, so if she is known to you we can start to find out what she and Mr. Erskine have in common.’


    ‘You mean they got infected the same way?’ Penny said.


    ‘Almost certainly so. No new forms of malaria have emerged anywhere in the world for a hundred years. The statistical chances of two such occurrences happening independently is miniscule. I think we will find they were in the same place at the same time, and were infected in the same way.’


    ‘But Saskia told me that Jack hadn’t been to the tropics recently enough to get malaria anyhow.’


    ‘From the travel details you have given, that is true. But we cannot rely on normal malarial parameters. All we know that he and the other patient have in common is that they have both been in the Netherlands. What other places they have visited, I do not know. Maybe New York, maybe other places, I just don’t know.’


    ‘Didn’t think we had malaria in New York,’ said Quiggan.


    ‘Neither do we have it in the Netherlands, not since the early 1950s. But when one is dealing with something new, it is best not to make any assumptions, that’s all.’


    Quiggan shrugged.


    ‘I’ve read stuff about global warming moving malaria up from Africa to Spain and the Balkans,’ Penny said. ‘Could this be it?’


    ‘No. They are referring to existing malaria types extending their range. This is different, we have a new parasite, and I mean new to science, unknown to literature. We literally know nothing about it except that under the microscope it resembles the worst form of malarial causing parasite and those who have it in their blood seem to have all the symptoms of severe malaria. Its genes however, match nothing in our parasitic library.’


    ‘I just don’t understand how he could have got it,’ Penny said.


    ‘Perhaps the parasite lies dormant much longer before causing malarial symptoms, so we need a longer travel history. Perhaps they were bitten by tropical mosquitoes that were trapped in an aircraft cabin. Or perhaps this is a new temperate malaria carried by local mosquitoes. We just do not know.’


    ‘There is another possibility,’ Saskia said. ‘We can’t assume the involvement of mosquitoes at all. There is a theoretical risk of contracting malaria via blood transfusion, drug needle sharing and so on.’


    ‘Oh, come on,’ Quiggan said. ‘Next thing you’ll say is we don’t know for sure it’s malaria at all. We want results! All you are telling me here is what you don’t know. Jack Erskine built Pharmstar into a knowledge-based corporation that transformed the pharmaceutical industry, and now he’s lying here with a tube up his nose like some junkie AIDS faggot. You had better understand this. We can’t afford to lose him. And you are gonna pull him through.’


    ‘Don, please, this isn’t helping.’ Penny pulled him back on the chair.


    ‘Penny, look. We could medevac him tonight. Get him into a good private hospital back home. Get some quality care.’


    ‘You know he’s too sick to be moved.’


    ‘Look. We don’t have to take this. I’m going to call Howard right now and get those supercomputers cranked up in Princeton. See what we can come through on the genetics. We got ten million bucks we can toss in to make it an emergency project. Use the databases, hook in the CDC in Atlanta. We’ll find out all the cases of this new bug worldwide, track ’em back to source.’


    Penny sighed. ‘Don, please. They are doing everything that can be done.’


    ‘Your chief executive will live or die based on what we can do with current knowledge, I’m afraid,’ Van Diemen said. ‘However much you have to spend, you cannot buy a medical advance overnight.’


    Quiggan rubbed his temples. ‘Shit, the timing is awful. We need Jack fighting fit. We got a lot of deals on the boil right now. There’s no end of guys out there wanting to eat our lunch.’ He stood up. ‘I’m gonna make some calls.’ He dug out his mobile phone, tossed the banana skin into a bin, and stalked into the corridor.


    Professor van Diemen watched him go. ‘He can really find ten million dollars just like that?’


    ‘Easily,’ Penny said.


    ‘But that would provide a mosquito net for every child in Tanzania.’


    ‘To Pharmstar ten million is petty cash,’ Penny said. ‘Last week it took him only a dozen phone calls to get three billion dollars together.’


    ‘What on earth for?’ the professor said.


    ‘The takeover of Utrecht Laboratories.’


    Van Diemen grunted. ‘I read about that. Takeovers, acquisitions. I never see the point of companies passing staff, research and factories back and forth between them. It never seems to make a single sick person healthier.’


    ‘Trust me, it’s the reverse. Pharmstar’s investment bankers are killing themselves to get this deal together on schedule. Yes, I do know what you mean. Seeing Jack here like this really brings it home,’ Penny said.


    Van Diemen took Penny into the next room, where two nurses were wheeling a heart monitor aside to make room for a second IV stand. Lying there unconscious, fair hair slicked dark with sweat, was a young woman.


    ‘We can only stay a moment. She is about to have a blood transfusion,’ Van Diemen said.


    ‘That face is familiar,’ Penny said, as Quiggan came into the room.


    ‘Don, do you know this woman?’ Penny asked.


    Quiggan nodded. ‘Could I ever forget a face like hers? That’s the attendant from our KLM flight.’
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    Max stepped out of the courtroom into warm sunshine and breathed deeply as if he had never done it before. Henk’s lawyer, a sleek-headed weasel in tasselled loafers called Maarten Winkel had got Max bail in the teeth of the prosecutor’s opposition. There was a price: bail equal to about twenty thousand bucks which Henk had stumped up; Max’s surrendered passport, and the worst of all, reporting in daily at the Warmoesstraat police station.


    Henk had one condition of his own, and the fact he made it showed how the warmth and trust between them had stiffened into a kind of brittle formality, just one light tap away from destruction. Max was to sign over almost all his sculptures in the exhibition to Henk to cover Winkel’s fees and the bail bond. Winkel’s finger pointed out each section of the form, his breath irritating Max’s neck as he signed and signed and signed again.


    The art dealer suggested one practical step too. As Max was broke, Henk offered him a place to stay, with a spare couch to sleep on. The apartment was one floor below the gallery, and Max could have the spare keys. No point footing unnecessary bills, Henk had said.


    So Max went back to his hotel, to the memory of Erica’s last evening with him, and packed up the last part of his old life. The chambermaid had done her best with the mess Max had left. Erica’s clothing was neatly folded on a chair or hung up in the wardrobe, the journals stacked, the toiletries on a table by the window. Max packed twice, once for himself and once for her. The strange thing was he half expected to see something among her stuff that would make him think of where she could be, make him edge a little closer to the why of her disappearance. There was nothing, just a struggle to fit the discarded accessories of her life, the three thick still-unread volumes of her life story, all into her two not-over-large suitcases.


    It was his own clothing that yielded the surprise. Max had filled his own case and had taken his best jacket from the wardrobe, folding it to put on top, the last item before the lid came down. He heard something tick and click on the quarry-tile floor like a falling button. But the jacket was fine, no buttons missing on breast or cuffs. Down on his knees, Max found what had made the noise. An orange tablet with a blue spot, which must have found its way into his jacket side pocket during the flight. That’s right. He remembered the nervous-looking guy next to him having his tablets knocked all over the place.


    Max dinged the tablet into the waste bin.


    He drove the crowded canal-side mile to Henk’s place, blocked the narrow street while he unloaded the cases, then returned the rental car before returning to Henk’s place by tram. Max’s jaded eye took in the quaint side streets, the bustling shoppers and the columns of cyclists as if he were looking up at them from the murky bottom of a canal. His memory of being here with Erica, the excitement of his first European exhibition was just surface light and distortion, now he was drowning in a different world.


    If that’s how it was, he’d better adapt.


    Back at Henk’s apartment Max took a shower and as he towelled himself in the tasteful saffron-tinted bathroom, he caught his reflection in the long gilt-framed mirror. Long gone was the sculpted muscular definition he had during the Coast Guard days, the hummocked arms that could bench two hundred pounds, twenty reps without working a sweat. Then he weighed a hundred fifty-five. Now he was a chunky hundred ninety pounder. In ten more years he’d be called fat.


    When Henk returned an hour later Max was on the lounge carpet dressed only in shorts, grunting and cursing his way through an old Coast Guard fitness regime.


    ‘Oh, it’s my birthday! Someone’s given me a half-naked bodybuilder.’ Henk made a theatrical expression of delight.


    Max grimaced as he finished his forty-seventh press-up, and lifted himself to his knees. ‘I’m rebuilding this body from the foundations, starting today.’


    Henk shook his head as he watched. ‘I hope you are not planning to do any more fighting.’


    ‘This is mental prep, not physical. My body will take a year to fix, but I can sharpen my thinking and willpower right now. Lisbeth was my only link to Erica’s disappearance, and now she likely won’t talk to me. All I’ve got is one lousy phone number she gave me. While I’m doing push-ups and crunches what I’m really doing is figuring what to say to the kind of guy who carves his name in a woman’s belly.’
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    Once they were left alone Georg spoke up. ‘I don’t think they will kill us. The KPLA hierarchy know they need hostages as bargaining chips. This is a crazy bunch, but I think the worst is over. If they were going to kill us they would have done it.’


    ‘What makes you so sure?’ I asked.


    ‘I’ve been kidnapped and held hostage twice before. UNITA in Angola in ‘88 and last year in Sudan. The greatest danger is always in the first few hours, especially if the captors are nervous. The treatment starts to get better as you get to know them. You build routines and knowledge of each other. If we are going to survive, that is what we have to do.’


    The young guard came back with a grubby Fanta bottle full of water, and set it down on the floor. ‘Water,’ he said by way of explanation. He left, plunging the room back into darkness.


    A glimpse was enough. We knew it was the latrine bottle, used to swill down the drain and floor and, informally, to squash marauding cockroaches. Amy let out a long, low growl of disgust.


    Tomas looked around at everybody. ‘I’ve got to drink some,’ he said, apologetically.


    Amy shook her head. ‘Tomas, you could get anything from that bottle. And you will get diarrhoea. In your condition it will kill you inside forty-eight hours.’


    ‘And how long am I gonna last without water?’


    ‘How about trying to filter it through a shirt,’ I suggested.


    ‘It might remove some faecal matter, but not bacteria or protozoans. I mean we have no idea…’ Amy’s eyes were closed and her hands were flapping in desperation.


    Georg spoke softly. ‘Amy, there is only a litre anyway, between seven. I think we have to let those drink who feel they have to.’


    She shrugged.


    ‘Erica’s idea is a good one, if that is all we can do to clean it,’ Georg said to the group. ‘First we should all search all of our pockets for sterotabs, fragments of soap, even grains of washing powder. I have some clean tissues which would make a good additional filter inside a shirt.’ Everyone mumbled agreement. ‘I will look through Jarman and Salvation’s possessions.’


    Margaret spoke. ‘The school cupboard has chalk and paper, we also have pencils, erasers, and a plastic bottle. From the smell I think it used to contain disinfectant, but it is empty now.’


    ‘Excellent,’ Georg said. ‘We can purify the water. I just need enough light.’ From the faint luminous glow I assumed he was checking his watch. ‘It will start to get light in forty minutes or so. Tomas, can you last that long?’


    ‘I guess so.’


    ‘There is nothing useful on Jarman or Salvation,’ said Georg. ‘It looks like they were thoroughly searched.’


    I checked my pockets. ‘I wasn’t searched. I still have everything.’


    ‘Strange time to find gallantry in the KPLA,’ Amy murmured.


    We sat in silence until a sallow light began to filter into the hut. Georg started moving. He checked the plastic bottle. It was bleach, not disinfectant. He conferred with Amy and they decided that one or two drops in the latrine bottle would be enough to cleanse it and little enough to be safe to drink. Amy held the bleach bottle while Georg poured in a few drops from the latrine bottle. He took a tissue from his pocket. Amy folded it to a pad and held it over the bleach bottle while she inverted it. Georg carefully cleaned the outside and neck of the latrine bottle, while Amy dripped a few drops of bleach solution into it.


    ‘We need to wait ten minutes for it to work,’ she said swilling it.


    ‘Jesus Christ,’ Tomas muttered. ‘This is torture.’


    Amy held the bottle to the light. ‘Ugh. It still needs filtering. Look at all that…faecal matter.’


    ‘I might be shit, but now it is clean shit,’ Georg said.


    ‘Wait a moment,’ I said. ‘Do we have anything else to drink out of?’


    ‘I have the communion chalice,’ Margaret said. She passed a small aluminium bowl across.


    ‘Okay.’ I rummaged in my pocket and produced a tampon. I stripped off the cellophane. It was only two thirds the width of the latrine bottle neck, but I dangled it in the water by its string and it instantly expanded to block the neck.


    ‘Well done,’ said Georg. There were murmurs of approval from others.


    I inverted the bottle and waited for the water to drip out into the bowl. It came slowly, so I prodded the tampon with my finger. Clean water tinkled into the bowl. When there was about a cupful I passed it to Tomas.


    ‘As this is the communion bowl shouldn’t you bless it for me Margaret?’ Tomas said as he lifted the bowl to his mouth. She smiled as he drank, greedily. We refilled the bowl and gave some to Jarman and Salvation, who were just conscious. Then we refilled it a third and a last time and passed it around. Everyone drank. Despite a faint tang of bleach, it tasted wonderful.
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    Chapter Eighteen


    Max stood in the phone booth, took a deep breath and punched out the digits from memory. No-one answered for a minute, then an answer machine kicked in, first in Dutch, then in English. It invited callers to leave a message for a company called Xenix Molecular Solutions BV. Max hung up.


    This wasn’t what he had expected at all but the more he thought about it the more it made sense. Xenix sounded like the kind of company that could use a laptop computer stuffed with scientific information.


    Tracking down Xenix’s address wasn’t as easy as he expected. It wasn’t listed in the reference books at Amsterdam’s main library, and it wasn’t listed in the Chambers of Commerce directory. The Internet had plenty of references for each word in the company name, but none for all together, and nothing at all referring to the Netherlands.


    Finally, a visit to the national bureau for company registrations gave him what he needed. The biggest surprise was Xenix’s date of incorporation. April this year. No wonder it had been so hard to trace. The register had the name of only one director, one L. de Wit, and a company address in Rotterdam. Next day, Max decided, would be a good time to drop in unannounced.
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    ‘No, Max. I put up bail for you, okay. I pay for my lawyer to help you, okay. I pay for you to see my dentist when you get beaten up, okay. I let you sleep in my apartment when you can no longer afford a hotel, I lend you money, I feed you, okay. But you can not have my Jaguar to drive to God-knows-where in Rotterdam, is that understood?’


    ‘I didn’t know it was a Jaguar!’


    ‘A 1967 E-type, and you cannot borrow it.’


    ‘Aw. Go on, Henk. Please?’


    ‘No. Unless…’


    ‘Unless what?’


    ‘I come too.’ Henk smiled, and patted Max’s sleeve. ‘You need someone sensible to keep you out of trouble.’


    ‘And to make sure I don’t scratch the paintwork.’


    ‘Precisely so.’


    It was five next morning when Henk’s long, low sports car nosed its way out through the darkened streets. When he got to the motorway heading south Max put his right foot down and the big cat’s engine roared and swept them along the fast curve past Schiphol airport, for the ninety minute journey to the world’s largest port.


    ‘Max. Not above two thousand revs, please. This car is an investment. It is only driven three times a year.’


    Max slowed a little, but they still arrived in Rotterdam before six thirty. Henk navigated them through the modern centre with its high rise offices, past drab apartment blocks and endless streets of 1960s housing until the silhouettes of giant cranes emerged from a flattening tree-starved horizon. Soon they were stuck in traffic heading toward the European Container Terminal west of the city, the low car hemmed in at exhaust level in a long bovine line of grimy container trucks from all over Europe.


    ‘The road we want is the next left,’ Henk said. Max turned onto a side street between warehouses, glad to escape the stink, and the chuff of air brakes. The road ran on past huge silver storage tanks winking in the dawn, and under the long shadows of berthed tankers, their superstructures towering five or six storeys over the quaysides. Ahead, either side of the street, were two long low warehouses and beyond them a metal-gated quayside, stacked to the sky with containers, like a weathered set of giant Lego bricks.


    ‘It’s somewhere along here,’ Henk said. ‘Number 16C.’


    Max braked and looked sceptically at the map, then stepped out of the car and squinted around him. Off to the left was an endless parking lot for new cars, still in their dull protective wax, and identical except in colour. To the right was waste ground, spread with broken glass, tyres and a graffiti-stained refrigerator shell. He started walking towards the warehouses and the security gate. Henk hurried behind him.


    The warehouses looked abandoned, with obscenities traced in the dusty windows and weeds poking up along the edge of the cracked concrete. An ugly squat motorcycle, with matt black paint and flaking chrome was chained to a metal staircase on the left-hand warehouse. The bike’s petrol tank had a curious customised filler cap, a chunk of chrome like a blunt-ended teardrop. Max walked around to look from the front. Then it was obvious.


    An anvil. He was at the right place. Max looked around. He was not overlooked by any windows. He felt the crankcase. Cold. The bike hadn’t been ridden in the last hour or so. But it must have been regularly used right up to the last day or so because the concrete beneath was stained dark with oil drips in a variety of places, and not all of them were completely dry. Max wrote the registration number on the palm of his hand.


    The staircase led up to a first floor office, set like a wooden scab into the side of the building. Max’s feet rang as he climbed. On the door was a metal plate, marked ‘16C’. The lock was new, and substantial. The wired door glass and windows were shielded with dirty venetian blinds. Max squatted to peer in the gap beneath the blind on the door. He couldn’t see much inside, just a desk and some papers, a grey filing cabinet, a chair with a zip jacket slung on its back, a girly calendar on the wall and a closed door, presumably into a further office. No sign of a laptop computer. Max opened the letter flap and looked through. A stash of mail sat on the floor. One large envelope was leaning against the door.


    Resting his face against the door, Max pushed his right arm through as far as it would go. It jammed at the elbow. He couldn’t reach the floor but right at his fingertips he felt the envelope. The door, pressed against his ear, amplified noise and inside the office he thought he heard a click, like a door opening in a draught. Something told him he should hurry. He trapped the envelope against the door, dragging it up by his middle fingertip towards the flap. There was a protruding flange below the flap and the top edge of the envelope stopped dead at it. Max scrunched the envelope, trying to get a fold that he could grip with his thumb.


    Max heard a second click and the scrabbling of claws. With an explosive savage growl, powerful jaws locked an excruciating grip on his fist. He shook his arm left and right, sending the animal skidding, but though its rasping breathing sounded laboured the teeth were unrelenting. Max hurled himself backwards until the dog’s head whacked the door inside. While Max was off-balance the beast retaliated, with an immense tug which cut Max’s lip on the letter flap. This was a strong dog, a heavy animal.


    Fighting the pain, Max searched his pocket: a packet of tissues, a plastic comb and a ballpoint pen, not much to fight with. He picked out the pen, but there was no room to get his left arm through the letter box beside the right. If only his shoulders were not so broad.


    Crocodiles have a method of dislodging prey from any riverbank handholds. Once they have a grip with their jaws, they roll over in the water. Supposed to work every time. Max wondered whether it would work in reverse, whether the prey could free itself from the predator. If so, he would have to be fast, not to give any time for the hound to adjust its grip. He crouched, pulling the dog closer to the door to give himself some free play, then turned his back, which inverted his arm. The dog coughed and let go for a second. It was all Max needed to pull his arm back, dragging through between his fingers the remains of a blood-stained envelope.


    Max snatched up the envelope and scrambled down the stairs, while the dog bayed and snarled, hurling itself repeatedly at the door. A bearded stevedore was behind the gate, watching Max run to the welcoming brake lights of Henk’s Jaguar.


    Inside the office a man parted the blinds with careful fingers to watch the intruder’s retreat. He muttered the name he had been told. Max. Yes, that would be Max Carver. Of course he had known of him, had heard about him, but had not expected this irritating persistence. Maybe he would do something about Max. But not before he had dealt with her.
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    Max wrapped his hand in his shirt but still dripped blood over the pale leather upholstery of the Jaguar. He had lost a fingernail, his signet ring, and most of the skin from his knuckles. Worst of all the connective tissues between second and third fingers had been shredded. It hurt like hell.


    Henk didn’t say a word. The moment Max was in, Henk gunned the car out onto the main road in a squeal of tyres. His rapid and emphatic gear changes and the harsh set of his jaw telegraphed his mood.


    ‘I’m taking you straight to a hospital.’


    ‘Okay.’ Max unwrapped his hand carefully, and inspected his palm. ‘Jesus Christ. The licence plate for the bike’s gone. I wrote it on my hand.’


    ‘So the dog ate it?’


    ‘Yeah.’


    ‘I want breakfast too. This is too frightening on an empty stomach.’ He looked at Max’s mangled hand. ‘So now, will you please leave finding Erica to the police?’


    ‘How can I? I’m their only suspect. Henk, if I have one advantage in all this over everyone else, it is that I know I have nothing to do with Erica’s disappearance.’


    ‘But have you told them about Lisbeth and the phone number?’


    ‘No. I’ve promised Lisbeth to keep her out of it. She helped me with the phone number, so it’s the least I can do. I don’t think she will ever speak to me again as it is.’


    ‘You should try to apologise to her.’


    ‘I will, if I can track her down. But the phone book is stuffed full of de Laans. Over here it’s like Smith or something.’


    Henk pulled into a hospital car park, then pointed at a swing door. ‘The accident department is in there. I’ll catch you up when I’ve cleaned your blood out of my car.’


    Two hours later they were finishing breakfast in a busy roadside café. Max’s right arm was in a sling, his hand stitched and bandaged like a boxing glove. He passed the bloodstained envelope across for Henk to open.


    ‘Let’s hope it is not just an electricity bill after all the trouble you took to get it,’ Henk said, his delicate fingers unpicking the seal. Inside was a single piece of paper, written in Dutch.


    ‘It’s an appraisal.’


    ‘For what?’


    ‘Diamonds. It’s from an Antwerp-based company.’


    ‘How much?’


    ‘Doesn’t give a value. But there’s an uncut weight of 1,200 carats and it says ‘“a high percentage of gem quality stones of good clarity and colour.” Max, this sounds like a lot of money. And look at this last paragraph: “With reference to the documentation issue, we think that it would be possible to find a solution. Please contact us directly”.’


    ‘Stolen diamonds?’


    ‘Or at the very least smuggled,’ Henk said. ‘You could show it to the cops.’


    ‘Sure, and the first question they would ask is how I got it. Plus the interesting bloodstains. No, Henk, we can’t go back to them until we have something conclusive that proves where Erica is.’


    ‘So what now?’


    ‘We watch that office until someone arrives.’


    Henk groaned. ‘That could take days. And what will it achieve when you find someone? Are you going to cudgel them to the ground with your injured fist?’


    ‘Hey, Henk.’ Max smiled. ‘Why do I get the idea your heart isn’t in this?’


    ‘Because I’m an art dealer, not a private investigator. I had planned to spend this afternoon with my framer discussing the merits of a sweet little watercolourist from Nijmegen. Then I wanted to go home and sink into a long hot bath under fluffy mountains of foam.’


    ‘Then leave me here. I’ll take the train.’


    ‘Max, you don’t have any money.’


    ‘Okay. Then I’ll hitch. I only need one thumb for that.’ He held up his left hand.


    Henk leaned on the steering wheel and stared across at Max. ‘You amaze me. Really. So stubborn.’


    It was half past ten by the time they returned to their surveillance. Max had suggested the car was not quite the anonymous type ideal for surveillance, so they parked in a derelict residential street a few hundred yards away and walked the rest of the way. The quiet side street past Anvil’s office was now full of huge container trucks, queueing to get out of the quay and onto the main road. Max and Henk walked down the right hand side until they could see the office on the left, through gaps in the crawling line of trucks. The motorcycle was gone. In its place was a white Toyota. There was no-one inside. At the top of the staircase facing the office door was a man in a suit. Max fished out a long-lens Nikon and took his picture, then ducked into a doorway as the man turned to descend the stairs. A huge truck interposed itself for a frustrating half minute.


    When it moved on Max had a glimpse of the man getting into the car. He was wearing a bow tie. Max knew him. He had even spoken to him, though the name took a while coming. The tallest of the three academics in the restaurant, a friend of Professor Jürgen Friederikson and the short and florid Van Diemen. And he knew Erica.


    It was Henry Waterson.

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    Penny Ryan was not her usual efficient self as she combed through Jack Erskine’s hotel room. She was trying to collect fresh clothes to take to hospital for him, and find any papers that Don Quiggan and the investment bankers might need.


    All she could think about was that at this moment Jack was undergoing a blood transfusion, designed to replace dying cells with clean oxygen-bearing blood. Saskia had explained that this would only buy time against the disease. The parasites would take over the new transfused cells, turning them into factories for their offspring until one of two eventualities arose. One, a way was found of killing them, or two, they killed Jack.


    Penny imagined little devils with horns and tridents crouching in crimson bubbles, multiplying and multiplying. She found she was crying, and wiped her eyes on a handkerchief.


    To rally herself, she tipped out Erskine’s briefcase on to the bed. Most of the papers she had already sorted, but there were plenty of bits and pieces: receipts, gum wrappers, ballpoint pens, computer discs and a postcard.


    She picked the card up. The front had a picture of an African market. She turned it over and read the scrawling script.


    Dear Jack,


    I do hope you are well. I have been thinking of your suggestions from last year. I believe I may have what you are looking for. I’ve sent a sample for you to test. Let me know if it fits the bill!


    All the best.


    The signature was illegible. The card had been posted in Kinshasa a few weeks ago, addressed to Pharmstar’s Atlanta headquarters. On it were two large colourful stamps. She thought of her eight-year-old son Carl and his stamp collection. She took the card into the kitchenette, boiled the kettle and held the stamped corner of the card into the plume of steam until it softened the gum.


    When the stamps slid off she was astonished to find a tiny cellophane packet underneath. Sealed in it, with a few grains of silica gel, was the body of an insect. A little squashed but still recognisable. It was a mosquito.
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    An hour later we awoke to the sound of the Land Rover being revved, and fear immediately began to flutter in my chest. There were groans in the sweaty heat of the hut. I untangled my arms from Tomas’s still kneeling form, and sat up. One look at him showed he had not slept at all. I knew Tomas was agnostic but circumstances had forced him into the shape for prayer. There would never be a better time for that.


    His face showed an acceptance that I found terrifying. But when he parted his hands it was to reveal not a rosary but a black plastic film canister. ‘Erica, please take this. I shot it the morning they arrived. I got the bodies, the killing, everything.’


    ‘But I thought they smashed your camera.’


    ‘They did, but I was on the second film. This is the first.’ He pressed it in my hand. ‘Keep it dry and as cool as possible. Get it to my bureau chief in Nairobi. The address is on a business card inside.’


    I pressed my lips together as I regarded his face. Heavy feet were approaching.


    ‘I love you, Tomas.’ I held the canister up. ‘And we’re going to let the world know what they did in Zizunga.’ I put it in my pocket just before the door opened.


    There stood the gap-tooth guerrilla from the night before. He was wearing a beret and a short-sleeve military shirt. He indicated us all with a flick of the hand. ‘You come.’


    ‘Where are we going?’ Georg asked.


    ‘No questions,’ the guerrilla said.


    ‘What about the injured?’ Sister Margaret said. ‘They cannot walk.’


    He ignored her and walked out. Three scruffy teenagers with rifles came in shouting, one of them Dakka, the name Tomas had given the young guard who noisily predicted our execution.


    Georg and Amy helped Jarman to his feet while I crouched with Tomas. Sister Margaret was struggling to help Salvation to his one good leg, but he didn’t want to get up. Only when we heard his screams did we realise they had smashed his remaining knee cap.


    I lifted Tomas as best I could, but he was shaking his head. ‘No. No. You can’t.’


    Dakka grinned at my struggle and walked over. I thought he was going to take Tomas’s other arm, but instead he pulled me away. Tomas hit the floor, and screeched in pain.


    ‘See.’ he pointed at Tomas’s writhing form. ‘Dis boy broken, Lady.’


    ‘You bastard!’ I screamed at Dakka and launched myself at him. I tore at his face with my nails and in a lucky kick, toppled him. The other two boys were on me in an instant. I was dragged outside by my legs while everyone else shouted and screamed.


    Dakka reappeared, jogging alongside as I was painfully dragged across the clearing. The scratches I had made on his face were bleeding and the other two guards were laughing at him. Dakka had a machete in his hand and hatred set in his jaw. He windmilled his arms, slicing the air, practising what he was going to do to me.


    They took me under some fig trees, talking and laughing all the while. I was still bursting with anger, but the fear spread underneath like ice as I realised that I was totally alone. They stopped, holding my arms wide while Dakka stood there silently, breathing hard, his machete poised near my kicking feet.


    For a few moments I stopped screaming and kicking and just listened. I could not understand a word, but the harsh tone of the boys holding my arms was suddenly clear to me. They were goading Dakka, and not just about being scratched by a woman. This was something that mattered to him, some inferiority, which outweighed the absolute power in his hands. I could imagine them in another world, with satchels and blazers, schoolboys of thirteen or fourteen enmeshed by playground anxieties. The vision gave me hope.


    Dakka watched as the other two ripped my shirt open. A strange faraway look came into his face as he stared at my breasts. More cold curiosity than lusty heat. It was when he carefully wiped the blood from his face with a sleeve that I knew he was a virgin. His first time, here in front of the more experienced others, would be to overcome a struggling western woman twice his age. He was almost as scared as I was.


    Dakka glanced up at my face and lifted his machete with a snarl. He flung it into the ground, just a few inches from my knee. The blade quivered, between our respective fears, as he slowly undid his belt.


    (Erica’s Diary 1992)
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    KLM flight attendant Marijke Wildenberg died within thirty-six hours of being admitted to hospital, never having regained consciousness. Confirmation of her identity, and the fact that both she and Jack Erskine had been on the same flight brought another flurry of visits to Professor van Diemen from delegates to the Parasitology Forum and a deluge of media interest. Van Diemen Fever, newspapers were now beginning to call it, much to the professor’s irritation. Doctors across the country added to the pressure. Faced with any patient with an unexplained high fever they sent off blood samples to the Randstad Medical Centre without a second thought.


    The more time Van Diemen was kept from the lab, the more work fell to Saskia. As the only other person who could recognise Plasmodium five, she was seconded to the microbiology lab full time to take up the additional workload. When Saskia raised the question of her studies, Van Diemen promised she wouldn’t lose out. He said he would square it up with the examination board. Besides, here was a chance of a lifetime, to be on the cutting edge of medicine, to make a name for yourself before your twenty-fifth birthday.


    It took only a couple of days for the reality to sink in. Nine hours a day squinting down a microscope, and another three writing up notes. She had identified three more cases of Plasmodium five, three out of four hundred samples that had been tested. Now it was nine o’clock at night, time to go home. Saskia was exhausted, her baby was due in just under two months, and her vision blurred from too long looking at slides.


    She was clearing up and scrubbing her hands when she remembered a promise she had made that morning. She had just been rushing along a corridor into intensive care when a woman jumped up from a seat and thrust a clear plastic bag into her hand. Saskia hadn’t recognised her at first. It was Penny Ryan. Her face was drawn, tendrils of hair had escaped her french twist and dangled loose by her ears. There were dark patches under her eyes.


    ‘Saskia,’ she had rasped, the smoker’s voice low and liquid. ‘I found this in Jack’s bag. Someone sent him a mosquito. Why would anyone do that?’


    Saskia had made no reply, too shocked by the deterioration in Penny’s composure to even look at the plastic bag she had been handed.


    ‘Jack’s dying isn’t he? You don’t tell us anything but he’s dying of something he got on the plane. But it isn’t an accident, is it? They want to get him. Promise you’ll do something, you’ve got to help find out what it is.’


    Saskia mumbled a soothing reply, empty textbook words for dealing with the distraught and the grieving. When she saw the disappointment in Penny Ryan’s eyes, Saskia dropped the platitudes and promised to do all she could. Then she boomed through the double doors into the safety of intensive care, guilt lying heavy on her shoulders.


    They want to get him. But who were ‘they’?


    Once her hands were dry, Saskia put her lab coat back on and took out the postcard. With tweezers she took the cellophane packet and laid it on a light box then took her biggest magnifying glass from a drawer.


    She was no entomologist and this was the first time she had seen a mosquito close up. It was a hunchbacked monster, its tangle of limbs spiderishly repulsive. The flying helmet head, dominated by bulbous eyes, had a long hairy nozzle to pierce flesh and syphon up blood. The long abdomen was fat and covered in scales. A yellow pus emerged where the body had been squashed, caking the profusion of hairs which sprouted from joints in its armour.


    This was the kind of detective work Friederikson would love. To Saskia it brought only a faint queasiness, but she pressed on alone because she had been asked to help. Penny Ryan’s conspiracy theory would have brought nothing but laughter from Friederikson, and Saskia didn’t want to get him involved. Not yet at least.


    The mosquito identification books had a shelf to themselves in the lab. A dozen thick volumes, yellowed bindings taped repeatedly along the splits. A quick flick through showed what a herculean task she had taken on. More than 2,500 species of mosquito were listed, and with enhanced DNA techniques those species were now being split more finely. There were hundreds of close-up drawings of wings and probosces, antennae and legs and each volume was stuffed with pages of errata and addendums, journal articles and photocopies as users had tried to keep up to date.


    To make matters worse there were thousands of other tiny flying insects which might be mistaken for true mosquitoes. The creature in the cellophane packet could have been any of tens of thousands of repulsive boss-eyed bloodsuckers.


    Saskia jumped as the door opened behind her.


    ‘Developed a late-night interest in mosquitoes, Saskia?’ said Professor Friederikson.


    ‘I’m just trying to identify a particular one,’ she said.


    Friederikson peered over the top of his spectacles at the cellophane packet. ‘Where did you get this?’


    Saskia handed the professor the postcard and explained where the insect had been found. She made no mention of Penny Ryan’s interpretation. Friederikson sat down and squinted through the magnifying glass. ‘And you were planning to keep this development all to yourself?’


    ‘Not really. I just thought that you and Van Diemen were so busy…’


    ‘Would you like to know about the mosquito?’


    ‘Of course.’


    ‘It is an adult female. It had not had a blood meal in several days before its death. The body looks good and dry, so we should be able to discover a lot.’


    ‘What species is it?’


    Friederikson looked up at her. ‘Actually, I don’t know. I would start with Gillies and Coetzee, to see whether it is African.’ He tapped the thickest volume on the desk. ‘That will help us narrow it down. Some things are easy, for example you can see its wings have coloured scales which make it appear spotted. That means it is from the Anopheles genera, not Aedes or Culex.’


    ‘So it can carry malaria?’


    ‘Only sixty of the two hundred and eighty species of Anopheles can carry malaria. Most of those sixty I am familiar with. This is not one of them. Nor is it a native mosquito of the Netherlands.’


    ‘So you don’t think it could be the carrier of Plasmodium five?’


    Friederikson shrugged. ‘That depends. Five is new to science, so quite possibly the mosquito which carries it is unknown too. There are two possibilities. First, five has parasitised humans for some time but has been overlooked. Perhaps the habitat limitations of the host mosquito kept it to a very small area. Second, we may have just stumbled on zoonosis.’


    ‘What is that?’


    ‘A crossing of species boundaries. Perhaps five originally infected other animals, and has recently crossed into man, just as HIV did. Birds, rodents, monkeys and lizards all suffered from malaria before man even appeared on the earth, and still do. It is hardly an intensively studied area, but it ought to be if we are ever to anticipate future human ailments. After all, the four types of malaria that afflict humans crossed species boundaries at some point in the last two million years, and this could be the fifth.’


    ‘Is there any way of finding out if this mosquito is infected with five?’


    ‘Not without grinding up the body for chemical tests. As it is the only example we have of this species, I would be very reluctant to do that.’ Professor Friederikson picked up the cellophane packet and postcard and slipped them into an envelope. ‘I hope you don’t mind if I take these back to my lab to study?’


    ‘Not at all.’


    ‘I’ll let you know if I find out what it is. Of course, the elegant solution would be to obtain some more of these mosquitoes, alive. With a little practical science then we could really find out if they are carriers of Plasmodium five. For example…’ Friederikson opened his briefcase and handed Saskia a plastic canister with a gauze top. Inside were several dozen mosquitoes, their hunched bodies blood-bloated, resting on the underside of the gauze.


    ‘Disgusting creatures,’ Sivali said, handing the canister back.


    ‘Disgusting perhaps, formidable certainly. You should show some respect for anything that can kill more than a million people a year,’ Friederikson said. ‘Anopheles gambiae is the Genghis Khan of the malaria world. Adaptable, tough, fecund and increasingly insecticide resistant.’


    ‘I still think they are revolting.’


    ‘But they would love you. They would bite again, even though I have just taken them out to dinner as a special treat.’


    Saskia stifled her laugh when she saw Friederikson’s intense stare. ‘What have you done?’ she asked.


    ‘I took them on a trip to intensive care, to see Mr Erskine. They are very efficient feeders. It only took two minutes with the gauze end of this canister against the body of our favourite pharmaceutical boss.’


    Saskia was speechless.


    ‘Don’t look so worried. The mosquitoes are free of disease, I raised them myself. They can’t possibly give him anything,’ Friederikson said.


    ‘Professor Friederikson. You know very well you cannot just wander in and interfere with Professor van Diemen’s patients. If he knew about this he would go absolutely ballistic!’


    ‘Of course he would, but I’m relying on you, someone with an open mind, not to tell him. The problem with Van Diemen is that he is so bogged down with paperwork that there is no room left in his head for imagination. He thinks what we are dealing with is just a nasty little import, some African malarial freak which will kill a half dozen people and disappear as quickly as it arrived.’


    ‘That’s bad enough, surely.’


    ‘Individually tragic of course, but in malarial terms irrelevant. Even if everybody who flew on KLM 648 was killed by Plasmodium five that would only be three hours worth of Africa’s annual malarial death toll.’ Friederikson held up the canister. ‘No, it is what happens to the mosquitoes that matters. The reason I fed these mosquitoes on Erskine is to see if he can infect them with Plasmodium five. If a wide range of mosquitoes can transmit this bug, then you can forget tuberculosis and HIV. What we would be facing would be the most serious threat to global health since the Black Death.’
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    Dakka pulled my legs apart and clambered towards me. I ceased struggling only when one of the others held a blood-spattered machete to my throat. Like a merciful guillotine, it severed my mind from what was going to happen to my body.


    A revving engine roared up into my consciousness. Dakka leapt up just as the Land Rover burst through the bushes. The other two boys dropped my arms and jumped away, leaving me to cover myself up. Leaning out of the driver’s seat, shouting furiously was the soldier we knew as Gaptooth. He stopped the vehicle and leapt out, together with three or four others. I guessed they were more senior by their age, and the fact they had military boots not plastic sandals.


    Dakka’s fright was soon justified. Gaptooth lashed out and flattened him with a single punch, then yelled at the hunched and sobbing form on the ground. The other boys stood to attention. Gaptooth came to me, and lifted me gently by the elbow. He brushed me down and looked at me with concern.


    ‘I get someone fix button,’ he pointed to my ripped shirt.


    I nodded, trembling.


    ‘Dis soldier,’ he pointed at Dakka who was stirring from the ground. ‘He don’ respect ladies. So we teach.’


    Behind him one of the older soldiers kicked Dakka to the ground again, and stamped on his moaning, recumbent form.


    ‘Brigadier Crocodile wan’ see you. He respect ladies.’


    They escorted me back to the village clearing. Standing there were Margaret, Georg and Amy. Jarman was sitting cross-legged on the floor, hands over his eyes. Everyone else was staring at me, afraid to ask.


    ‘It’s okay,’ I said, trying to smile. ‘Nothing happened. I was rescued in the nick of time.’ I tipped my head towards Gaptooth, who was organising the loading of the Land Rover. ‘Where’s Tomas?’


    ‘He’s still in the hut.’


    Gaptooth walked up. ‘We leave. Most of you goin’ through bush see Brigadier Crocodile. One person in car to Kisangani, then we let free. Take message for KPLA.’


    We all eyed each other.


    ‘It should be Tomas,’ I said. Georg and Margaret nodded. I looked at Gaptooth. ‘Take Tomas. The man in the hut.’


    He looked at me as if I was crazy.


    ‘Please,’ I said. ‘He can’t walk.’


    ‘He no good for message. He need walk. I send beard man.’ Gaptooth pointed to Georg.


    ‘Send Amy, I’ll stay,’ Georg said.


    Amy began to protest, leading a chorus of volunteers to stay until Gaptooth shouted us down. ‘Finish! Beard man goes.’


    At Gaptooth’s orders two guerillas escorted Georg to the Land Rover. About a dozen of them piled in or hung on to the sides. They drove off on the dirt track south. The last we saw was the swaying of the soldiers on the side as the vehicle weaved its way among the potholes. It was only then, a minute too late, that I realised I should have slipped him Tomas’s film.


    There were four of us: Amy, Sister Margaret, Jarman and myself. In the hut were Tomas and Salvation, neither able to walk. There were four guards to escort us on our march to meet Brigadier Crocodile: two wiry-looking soldiers, who we thought were twins; a laughing young man with mirror sunglasses, a bandana and a crucifix earring; and Dakka, now very bruised and sullen.The boss was the soldier with sunglasses who introduced himself as Rambo-Rambo. He was very proud of his AK47 automatic weapon, which he liked to wave around. He called Dakka and said something rapidly. He pointed to the hut where Tomas and Salvation were. Dakka took his rifle off his shoulder and jogged over towards it. My heart skipped a beat.


    Rambo-Rambo and the Twins pushed us in the other direction at gunpoint. I began to cry. Amy was whimpering. Sister Margaret put her arm around me and held me close. A shot crackled and echoed across the clearing. The birds and monkeys fell silent waiting, like us, for the second. When it came, I knew that my Tomas was dead.


    (Erica’s Diary 1992)

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    The Jaguar boomed into the private garage beneath the gallery. Henk turned off the engine and exhaled. ‘Thank God that’s all over. My knees have turned to jelly.’


    ‘So has my hand,’ Max replied. ‘But at least there isn’t a scratch on your precious car.’


    Somewhere they could hear a burglar alarm. Henk fished out his keys and opened the metal door to the staircase which led up to his apartment and the gallery above. The alarm became deafening. A man in a security company uniform was waiting by the street door, filling out details on a clipboard.


    ‘What’s happened?’ Henk yelled.


    ‘Don’t know. I just arrived myself.’ He showed his identity badge and checked Henk’s name on his clipboard. Then he inserted a key into a flashing orange device on the wall, and the racket ceased.


    ‘What’s that horrible smell?’ Henk wrinkled his nose, looking at the security man as though he never washed. At the top of the first flight of stone stairs was a gory smear, reeking of decomposition. Drops of blood led up the next flight, past his apartment, to the top floor and the gallery’s thick oak door. Henk’s hands were shaking as he fitted the large medieval-style key into the rough iron lock and opened the door.


    The stink of rotting fish almost knocked them over. A foul piscine puree, scattered with prawn shells and the odd fish head, had been spread over the gallery. It was trampled into the rugs, smeared into the rough-silk settee and spattered across the high ceiling. Worse was to come. Every piece of Max’s sculpture, a dozen years’ work, had been smashed to pieces, and every painting, a collection of all the artists Henk had promoted through the years, had been slashed and smeared with gore.


    ‘Are you insured?’ asked the security man.


    ‘What possible use is insurance, for this?’ Henk said, tears welling up in his eyes.


    ‘There’s only one way to tackle this,’ said Max, turning to Henk. ‘We take a deep breath and clean up best we can, right now. You gotta focus your anger. Okay?’


    The cops didn’t show up until the clean-up was well underway, and did little more than stare through the doorway. Henk and Max, working side-by-side with the contract cleaners, stopped when they saw the two fresh-faced officers and stepped out onto the landing to give statements. The cops, both about eighteen, creased up their faces against the stink, took the minimum detail and were gone within five minutes.


    Max took Henk by the shoulder and steered him out into the sunshine then along into a local bar. ‘You need a drink, my friend.’


    Henk sat and stared into his beer while Max drained his own.


    ‘Who could do such a thing?’ Henk said.


    ‘Someone who wants to warn me off doing what I’m doing. Maybe Janus, maybe Anvil. Maybe even a cop by the name of Stokenbrand who seems to hate me. Even if it ain’t a cop, they’re not going to help us find out.’


    ‘That certainly is a curse you brought down on me,’ said Henk, raising half a smile. ‘I used to be respectable.’


    The waitress gave them an evil stare as she walked past.


    Max said: ‘Henk, no one who stinks of fish guts ever gets respect.’ He looked up and added. ‘I think I should move out of your apartment. I feel terrible having brought all this down on you.’


    ‘Where would you go? And what about money? What you have won’t keep you for more than a few days.’


    ‘I survived in the Coast Guards. I can survive here, no problems. Maybe Inspector Voos will stick me in a cell. Besides, I couldn’t bear it if anything else happened to you because of me.’


    ‘Listen Max, unless you send a forwarding address to your enemies it might just happen to me anyway. And if you have left, you won’t be around to protect me. It’ll just be Miguel and me, two shrieking queens against the brutal philistines. No, I’d prefer if you would stay. We’ll just take more precautions.’


    They were walking the few hundred yards back to Henk’s front door when Max stopped. ‘I need to ask you a philistine question.’


    ‘Of course. What other kind would I expect from you?’


    ‘Okay. Was the art in fact insured?’


    Henk let a half smile slip. ‘Fulsomely, as it happens. You can assume your exhibition was a sellout. The insurers are usually happy to accept published sale prices as valuation so long as some work was sold at those prices. Fortunately for him, your African minister already took delivery of his pieces.’


    ‘Maybe I will be able to repay the bail bond.’


    ‘I hope so, Max.’


    ‘Hey, look.’ Max crouched in the street just outside the gallery building. Among the cobbles near the gutter was an oil stain the size of a teaspoon. It was still quite wet.
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    Saskia Sivali was lying on her back on a padded mat, staring at the gym ceiling and listening to relaxing music. Around her she could hear the controlled exhalations of nine other mothers-to-be, lifting and flexing their pelvises, and the echoing instructions of the ante-natal class teacher.


    From the edge of the mat came a shrill beeping. Sighing heavily, Saskia picked up her pager and towel, and wandered out to the changing room. She picked up her mobile phone and called the number on the pager display, bracing herself for Professor van Diemen’s inevitable bluster and the shattering of her mellow mood.


    ‘Saskia, I have some bad news.’ The professor sounded unusually reflective, his voice barely carrying over the hubbub of what sounded like a bar. ‘We’ve got someone confirmed with Plasmodium five who wasn’t on the plane. He hasn’t even been abroad for ten years, so he could only have got it here.’


    ‘Perhaps a mosquito escaped from the plane after it landed?’


    ‘Hmm. He lives about twenty kilometres from Schiphol Airport, which is pushing it for even an energetic mosquito.’


    ‘Do you think Dutch mosquitoes could be infected?’


    Van Diemen sighed. ‘I don’t know, I don’t dare think about it. Friederikson’s the epidemiologist. This Plasmodium five resembles Plasmodium falciparum, and there is nothing in the literature to suggest that temperate anopheles mosquitoes can pass falciparum on. If they cannot pass on falciparum I am hoping they cannot pass on five. It’s an assumption of course, but one I want to make. There are enough deaths as it is.’


    ‘Have you told Friederikson about this case?’


    ‘Not yet. To be honest I keep putting it off. You know what he’s like. He’ll be on television in no time, dispensing apocalyptic soundbites. The man has a brilliant mind, but no respect for scientific caution.’


    Sivali was shocked Van Diemen would confide in a mere medical student about such a distinguished colleague. Then she realised the reason. The professor was drunk.


    ‘Of course, Saskia, he may be right. Across the country there were three suspected cases reported today. I haven’t seen the travel histories yet, but it stretches credulity to think they all came from the same KLM flight. One more thing…’ Van Diemen took a gulp of his drink, and his voice softened further. ‘Another piece of news I think you should know. We had another death this evening.’


    ‘Who?’


    ‘Visser, the young speed skater.’


    ‘Oh God.’ Saskia slumped backwards against the locker. ‘But he was awake and talking this morning, all about his Olympic trial. If anyone could fight it…’ She let the useless rationalisation slip away into silence.


    ‘I’m sorry, Saskia. I tried everything, the entire damn anti-malarial armoury. Intravenous chloroquine, primaquine, tetracycline cocktail, an array of sulfonamides, proguanil, pyrimethamine, and finally good old quinine. Even artemisinin has no effect.’


    ‘Unbelievable,’ Saskia said.


    ‘What perplexes me most is this. How can a species of malarial parasite that we have never even seen before, yet alone treated, be already immune to every single anti-malarial drug in the medical armoury?’


    ‘Perhaps it has a completely different biochemistry to existing malarial parasites,’ Saskia said.


    ‘Walks like a duck, looks like a duck, quacks like a duck. And yet not a duck…Very hard to believe. I tell you, Saskia, it is horrible to be so helpless. And you know, I think it is going to get a lot worse. It is one thing in Africa, but here in the developed world, we’re not used to standing by helpless while young, strong men and women die. Not used to it at all.’
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    Max and Henk were cleaning up the gallery until midnight. There was plenty more to do and the place still stank, but they were dog tired. Tomorrow was another day.


    The downstairs buzzer blasted Max out of sleep before seven. It sounded like someone was leaning on the button. Max hauled himself grumpily out of the sleeping bag on the settee and grabbed the receiver. He never had the chance to speak.


    ‘Police. Let us up. We’re here for Carver.’ The voice brought back memories, all the more bitter for being recent.


    ‘Sergeant Stokenbrand. What an unexpected pleasure.’ Max buzzed him in, and pulled on T-shirt and jeans, mentally preparing himself for a day that promised to be even worse than yesterday. He went out to the landing and watched Stokenbrand and Detective van der Moolen walk up. Van der Moolen was in suit and tie, and could have stepped straight out of a tailor’s window. Stokenbrand looked like he fell off a building site. He was in ripped jeans, paintstained shirt and cheap training shoes. His bomber jacket was so old the dye had flaked off around the collar and cuffs, revealing pale worn leather.


    ‘What do you want?’ Max asked.


    Stokenbrand smiled but said nothing until he had reached the landing and the height differential with Max had narrowed to four inches.


    ‘Fish for dinner?’ Stokenbrand wrinkled his nose. ‘Or is that your aftershave?’


    Max forced a smile. ‘So what is it you want from me?’


    ‘Nothing,’ Stokenbrand grinned. ‘We’re giving today, not receiving.’


    ‘We’ve got some information for you,’ Van der Moolen said. ‘Can we come in?’


    Henk was waiting inside in green silk kimono and matching slippers. Max did the introductions.


    ‘Coffee, gentlemen?’ Henk asked.


    ‘Black, four sugars for me, glass of milk for my friend,’ Stokenbrand replied, spreading himself over a white linen couch like an indelible stain. ‘Got some bread and cheese? Been too busy for breakfast until now.’


    Henk arched an eyebrow as he disappeared into the kitchen.


    ‘Got news about Erica?’ Max asked.


    ‘There was a fire last night in an apartment in the south east of Amsterdam. Inside we found a woman’s body.’ Stokenbrand pulled out a pouch of Drum tobacco and a packet of Rizla papers, and put one on each knee.


    ‘Just tell me,’ Max said, a cold numbness creeping over him.


    Stokenbrand turned his pale blue eyes on Max as he pulled shreds of tobacco along the paper. ‘It was hot in that fire. Lucky really, the whole block didn’t go up. The woman’s body was charred almost completely. All we got is bones and some blobs of gold from melted jewellery.’


    ‘Get to the point.’


    ‘We just wondered if you knew the address of Erica’s dentist. We might need to check his records.’


    ‘What makes you think it is her?’ Max felt hatred for this cop, who enjoyed twisting his knife in any wound he could find.


    Stokenbrand rolled the cigarette with one practised hand and brought it to his mouth. His yellowed tongue, flicked left and right along the paper but his eyes never left Max’s face. ‘I’ll tell you why, in a minute.’ The cop pulled out a big ugly lighter, lit the cigarette and sucked in deep. ‘First, I want to know where you were last night.’


    ‘Here.’


    Henk walked in with a tray laden with coffee and pastries, sliced brown bread and slivers of cheese and meat. ‘He was here. I can vouch for it.’


    Stokenbrand chuckled and a gust of blue smoke curled upwards to the high ceiling. ‘Two pretty boys curled up together.’


    ‘No. I slept right here in the lounge, in case it’s any business of yours.’


    ‘It is my business if you could have slipped out unnoticed, while your sweet little friend was asleep in the bedroom.’


    ‘Except I didn’t.’ Max folded his arms.


    ‘You got no alibi,’ Stokenbrand said, pointing the roll-up at Max. ‘Just tread careful.’ The policemen reached under the settee. ‘Speaking of which, are these your shoes?’


    ‘Yes.’


    Stokenbrand looked inside the scuffed brown loafers and inspected the soles, then he showed them to Van der Moolen who nodded and said something to Henk in Dutch.


    ‘What’s going on?’ Max asked.


    ‘They want me to identify all your shoes. I don’t know why.’ Henk said.


    Max lifted his polished brogues from his travel bag. ‘These, those and a pair of old sneakers are all I got.’


    ‘Try ’em on Cinderella, all of them.’ Stokenbrand laughed, as he examined each pair, checking the soles and writing something in his notebook.


    Max slipped them on. ‘Okay, you know my shoe size, big deal. Tell me what you have on Erica. I’m not in the mood for shoe shop games.’


    Stokenbrand took the brogues and the loafers and placed them carefully in separate plastic bags. When he had tied the top securely he pulled out a small plastic evidence bag from his pocket. He looked at it himself then held it up towards Max. ‘We found this in the burned apartment. What do you think?’


    Inside the evidence bag was a warped and blackened Visa card. It was in Erica’s name, but it was no longer possible to read the signature. Max turned the bag round and round in trembling fingers, reading and re-reading the name on the card as if by some chance he might have got it wrong first time.


    ‘I’m so sorry, Max.’ Stokenbrand reached out a tattooed arm as if to pat Max on the arm. Instead the cop grabbed a slice of cheese and folded it into his smirking mouth.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One


    Lies and truth share a narrow bed, like birth and death, pain and pleasure. Max tossed and turned in his mind between the two, unable to accept what Stokenbrand had told him. After the cops had gone, Max took a long walk, unwilling as yet to sink back into grieving or the condolences offered by Henk. Stokenbrand had mentioned melted jewellery. Max knew Erica wore silver, but had never seen her wear gold. Stokenbrand had definitely said it was gold. It wasn’t much of a straw to clutch at, but anything to postpone an awful truth.


    He borrowed Henk’s dictionary, bought some Dutch papers and sat in a café, flicking through for news of the fire. In one there was a brief story and a photograph which showed a blackened apartment block. Max drained his black coffee and threw back his shot of Vieux. Time to check this out himself.


    Across the street was a taxi rank. Max showed the article to a driver. He nodded, started the meter and gestured to the back seat. They drove out of the centre of Amsterdam, weaving in and out of the humming multicoloured trams, and along the edge of the Amstel River, past swarms of hunched cyclists pedalling into the city. The driver was a man of few words and no questions. That suited Max fine. Soon the crowded streets and upmarket stores of the Old South gave way to a more open landscape, dominated by grey tower blocks and highways, where every inch that an adolescent could reach with a spray can was swathed in repetitive, black, white and silver graffiti. The silver Mercedes wove its way through side streets where kids of every ethnic hue played street soccer or sat on low brick walls kicking their trainers and comparing mobile phones. The driver stopped by a sloping pathway. He pointed up towards an apartment block set among young broadleaf trees. A black scorch mark had scarred the outside of the building from a ground floor window up as far as the third floor.


    The window was just a burned frame and had been sealed over with clear plastic sheeting. A lanky uniformed cop of perhaps twenty years kept back a small group of onlookers behind a tape barrier. Max walked up to him and lied about an appointment with Detective Inspector Voos. The cop had a wispy blonde moustache and nervous grey eyes. He looked Max up and down, told him to wait right there and headed into the building. As soon as the cop had gone inside, Max ducked under the tape and followed.


    Inside the entrance of the block a section of the lobby was screened off with translucent plastic sheeting, behind which figures in white overalls moved like ghosts. Behind the staircase to the upper floors was the entrance to the apartment. The blue wooden door had been torn from its splintered frame, and bore the wounds of repeated axe blows. More overalled figures in blue baseball caps and white plastic boots crouched inside, wielding plastic bags, brushes and tweezers.


    Voos was standing with her back to Max, listening to an explanation of something from a middle aged figure in overalls and plastic gloves who was holding a blackened kitchen-type fire extinguisher. The young policeman was trying to attract her attention, but he was shushed away. Max couldn’t understand the words but the speaker’s tone and grim demeanour conveyed a sombre importance, jabbing with his finger towards the extinguisher.


    Max edged along the lobby wall until he could see across directly into the apartment. The fire seemed to have been mainly confined to one room. Around its doorframe was a sooty halo. Inside it was pure charcoal, ankle deep in cinders, exhaling a crematorium stink. A V-shaped aerial stuck out of a glassy carbonised blob that may once have been a television. The only truly recognisable artefacts were the springs of a mattress, among which two technicians were crouched. A third was taking photographs from above. Max couldn’t see what it was that they were looking at until one stood aside.


    Underneath, amid a pile of ashes was a matt black skull, its jaw stuck wide, posing ambiguously between laughter and agony for the camera’s merciless flash. Max felt bile rising, and turned away.


    The young cop spotted him, and yelled. It was the kind of inarticulate fury that signals a lack of confident authority. Voos turned around, and when she saw Max her face turned as grey and hard as the building she stood in. ‘Out! You are not supposed to be here,’ she said.


    ‘I’ll go when I know who died in there.’


    The young cop unsheathed his nightstick, shiny and new as a child’s Christmas toy. He advanced, gleeful at the first chance of using it.


    ‘Hold it like that, kid, and you’ll get your wrist broken,’ said Max. ‘Try it and see.’


    Voos reached for the officer’s arm. ‘Reemers. You’re needed back at the tape. I can deal with this.’ Reemers shot a poisonous glance at Max as he slunk out.


    ‘Accident or arson?’ Max asked.


    Voos did not reply as she shepherded Max through the back door of the lobby, down a short tunnel built from timber and polythene sheeting. The tunnel led to a square marquee in which a group of policemen sat on plastic chairs drinking coffee. Around the open sides of the tent were a few police vans, a long caravan, and a big mobile office. Once they were away from the apartment, she began to relax.


    ‘Carver, I know you’re upset, but coming here was crazy. Contaminate a crime scene and you can forget bail. You get locked up until we’re finished, no question about it. Forensics need to know that any fingerprints or hairs, including yours, that we find in there were left last night, not just a moment ago.’


    ‘Come on. You can’t suspect me. I wouldn’t do anything like this.’


    ‘Maybe you wouldn’t. But an innocent person would stay a mile away. Only the perpetrator would want to see forensic findings barred from evidence, which is what would have happened if you had gone in there.’


    ‘Stokenbrand showed me Erica’s credit card which he says was found here. I don’t trust him to tell it me straight, but I would trust you. Are you sure it is Erica?’


    ‘No, not yet. Erica’s card was the only identification in the apartment. Even without it, we would have checked Erica. You always start by matching dead bodies against missing persons.’


    ‘Did they find anything else? Stokenbrand said something about melted jewellery.’


    Voos led him into a police caravan. ‘This is all we can show you at the moment.’ On a table were two clear plastic evidence bags. One contained a ladies’ silver wristwatch, the other a tasselled suede handbag. ‘Are these Erica’s?’


    ‘The suede bag definitely not, the watch I’d have to look at.’ Max held out his hand for the bag.


    Voos held it to herself. ‘Not yet. We’re waiting for fingerprints.’


    ‘What about the melted stuff? Stokenbrand said it was gold. Erica never wore gold.’


    ‘It looks like gold, but it’s melted into the floor, so getting it analysed will take a while. All we know is that the metal blobs are in amongst the bones of the right hand, probably from rings.’


    ‘Erica doesn’t usually wear rings,’ Max said.


    A lot of other items were arranged in bags along the wall. There was a scorched bedside lamp with melted shade, an undamaged series of impressionist prints in clipframes, three pairs of women’s shoes and an electric bass guitar. A new fear began to curdle in Max. He had last seen a metallic red Gibson just like this at Purple Haze, slung around Lisbeth’s slender neck.


    ‘Could this be Lisbeth de Laan’s apartment? It looks like her guitar.’


    Voos pouted at the plausibility of the idea. ‘She’s not the official tenant, but who knows? The apartment is owned by Amsterdam council and the registered tenant is named Gerrit Hoorn. Neighbours say he left months ago, and a woman moved in. She gave them the name Karen, though it could be false.’


    ‘What did she look like?’


    ‘We haven’t got statements yet. All we know is that she was native Dutch. This Karen could not be Erica because she speaks the language and she moved in before Erica went missing.’


    ‘But Karen could be Lisbeth de Laan.’


    ‘Maybe. Or maybe Karen really is a Karen,’ Voos said. ‘We just have to wait for the identification.’


    The Detective Inspector knew that nothing could be taken for granted in Bijlmermeer. The sprawling estates to the south east of Amsterdam marked the point where Dutch social cohesion finally expires in a jumble of crime and poverty. The huge gull-winged apartment blocks boasted the broadest ethnic mix in the city, transit points for illegal immigrants, runaways, asylum seekers and the criminals who prey on them.


    In 1992 an El-Al 747 cargo plane crashed into an apartment block in Bijlmermeer, turning it into a kerosene fireball and burning at least forty people to death. Investigators spent a year trying to put an exact figure on the death toll, and eventually put out a number because it was expected of them. No-one will ever know for sure if it was right.


    Voos displayed more evidence bags. A pair of spike-heeled PVC boots. A pair of leather dungarees.


    ‘Those are definitely Lisbeth’s,’ Max said. Instead of pure relief for Erica, he now felt soiled by guilt for Lisbeth, and a burning anger too. Lisbeth was a thief, sure, but she didn’t deserve this. No-one deserved this. Lisbeth had courted death by offering Max what he wanted. One name. Without that one generous act Lisbeth would be alive and happy; her lovely face unscarred, playing bass for Gradgrind Spine on a Saturday night and conducting a little small-time theft on the side.


    ‘Detective Inspector, I know who did this,’ Max said. If Lisbeth was dead, it couldn’t do any harm now to tell the cops about Anvil.


    Voos stopped replacing evidence bags. She didn’t look at Max, but she was listening sure enough.


    ‘Someone called Anvil. Lisbeth knew him. She was terrified of him. I think he is holding Erica too.’


    When she looked up, Voos’s grey eyes were sharp with concentration. ‘Tell me more.’


    ‘It is what Lisbeth told me. I don’t know any more. He sounds like a big league crook, and he isn’t shy about killing.’


    ‘That’s pretty slim evidence. However, I’ll tell you something. I never did think this kind of premeditated evil was your work,’ Voos said.


    ‘Oh, which kind of premeditated evil is my type?’


    Sarcasm seemed lost on Voos. ‘Someone came here at four in the morning and scouted the place front and back. Footprints in the flower beds match dirt marks in the lobby. That’s why we wanted your shoes. I’m happy to say they don’t match, so my hunch was right.’


    ‘I’m happy about your hunches,’ Max said.


    ‘We believe this person found the bedroom’s open casement window, and put his arm in to find a gap in the curtains. Perhaps the victim woke up screaming at that point, or maybe later as the home made incendiary he threw began to burn her. In any case she might have panicked too much to get out.’


    Max felt a wave of nausea as he saw an image of Lisbeth, a writhing human torch because she gave him a phone number.


    ‘What about that extinguisher. Doesn’t that prove she got out of the room to start fighting the fire?’


    ‘That was the same mistake we made. Until one of the Fire Service technicians noticed that it had a modified valve. The residues inside should have been foam. We believe they were in fact a mixture of naphtha and a sticky cooking oil, perhaps palm oil. It was used by the assailant, not by the victim.’


    ‘Home-made napalm in a home-made flamethrower.’ Max shivered at the thought. Commercial napalm is cheap and deadly, the modern army’s weapon of choice for taking out tanks. Dropped in canisters from aircraft, it is an adhesive jelly that burns with such intense heat that even a near-miss boils the crew alive through the vehicle’s armour. Of the many ghastly deaths on the modern battlefield, none are worse than this. That someone chose to recreate this horror in a woman’s bedroom was even more evil.


    ‘The assailant was clever,’ Voos said. ‘Most weapons dropped at the crime scene stand out a mile. But a fire extinguisher does not look out of place at a fire. You don’t expect that an arsonist used it.’


    ‘Was there anyone else in the apartment when it happened?’


    Voos pursed her lips. ‘Possibly. There is only one body in the bedroom, and nowhere else was significantly burned. We did find a window lock undone in the lounge, though there are no second set of footprints we can find.’


    ‘So what about Anvil?’


    ‘I don’t know that name. We’ll look into it. But please, leave the investigating to us from now on. Stay away from witnesses, crime scenes and keep your nose clean.’


    Max shrugged. ‘If you do your job, nothing would make me happier. One final tip, and I’ll leave it all to you.’


    The way Voos looked at him it was clear she didn’t want to hear it.


    ‘There’s a guy who runs some company called Xenix Molecular in Rotterdam. He’s mixed up in all this, and he might want what Erica had found. His name is de Wit, initial L. He may or may not be Anvil. My hunch is that he is.’
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    Voos offered Max a ride back to the city in a patrol car. It was a way to make sure he was doing what he was told, but there was nothing more he could do until the body had been identified. There was quite a crowd gathered around the building by the time Max left the caravan. Mostly they were just gawkers, but right at the front by the tape was a multi-ethnic knot of teenagers, shouting at the cops and congratulating each other on whatever it was they were saying. Among them was a rangy tattooed youth, crew-cut except for a single blade of orange hair, gelled over his forehead like a beak. Max recognised him as the one who offered the gun to Janus at Purple Haze, and their eyes met. The boy had barely learned how to shave, but he thought he was a gangster. The curled lip, narrowed eyes and stiff jaw were his ABC of intimidation.


    Max was heading for the patrol car, but dropped his pace when he saw Stokenbrand standing by it, his weathered face ripped by a grin.


    ‘Suddenly I feel like taking the subway,’ Max said.


    ‘I know you enjoy my company, Carver. Don’t play hard to get,’ said Stokenbrand.


    Orangebeak had walked past the car, scowling at Max. Twenty yards ahead he climbed a fat, black motorcycle, stamped the kickstarter and began revving. A thick oily cloud spewed from the bike’s flaking chrome exhausts as the engine growled.


    Max sidestepped Stokenbrand and headed off towards the bike, but the cop stepped in the way. ‘No playground fights,’ he snarled. ‘School’s over. Time to go home to your sugar daddy.’


    As Max was being pushed into the back seat of the squad car, Orangebeak rode the motorcycle slowly past them. He offered Max his upraised middle finger by way of greeting, mouthing obscenities. But Max was looking for only one thing, and he saw it. A modified chrome filler cap on the motorcycle’s tank, shaped like an anvil. It was the Rotterdam bike. The rider must be one of Anvil’s apprentices.


    Stokenbrand squeezed in the back of the car. The driver was a Rastafarian with braids and a gaudy shell suit. Max leaned forward to him and whispered. ‘What’s the name of the guy with the orange hair? You know him?’


    ‘Hey, idiot,’ Stokenbrand said, pulling Max back into the seat. ‘Vendettas we don’t do here, Carver. Not unless they’re mine. Yes?’


    Max said nothing, but he knew he had to come back here. If he could find Orangebeak again than maybe he could find Anvil.
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    For three days we have walked through the bush, heading towards a nameless destination. As much as possible I try to stay away from Dakka, but I sense he is hungry for vengeance. I am the obvious target.


    Fortunately, he has had little opportunity. We rise at dawn, we walk almost without a break until sunset and we sleep where we fall, exhausted. Every day we get filthy and sweaty, and then lie in the damp and the leaf litter. We are never dry, even before the rain which comes most afternoons. The sheer misery of this, even in the warm, is hard to relate. I daydream of a hot shower, a towel, a change of underwear. Last night I dreamed I was sleeping in a glorious fluffy hammock crocheted from ropes of pink toilet paper. Two luxuries in one dream.


    We worry most about Jarman. One eye is almost closed and his lips fat and crusted with blood. He complains his back and kidneys ache from the kicking, and he has a pronounced limp. The relentless marching torments him. He took off his right boot to show us why. A rifle butt had been smashed down on his bare foot during the beating. Now three toenails have turned black and fallen off, and the grazes became infected. Amy thinks one of his toes might be broken too. If the inflammation gets much worse the boot will be agony.


    Worst of all, Jarman is becoming withdrawn and fatalist. We can hardly get a word out of him. Sophie’s monkey colony must be wiped out by now. Jarman’s collection of mosquitoes will be dead, his years of research, all left behind to rot in the heat and the wet. I suspect it is his African dreams that are dying the hardest death.


    Conversation with our captors is discouraged. In any case they speak only a few words of English. Rambo-Rambo has some pidgin French which Sister Margaret translates for us. I find their real names unpronounceable, except one Twin who was apparently christened Albert and Dakka whose real name is Leopold. I think they have the same trouble pronouncing Erica Stroud-Jones. When they found out I was English they simply referred to me as Manchester, for Manchester United. Jarman, being Brazilian, was inevitably known as Pele. Amy was dubbed friend, from the French. Sister Margaret was just ‘sister’.


    We drink water as we find it. The guards carry enough only for themselves. For food we have only the random gatherings that the Twins made from our hut: a large bag of Quaker oats, one tin of meat, custard powder, powdered milk and dried sausage. We had no utensils except Sister Margaret’s swiss army knife, and for plates we used banana leaves. Mostly we ate ‘quaker’s grenades’, which was Jarman’s concoction of dried sausage and rolled oats mixed into a patty with a little water. They were difficult enough to eat, but nothing like Amy’s ‘strangulation by custard’, which was custard and powdered milk cupped in a banana leaf and mixed with as much water as the leaf would hold. Unboiled, the custard powder was almost impossible to swallow.


    We eat bananas where we find them, even when green. The lack of fruit is a bitter discovery. Fruiting trees are rarer than I imagined. We are either too early, and risked stomach cramps from unripe fruit and berries, or the trees have been cleaned out by birds and monkeys. This is no Garden of Eden.


    We had high hopes of better food when we surprised a family of warthogs this morning. Rambo-Rambo opened fire from about forty yards with his automatic weapon. Instead of neatly dispatching a single piglet he blew one to pieces, gravely wounded a sow and another piglet, and hobbled the boar. This huge beast roared into the undergrowth and disappeared while the poor stricken sow whimpered like a child and dragged itself along on its forelimbs.


    The guerrillas were terrified that the enraged boar would charge us. They crammed us into the low branches of a thorny tree, where we sat uncomfortably, guns bristling in all directions, and showered with shit as hungry vultures began to gather in the higher branches.


    Rambo-Rambo’s gun had jammed so we were down to the aged rifles of the Twins and Dakka. For half an hour they blazed away at every shadow that could have been the boar. If we needed further evidence of poor marksmanship, it was the five minutes it took for them to put the sow out of her misery. Then there was one tiny bewildered piglet which refused to leave its mother’s side. They gave up trying to hit the poor thing after something like fifty shots. I think their rifles might be bent!


    The warthogs had been grubbing under a strangling fig tree, and for once I could even smell the ripe fruit weighing down the branches. I edged along a bough, spurred on by the whoops of our captors, until I could grab a higher branch to cross into the fig tree. But when I got closer I discovered the tree was alive with vicious biting ants, which had swarmed over the sticky fruit. I beat a hasty retreat and we were foiled once again.


    Eventually we came down from the tree and dragged a piglet away, leaving the rest of this slaughtered family to the ants and vultures. The Twins hacked open the piglet, and made Sister Margaret and me scoop out the viscera and prepare the meat. Amy scavenged a few figs, which we roasted inside the carcass over a smoky fire. After two days without proper food the blackened, crackling pork was a heavenly meal, even though we had just muddy water to wash it down with.


    It was our first proper break, and our hitherto stern captors laughed and joked among themselves. Sister Margaret probed Rambo-Rambo in French. They had no coherent knowledge of the KPLA’s strategy, except that it involved displacing a corrupt elite in Kinshasa and giving everyone enough to eat. They all conceded that a full belly and a promise of a smart uniform, clearly not yet fulfilled, was the main reason they had joined up. They thought the KPLA was a massive army, with tanks and aircraft and thousands of soldiers hidden around the country. Its leader, Brigadier Crocodile, was to them a modern-day Napoleon.


    Georg’s summary, given when we had first been captured, was different. The KPLA was probably the smallest and least powerful of four rebel armies in the country, and was unheard of outside the offices of regional specialists in western capitals. He thought they had fewer than a thousand troops, of which half had nothing more than a machete. He presumed their main aim was to wrest from government hands the alluvial diamond mine at Obtuvanna, just a hundred miles away. With the proceeds they could equip themselves with modern Chinese weapons. Only that, Georg said, would guarantee a place for them at the planned reconciliation talks.


    This afternoon I found a pool among rocks at a nearby stream, our first chance for a leisurely wash since we set off. I poked at the water with a stick and disturbed nothing more frightening than a small fish. I fetched Amy and Sister Margaret, who asked Rambo-Rambo not to let us be disturbed. He was relaxed about letting us stray, knowing we could not get far alone. I soon noticed Dakka skulking in the background, however.


    I waited for him to go as I set my diary and pencil in their plastic bag on a convenient rock. Still he watched us. I could not bring myself to strip in front of him, and entered the water before taking my filthy clothes off. Amy did the same. Sister Margaret had no such qualms, and stripped at the water’s edge. Dakka goggled at her strange matronly underwear and wobbly white body.


    The water was a wonderful temperature and we began to enjoy ourselves, splashing around and giggling like children. Then we did our laundry, laying it to dry on the rocks. I was up to my shoulders in water, and balling up my trousers when I felt a lump in the pocket.


    Tomas’s film! I leapt out of the water and cursed myself for the stupid, worthless bitch I had become. Sister Margaret covered her ears. A crushing guilt squeezed tears from my eyes as my wet hands fumbled to extract the plastic canister from the pocket.


    Mercifully, the lid was still intact and the film inside dry. I crouched down by the water’s edge, naked and miserable, and wailed uncontrollably. I don’t know whether I cried for him or for myself, but I felt more lost and miserable than I ever had in my life before. The others, still mystified, tried to comfort me. In the distance I heard Dakka, my lover’s murderer, sniggering.


    (Erica’s Diary 1992)

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two


    Janus Pretzik sat bolt upright in bed, the Browning GP35 already tight in his enormous fist. He had not dreamed the gentle tinkling that awoke him. Wind chimes from the shop. It was a cheap, foolproof security system. The way the draughts were down there, you couldn’t open a door or a window back or front without them sounding. He grasped the bedside clock, squinting into its luminous face. Just after 2 a.m. He hauled his four hundred pound bulk out of bed, pulled on jeans and a T-shirt. From under the bed he pulled out a heavy torch and stuck it in his waistband.


    He parted the curtains. The street was deserted, a plastic bag cartwheeling in the wind, a drink can rolling beneath a bench. Janus moved rapidly across the room, avoiding every squeaky floorboard and slipped quietly down the concrete stairs into the stockroom at the back of the darkened store. Janus had dealt with burglars before, muggers and wise guys. That wasn’t what was making the sweat freeze on his skin, making his chest pound. That was a very specific, very recent terror.


    He kept the lights off to preserve his advantage. It was a big shop, three frontages onto the street, and its aisles were narrow and obstructed. Janus knew the location of every antique chair and table, the shelves of African wood carvings, the 1910 Olivetti typewriter on the floor, the heavy Singer sewing machine stand. Janus edged forward to look through into the shop. Silhouetted in the window, against the orange glare of the streetlamps were his two prized 1970s guitars: the Gibson SG and the solid-colour Fender Stratocaster. The shop door was closed, all the windows intact.


    It was silent. Janus exhaled lengthily, reached for the switch and flooded the room with light. Nothing looked to be missing. He playfully cuffed at the windchimes as he turned back to the stairs. They didn’t make a sound. He looked up and saw a piece of translucent leathery meat suspended by a cord between the three cylindrical chimes. Janus wailed at this dried human ear, because he knew then who had come back for him.


    Only one place he’d be safe. He ran back for the stairs, this time heading down, locking the basement door behind him. He stopped to rip the light fuses out of the junction box, plunging the shop back into darkness. The torch lit the big old cross timber supporting the house, and he ducked his six foot eight frame underneath as he descended the steep stairs to a narrow brick corridor. Ahead was a five foot high metal doorway like a submarine hatch, the three-inch thick door ajar and rusting under its flaking green paint, but still with iron enough to survive a thousand years of corrosion. The maker’s crest above its curved flange was Koninklijke Ijzergieterij en Staal Fabrieken 1876. The shop had been a bank until 1910, and this was the vault. Janus snatched the thick steel key from the lock, and threw himself inside, his body booming on the iron floor. The door had a thick chain leading inside the vault, so bank employees could lock themselves in the garage-sized space with their valuables. The door had not moved in decades and the foot-high hinges looked rusted solid.


    Still there was no sound from outside.


    Janus rested the torch so it shone on the doorway, braced his feet either side of the door and took up the slack in the chain. He wrapped the rusted links around his ham-sized forearms, pulling himself into a tight squat. Then he took a deep breath and bellowed as he drove his legs to their full extent. Janus had once pulled a sixteen-tonne truck for a TV show, but this was tougher. His face contorted as he heaved. The door finally gave, and boomed shut like the gate of Hell, catapulting him backwards on to his torch and, with a ping of a broken bulb, into total darkness.


    As the din in his ears subsided he heard his own ragged breathing and a curious echo of slow even breaths, coming from one of the vault’s high shelves.


    ‘Very strong, but very stupid.’ The voice was soft and low, proof that Janus had not shut his enemy out. He had shut himself in with him.


    ‘Please, God, no.’ Janus muttered.


    ‘You lied to me. It was some other woman lived there. I warned you about lies.’


    ‘No, no. I wouldn’t lie to you Anvil. That’s where she went. She told me herself. I was the only one, she trusted me, Anvil.’


    There was no reply, but the silent disbelief stretched out, until a soft resonation announced something heavy landing on the floor of the vault. Janus sobbed, and whipped the Browning from his waistband towards the noise. For the first time in his life Janus felt the grip of hands stronger than his own. The gun was twisted away and Janus’s index finger, trapped in the trigger guard, snapped like a twig. Two immense kicks: a kneecap exploded, a smashed jaw; and Janus lay on the cold metal floor, tears running into his ears, as he pleaded for his life through a gruel of broken teeth.


    There was a hissing noise, and the smell of gas.


    ‘Let there be light,’ said the low voice. A lighter clicked and the blow torch lit with a low whump, its flame sharpening into a hissing blue spike. Anvil’s eyes reflected in it, the colours of honey and splintered chocolate.


    ‘And there was light. And he saw that it was Good.’


    Then Anvil bent to his task.
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    After four days we reached a small clearing with two contrasting buildings and a dirt road winding through. One building was whitewashed, had glass in its windows and a tall radio antenna on the roof. The other was long and grim, a windowless cinderblock structure. Two soldiers in fatigues with French-style military caps came up and greeted Rambo-Rambo with slaps and high-fives. They blindfolded us and led us across the clearing. Keys rattled, and then a creak. We were pushed into a hot, stifling darkness drenched with human sound, smell and sorrow. Herded along a narrow corridor, we heard murmuring, greetings, coughing and moaning. We felt the brush of fingers before they were rapped by the swish of the guard’s cane.


    More keys, more creaks. My head was pushed down and I was pitched into a hard-floored cell. The others tumbled over me. Then a clang. Someone shouted at us in French and Sister Margaret said it was a warning not to remove our blindfolds.


    The floor was chilly, the walls rough and unfinished. I felt along the floor and found Amy’s hand. I gave it a squeeze. Jarman cleared his throat and whispered something.


    ‘The blindfolds are excellent news.’ They were the first words he had spoken in many hours.


    ‘Why?’ asked Amy.


    ‘Dead men tell no tales. So there is no point in blindfolding them.’


    ‘You think it means they will release us?’ I asked.


    ‘They might not have decided, but at least it gives them the option.’


    After a few minutes I raised my head to peer out beneath the filthy rag tied around my eyes. All I saw was Sister Margaret opposite me, doing exactly the same. I risked lifting the rag, and saw the cell in its full glory. It was perhaps five wide feet by seven long, and made of cinder blocks, roughly cemented. The door was narrow and wooden, except for a small barred hatch at ankle height. The ceiling was a lattice of rusty reinforcing rods, the kind used for concrete. This was just four feet above the floor. It was impossible for any of us to stand upright. The floor sloped slightly away from the door, and there was a besmirched mouse-sized hole at the base of the outside wall. That was the toilet. Next to it was a filthy twig.


    There was another floor between us and the huge sheets of zinc fifteen feet above our heads. That floor had small windows, so a pale light filtered through to us but the angle was such that even pressing a cheek to the ceiling bars we could see not an inch of sky.


    (Erica’s Diary 1992)
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    Nothing much happens at Amsterdam RAI Congress Centre at five in the morning. Usually. Security Officer Jan-Erik Smit was playing the eighteenth game of Tetris of the shift as the first rays of summer light slanted through the windows across his coffee mug, newspaper and well-thumbed copy of Rustler. The coloured Tetris blocks were falling thick and fast down the computer screen, and however hard he worked the keyboard he hardly had time to manœuvre them into the available gaps.


    Smit certainly didn’t have time to look at the security monitors to his left. That is why he didn’t see the intruder at the other end of the fifty-acre complex descend the ramp into the basement loading bay. That is why he didn’t see a key slide into the lock on the staff kitchen door, and missed his last chance when the figure entered the kitchen and moved out of camera view.


    The intruder moved slowly along half a mile of corridors, knowing exactly where he was heading. At the conference organiser’s office he took a second key from his pocket and opened the door, flicked on the light. The office was stacked high with papers and brochures, the walls lined with filing cabinets, fax machines and photocopiers big and small.


    Inside, he closed the door and powered up a small photocopier. The drone seemed deafening in the silence of the office, but he knew it would not carry all the way to reception. The intruder went straight to a file drawer labelled ‘Parasitology presentation: Contributors R-Z’ and pulled it gently. The cabinet was locked as he knew it would be. This was one key he had not been able to get. But this was an office, not a bank vault. It took only a couple of minutes jiggling with a pocket knife and the cheap lock relented, the drawer slid open. He went straight to the paper he wanted. The copier clicked to ready, but the intruder could not resist reading each page first, etching into his mind this long-awaited piece of science before duplicating it on paper.


    The original was returned to its exact place, the drawer closed, the copier and lights switched off. The intruder grasped the copy to his chest and made his way back along the maze of corridors as if sleepwalking. He forgot to lock the outside door, and in a daze headed to the car park in front of reception instead of Wielingstraat where he had left the Bentley. But it was only when he was finally in his car, when he had put down his stick and eased his artifical leg into the foot well that the implications of Dr Erica Stroud-Jones’s work hit him.


    In under five years she had found a brilliant new weapon in the fight against malaria. In five decades struggle, he had not. She had been right, he had been wrong. She would claim the prize, his decades of service would be forgotten. For the first time in more than fifty years, Professor Jürgen Friederikson broke down and wept.
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    That afternoon Max called the embassy of the Democratic Republic of Congo and left a message for Minister Loebe. At seven o’clock exactly, while Henk was out, the minister’s bodyguard arrived at the apartment in a sharp dark suit, crisp white shirt and carrying a holdall. He introduced himself in heavily accented English as Leo. Nothing to do with lions, Max found out, he was just named after a Belgian king, Leopold. Leo looked up to the job and more. He was a slim six foot one, with an easy smile and wrists taut as whipcord.


    Once they were upstairs, Leo unzipped the holdall and offered Max a Walther PKK and two full clips of ammunition.


    ‘I don’t think we need it right now,’ Max said. ‘But if you want to carry it, go right ahead. If the cops are around they will be watching me not you, so you should split. Don’t hang around for me, okay? Just go.’


    ‘Okay. I agree.’


    Leo had been pretty well briefed about Erica’s disappearance, presumably by Loebe. Max had been happy enough to sell Loebe three heftily-priced sculptures. But this was a godsend. After three weeks of universal scepticism it was nice to be believed by someone.


    Max led Leo through to Amsterdam’s crowded central station where they boarded the subway back to Bijlmermeer. It was just getting dark by the time they arrived, but the air was still pleasantly warm. Max and Leo threaded their way through the walkways and landscaping of apartment blocks until they found where the fire had been. There was no sign of the motorcycle. The burned window was now boarded up and the crime tape removed. A bored security guard with a dog paced around outside.


    Max scanned the area for any of the kids who had confronted him earlier. He asked a woman about the teenager with a blade of orange hair. She smiled in weary recognition and identified him as Michael Korten, one of her neighbour’s sons. She asked Max whether he was in trouble again. Max shook his head, took the address and thanked the woman.


    Korten lived on the third floor of a neighbouring block. The rows of apartments shared an external concrete walkway looking over parkland and a raised subway line. Max and Leo made their way along the walkway, stepping over children’s toys and bicycles and squeezing past flower tubs and an empty pram. At his apartment they heard voices and the sizzle of frying. Max was ten feet from the door when it opened. He and Leo huddled in the doorway of the next apartment. Korten walked past, pecking his quiff in time to whatever he was listening to on his Walkman.


    Max turned and clamped his good hand over Korten’s mouth while Leo pressed the gun to his ribs. Only when he had promised to keep quiet did they move away with him, ducking into the communal garbage room and shutting the door behind.


    ‘We’re looking for a guy called Anvil,’ Max said.


    Korten’s eyes widened. ‘Who?’


    ‘You ride his motorcycle, butthead.’ Max crushed Korten’s carefully gelled orange spike into his scowling face. ‘I don’t like you. I remember you from Purple Haze. When there’s trouble bubbling, you’re always doing the cooking.’


    Korten’s fists tightened. ‘How’s your face Carver? Janus leave you any teeth?’


    ‘Enough to bite you real hard,’ Max said. On some imagined cue, Leo’s fist whipped into Korten’s belly. The kid folded up, coughing on the filthy floor, with Leo’s Walther hard against his temple. ‘Break dis boy down the rubbish shute?’ Leo asked eagerly, picking up the Walkman and stuffing it into his pocket.


    ‘Nice thought, but let’s hold off.’ Max was more alarmed by Leo’s ferocity than Korten seemed to be.


    ‘So what’s it to be Michael? You tell us where to find Anvil and tell us his real name or my friend here is gonna drop you, head first, three floors into the rest of the garbage.’


    ‘No-one splits on him. Cops can’t touch him. What makes you different?’


    ‘I don’t need a conviction, dummy. I don’t need witnesses. I’m judge and jury and my friend here is an enthusiastic executioner.’


    Leo pulled the belt out of Korten’s trousers and bound his hands behind his back. He opened the rubbish shute, banging Korten’s head twice on the metal edge just for fun. He didn’t murmur, but blood snaked down his scalp through the flattened orange stalks and down his ear. Leo seized him by the hair and pushed his face out into the stinking void, the updraught of stale cabbage and urine.


    Korten was trembling, finally scared, but his mouth still ran on. ‘You’re out of your depth, man. Way over your fucking head. You should get out while you can.’


    ‘All dis dat he say very boring, Max. Mebbe I just shoot him now?’ Leo put the Walther to Korten’s temple and tightened his finger on the trigger.


    Korten squeezed his eyes shut and started talking. ‘There’s a bar. Der Ridder.’ He gave them directions. ‘They know Anvil in there. His real name is Luc.’


    ‘Would that be Luc de Wit?’


    Korten nodded mutely. Slowly the connections began to solidify in Max’s mind. So Anvil really was de Wit, in turn the only registered director of Xenix Molecular. But in some ways that didn’t add up. Anvil was a thug. Perhaps more terrifying and smarter than most. But what on earth could he want with a laptop full of data about malaria?


    ‘So we’ll find Anvil in Der Ridder.’


    ‘He drinks there sometimes, listens to the jukebox. If anyone asks, say Stokenbrand told you.’


    ‘The cop?’ Max was suddenly enjoying himself.


    ‘Yeah. He’s the dirtiest detective, a real klootzak. They’ll believe you. Don’t say I told you or I’m dead.’


    ‘It’s a deal,’ Max said.


    As they were leaving, Leo turned to Korten. ‘We know your house. If you lie…’ He raised the Walther. ‘Brother, sister, parent, all dead, understand?’


    Korten nodded. Leo grabbed Korten’s wrists, pushed them high behind his back and looped the belt tight round the handle on the rubbish chute. ‘You stay,’ he said, unnecessarily.


    In less than a minute they had thundered down the three flights of concrete stairs and were out into the warm, darkening evening. Max clapped his arm around the Zaireian’s shoulder as they headed for Der Ridder. ‘Leo. Threats are fine, but we gotta be careful, okay? I’m on bail, you understand. So no shooting. Please.’


    Leo looked disappointed. ‘But dis people dey scum, Max. In my country, put against de wall.’ He shouldered an imaginary weapon. ‘Dakka-dakka-dakka-dakka. Problem all finished.’ He grinned like a child at Christmas.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three


    Saskia Sivali took her briefcase and umbrella in one hand, cushioned her swollen belly with the other and ran the two hundred yards from the Hague’s central railway station to the Health Ministry. You can’t keep a minister waiting, even if you are seven months pregnant.


    At Parnassus Square she slipped into the shadow of the health department’s twin towers, Castelia and Helicon, their tennis court-sized gable roofs sweating away the dew in the early morning sun.


    Saskia found Professors van Diemen and Friederikson waiting impatiently for her at reception and together they took the lift to the top. The hushed corridor of the twentieth floor smelled of fresh paint. Gilt picture frames hung empty on the wall, still awaiting the paintings to go within them. From the twelve-foot high windows, Saskia had been told, there was a view way over the parliament building and church spires, west as far as the North Sea. There was no time to look.


    They were shown to room A2035, ‘the war room.’ It had huge stainless steel doors, studded every few inches as if to resist a medieval battering ram. The chandelier was a tangle of golden wire, a thorn bush touched by King Midas. The grandiose style had been a standing joke for staff who sat in there to discuss family planning, measles inoculation and the prostate advisory group.


    Then along came Plasmodium five. Fifty-two cases of untreatable malaria. Rising by at least five a day. Thirty-one deaths so far. No recoveries. All jokes were forgotten.


    Health Minister Betsy Dijkstra began the meeting even before she had closed the door behind her. ‘We can forget usual departmental formalities. I think most of you know Professors Friederikson and Van Diemen. Saskia Sivali is one of Professor van Diemen’s students. We have asked her to be here because she has been most closely involved in identifying the parasite.’


    The minister introduced her officials. Peter Huisman, director-general of public health, was tall and sharply dressed, smugness oozing from every pore. Willem Pierson, the environmental advisor, was in his thirties with a face permanently creased in anxiety under a domed pate which thrust through a ring of pale cropped hair. Beside him sat the policy advisor on public health. Kia Spiegel’s slight frame made her look even younger than her twenty-six years, but looks can be deceptive. She was the department’s rising star.


    ‘We don’t have time for separate outbreak management team and public policy committee meetings,’ Dijkstra said. ‘The public needs answers now, and immediately after this meeting the TV cameras are coming in. I hope you will be able to give me something positive to tell them.’


    ‘We will do what we can,’ Friederikson said. ‘But we cannot do the impossible.’ Saskia scrutinised the professor. He looked tired, and even more bad tempered than usual.


    Dijkstra tapped a thick document on the desk in front of her. ‘I’ve read your report about the new malarial strain, Professor van Diemen, but what strikes me most is that we don’t know yet how it got here.’


    Van Diemen nodded. ‘We know very little for certain. The first thirty-eight cases we traced to KLM flight 648 from New York. The others we are still investigating, but it does seem likely that the outbreak began with mosquito bites on that flight. KLM officials confirmed to me that several upper deck passengers claimed to have been bitten or had seen mosquitoes late on into the flight. The cabin crew was not made aware of this until the morning, but sprayed all the cabins with insecticide two hours before landing. Unfortunately when the aircraft was cleaned no-one thought to keep any insect bodies, so we cannot identify the mosquito species.’


    Peter Huisman spoke: ‘But the United States is not generally malarial. How would malarial insects have come aboard?’


    Van Diemen cleared his throat. ‘We don’t know. Perhaps in the hand baggage of someone who changed planes at JFK. Federal Aviation Authority officials are checking passengers on connecting flights to see if anyone reported illness.’


    Professor Friederikson shook his head. ‘Minister, the problem in this theory is the number of passengers infected on KLM 648. To cause thirty or forty cases of malaria would need dozens of mosquitoes, possibly hundreds. Certainly not the handful that might be trapped in coats or luggage from the tropics.’


    ‘So do you have a better idea?’ Dijkstra asked Friederikson.


    ‘The only way that many mosquitoes would be on an aircraft is because somebody brought them on. The obvious candidate would be a scientist en route to the Parasitology Conference here.’


    ‘Why would anyone take mosquitoes in their luggage?’ Dijkstra asked.


    ‘Getting official permission for transporting disease-bearing species is, to put it mildly, bureaucratic. I generally take a jar or plastic food box and transport adult or larval mosquitoes that way. I’ve never been caught.’


    Dijkstra turned to Van Diemen ‘Is this a common practice?’


    ‘I have heard of it, yes. But no responsible scientist would move mosquitoes known to be infected, as presumably these were,’ he added hastily.


    ‘This is a very serious matter.’ The minister held the gaze of the two professors. ‘Obviously, whoever did this failed to report it. That is extremely reprehensible, shocking in any scientist.’ Dijkstra made notes, her mouth tight with anger.


    Huisman looked over his spectacles and tapped at the papers in front of him. ‘Your report, Professor van Diemen, shows a twenty per cent mortality rate within thirty six hours. How does it kill?’


    ‘The usual cause is cerebral malaria,’ Van Diemen said. ‘The parasites clump and adhere to the walls of capillaries in the brain, inhibiting blood flow and starving it of oxygen. This is identical to falciparum malaria, but more acute and more rapid.’


    ‘All over the country people are rushing to the doctor the moment they are bitten by any mosquito. What reassurances can you give them?’ Dijkstra said.


    ‘It is not my job to reassure the public, minister. I am a professor of tropical medicine. I am happy to give my expert opinion, what you do with it is your business,’ Van Diemen said. ‘If mosquitoes escaped from the aircraft, the public should be aware that being a tropical species they can live only a few weeks even in this warmest of Dutch summers. Your chances of being bitten by one are remote and they find our water too cool for their eggs.’


    ‘Well, that is some reassurance,’ the director general said.


    ‘And I’m afraid it is complacent nonsense too,’ interrupted Friederikson. ‘Forget the mosquitoes from the plane, local mosquitoes are what we should be worrying about.’


    ‘We have no evidence they can carry the parasite, do we?’ Dijkstra asked, looking at Van Diemen, who silently shook his head.


    ‘We have circumstantial evidence,’ Friederikson said, unfolding a big map on the table. ‘For the last few days I have been on the phone to every Dutch hospital, to get exhaustive information about the patients confirmed carrying the new parasite. Every dot is a confirmed case, based on where the patient lives. As you can see they are scattered all over the place. First of all, ignore the blue dots. They are patients that we know were passengers on KLM 648, and were infected before they arrived in the country. The three yellows represent those who have been abroad recently enough to have been infected there. What I want you to look at are the eight reds, those who say they have not been abroad in recent months.’


    ‘This means nothing,’ Van Diemen said, waving his hand over the map. ‘Where these people live is irrelevant. What if they all work at Schiphol airport? They could have been bitten by mosquitoes from the plane.’


    ‘This one is a three-year old child,’ snapped Friederikson, stabbing his finger at one of the red dots. ‘And this old lady lives in a nursing home. Both more than seventy kilometres from Schiphol.’


    ‘Statistically insignificant,’ muttered Van Diemen. ‘It is just too early to say.’


    ‘By the time it is statistically significant we may have a full scale epidemic with hundreds of deaths,’ retorted Friederikson, his knuckles white. ‘This is no time for statistical niceties. We need action.’


    ‘We issued another health advisory this morning,’ the director general said.


    ‘What use is that?’ Friederikson said. ‘Ninety three people from flight 648 have failed to respond to the earlier one. It should be mandatory.’


    ‘We have no mandatory power to force hospital attendance,’ Huisman retorted. ‘In any case, many of the passengers on that flight are no longer in the country.’


    ‘If you had acted rapidly, every one on the flight would have been given a mosquito net and a bottle of repellent whether they have symptoms of malaria or not.’


    ‘A case of shutting the stable door, Professor, surely,’ Huisman smirked.


    ‘No, no, no. Not to protect them, but to protect our Dutch mosquitoes! You must stop thinking of malaria as a disease spread by mosquitoes,’ Friederikson said. ‘Think of it as a disease spread by humans. Mosquitoes pretty much stay where they are, governed by climate, altitude and so on. But humans travel the world in a few hours, and if they have the malarial parasite in their blood they may be able to infect local mosquitoes, which then turn a minor outbreak into a self-sustaining epidemic. Ergo, the best way to break the infective cycle is to stop uninfected mosquitoes being able to reach infected humans.’


    ‘Should we expect an epidemic then?’ Huisman asked.


    ‘It is too early to say, but assume the worst,’ Friederikson said. ‘We should spray insecticide into every canal, dyke and waterway. It’s a shame we can no longer use DDT. It is cheap, effective and lasts for ever.’


    Dijkstra was shaking her head until her long earrings rattled. ‘No, Professor. This is not the 1960s. We can’t soak the country in insecticide, the environmental movement would be in uproar. Neither can we stoke public panic. In any case, most of these measures would take months to organise, and we are still unsure how much further this outbreak has to run.’


    Friederikson smiled as if this was the answer he had been expecting. ‘Then you will have to wait for me to discover which Dutch mosquito species is the culprit, and we can target it more selectively.’


    ‘Can you tell if an individual mosquito has got malaria?’ Kia Spiegel asked.


    ‘Normally, yes,’ Friederikson said. ‘First we grind up its body and add a special chemical called a monoclonal antibody. We have a specific monoclonal antibody which reacts to each of the four malaria types in what we call an ELISA test. With a new species of malaria such as this we would normally be in the dark until a new monoclonal was developed, but I am delighted to say that Saskia discovered that Plasmodium five is cross-reactive. It reacts with the monoclonal we already use for falciparum malaria.’


    The minister smiled at Saskia, thanking her for this crumb of comfort.


    ‘Now,’ said Friederikson, opening his briefcase and set two clear plastic containers on the table, each alive with mosquitoes. ‘These, ladies and gentlemen are just two of dozens of species we find in this country. I have tried to infect both types with Plasmodium five using blood samples from an infected patient.’


    Van Diemen looked across, startled. Saskia nodded slowly at him, and he shook his head in exasperation.


    Friederikson continued. ‘I will know the results in two or three days, when the parasites have had a chance to mature inside the mosquito. The results could be anything from trivial to cataclysmic.’


    He picked up a jar with a green lid. ‘These are Anopheles atroparvus, an indigenous mosquito which has in the past carried one type of malaria, and which stays inside homes, biting throughout the winter. I would not be surprised if it was capable of carrying Plasmodium five, but because the mosquito is now quite rare, it could not support any serious epidemic. Infection of atroparvus is thus the optimistic end of the scale of possibilities.’


    Friederikson then picked up the other container, which had a red lid. ‘This is the most frightening end of the epidemiological scale.’


    Saskia was close enough to see how densely it was packed, dozens of frenzied mosquitoes, desperate to escape. ‘Here are roughly one hundred hungry females of Culex pipiens pipiens, the common Dutch canal-side ankle biter. They are urban dwelling, bite humans exclusively and are active from March to the end of the October. Many billions of them exist right across northern Europe and we haven’t a hope in hell of wiping them out.’


    ‘Minister, don’t be alarmed by this charade,’ Van Diemen interrupted. ‘Mosquitoes of the Culex family do not carry any kind of malaria, only Anopheles do. Professor Friederikson knows this very well, and I am surprised he suggests otherwise.’


    ‘Ah, but we know nothing about this parasite, ‘ Friederikson retorted. ‘You call it Plasmodium five, but in reality we don’t yet know it is from the Plasmodium family. Yes, it causes malaria-like symptoms. But there are plenty of diseases, like dengue for example, which are carried by non-anopheline mosquitoes.’


    ‘Gentlemen please,’ Dijkstra said. ‘It is essential we work together on this. Lives really are at stake now.’


    ‘Yes, really,’ Friederikson roared. ‘Of course the two million people a year who die of malaria in the developing world, their lives are not really at stake…’


    ‘Yes, I know,’ Dijkstra said. ‘What I meant was…’


    ‘What you meant was that they are dying here. So now it matters.’


    ‘That is not what I meant at all, Professor. Please sit down and stop shouting.’ Dijkstra fixed him with her gaze.


    Friederikson showed no signs of being intimidated. He pointed a long bony finger at the minister. ‘Have you imagined what will happen when Plasmodium five gets back to sub-Saharan Africa? Where there are few hospitals and no money and everybody gets regularly bitten by malarial mosquitoes?’


    ‘Yes, and it concerns me very much.’


    A sneer like a twitch convulsed Friederikson’s face and he tore off the red lid. ‘Now it may concern you more.’


    ‘What are you doing!’ shouted Huisman, pushing himself away from the table as mosquitoes plumed like smoke.


    ‘Jürgen, this is crazy!’ Van Diemen said, hooking his jacket over his head like a cowl.


    ‘What is the matter, Cornelis?’ Friederikson retorted. ‘If you are so sure that Culex mosquitoes can’t carry this disease then you have nothing to fear but a few itches.’


    The officials were taking no chances. Willem Pierson and Kia Spiegel made for the window, pressing their backs against the glass, flapping documents in front of their faces. Huisman had sprinted out into the corridor. Only Dijkstra remained at the table, a bemused expression on her face, one hand occasionally swatting around her ears. ‘This is really an unnecessary way of making your point, Jürgen.’


    Friederikson replaced the lid and put the jar back in his gladstone bag. Sivali noticed a mosquito settle on his neck just below the ear, but if aware of it, Friederikson gave no sign. He clipped the lock shut, levered himself upright, and with a sigh and hiss from his artificial leg limped to the door.


    ‘We are all a little less complacent when our own lives are at stake, are we not? There you have the real story of malaria, in a nutshell. Good day to you.’ Friederikson made his way to the lift.
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    We have been here four days, but it feels like four years. On the first day our blindfolds were removed, but it hardly helps. We shuffle around this tiny cell every few hours, fighting cramp, hunger and most of all, depression. At six o’clock on the first day, something seemed to be happening, and we could hear excitement building in the other cells. We heard scraping of plastic on cement. Finally, the low hatchway was opened from outside, and a grubby blue bucket pushed into the cell.


    We looked at it and we listened to the guzzling sounds from other cells. Why were they given food when we only had this, a cold, grey fluid with globules of fat and a few grains of rice floating on top? For half an hour no-one touched it, even though we were all very hungry. Then Sister Margaret lifted the bucket to her mouth and sipped it. She tried to smile, but the taste defeated her. The bucket was passed on to Amy, who held her face away. I took it and sniffed. Then I took a gulp. It was unspeakable but I swallowed it. I could touch no more.


    We passed that evening in a state of shock, lulled only by the beautiful singing and rhythmic handclapping that sporadically swept the prisoners every few minutes. We couldn’t help noticing skilful hands tapping an accompaniment on empty-sounding buckets.


    In the morning we got a bucket of water to share, but apart from that we were left alone. We see nothing of our guards except their feet, through the hatchway at the bottom of the door. One wears scuffed boots and the other ripped canvas beach shoes. They never speak to us, ignoring all requests for better food, for medicine or more water. For the four of us the cell has become a world, and we its modest tinpot democracy. There is plenty of time to do public duties, like massaging each other’s cramped limbs, and few resources to share. But those resources assume a greater importance: favourite corners to sit, the space to stretch legs, scraps of paper and stubs of pencil, oddments of antiseptic cream and sticking plaster, a nail file, and the biggest prize of all: Sister Margaret’s swiss army knife.


    We alone among the fifty or so prisoners crammed into the jail had the luxury of space enough to stretch our legs. Jarman even devised a keep fit regime where he would hook his arms or legs through the ceiling grid and haul himself off the floor. None of us quite took to it with his dedication.


    The swelling on Jarman’s foot has gone down in the days since we stopped marching, but the cuts still weep pus and the wound is an angry red. All Jarman has to disinfect the wound is fresh salty sweat after he has done his exercises. This he laboriously rubs in with his fingertips, hoping the salt will outweigh the bacteria. Amy is dubious, and insists we must get him antibiotics.


    One morning a small rubber ball bounced into our cell through the cage roof, and we heard giggling from the next cell. After we had tossed it among us for a while, Jarman tossed it back. For the next hour or so, waves of laughter swept the prison as the ball was tossed from cell to cell. To such pleasures are we reduced.


    The ball was the cause of a major falling out. Amy had been bouncing it for a while and then tried to throw it through the cage roof into the next cell. Unfortunately, it bounced off one of our bars and rolled straight out through the toilet hole. We had no idea where it might have ended up. When an uproar began in other cells, now deprived of their sport, we nominated Amy to retrieve the ball. This noisome task was almost beyond her, and she refused to put more than her forearm into the dark filthy pipe. We were astonished at the anger the loss of the ball generated in the other prisoners, and even when Sister Margaret broadcast loudly in French the facts of the incident, it did little to quell resentment.


    Inevitably, using the toilet was the worst experience. The only shred of privacy was to turn away and cover the ears, but the mess and the smell remained with us. Keeping the place or ourselves clean was impossible, made worse by the fact that at least one of us had a stomach upset at any one time. We soon learned to drink the minimum of our bucket of water and retain what we could for sluicing out the cell.


    We were a major attraction for flies and night time creepy-crawlies too, and from mid-afternoon onwards we would hear the claws of vultures tapping impatiently on the zinc roof. Rats were occasional visitors that we soon got used to, but we were all unnerved when one afternoon a rat snake nonchalantly slunk across our cage roof.


    Our only ally was time. By the third day we were eating the soup and holding it down, we barely noticed each other’s ablutions and we accepted our filth. On the fourth day a group of new prisoners were brought in. One was crammed into the already-crowded cell next door. He must have heard us talking because he called to us.


    ‘Where from?’


    ‘England, Brazil, Belgium and the United States,’ I replied.


    ‘America,’ he sighed reverentially.


    ‘And you?’


    ‘I am from Kinshasa. How many you? How many ladies?’


    ‘Three women, one man,’ I replied. We exchanged names. His was Moses.


    ‘Why are you here?’ Jarman asked.


    ‘Government soldier,’ Moses replied.


    ‘You just arrived today then?’ Jarman asked.


    ‘No. Two month ago, but they take me on patrol. I am lucky. I am corporal in signals. I am useful for them. I know how to use the captured radio set.’


    ‘What about your family?’ asked Amy.


    ‘My wife is in cell at far end. She is expecting my first son. She have fever. I very worried for her.’ Moses called out to his wife and we heard a weak reply.


    ‘When is the baby due?’ Amy asked.


    ‘Maybe today, maybe next week. Not a good condition.’


    The silence lengthened awkwardly. I broke it: ‘When you were on patrol, did you meet their leader?’


    ‘Yes.’ He paused.


    ‘Tell me about him,’ I asked.


    ‘Brigadier Crocodile.’ He paused. ‘He very cruel man. Face of the baby, but smile with many sharp teeth.’

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Four


    Saskia was so tired her eyes could barely focus by the time she parked her dented Ford Escort at her house. She hadn’t got home before midnight for more than a week, but this was the latest. The familiar single mother’s guilt harried her again, and she knew it couldn’t go on like this. Inside her she felt a kick, then a slower movement in her womb as if the baby rolled over.


    Lights still blazed across the house, including Caroline’s bedroom. Saskia stormed up the path. If the babysitter isn’t good enough to get a six year old to sleep, then…


    The front door opened before Saskia could get her keys out. Standing there was Hennie, the fourteen-year-old babysitter, her face as white as snow. ‘Saskia, Caroline’s really sick, and she’s been throwing up and her legs hurt and I gave her lots of water but she threw it back up and she keeps asking for grandpa but he’s dead isn’t he, and she doesn’t know who I am and I lost your mobile phone number…’


    ‘It’s okay, Hennie, it’s okay. And thank you for staying.’ Saskia felt queasier than at any emergency room scene as she walked quietly into the child’s bedroom and the humid, biscuity aroma of child sweat. Caroline lay on her back, her dark hair drenched on the pillow, her mouth wetly open and lips pale.


    ‘Mummy! It hurts me.’ She began to cry as Saskia embraced her, and the doctor herself felt her eyes prickle as she squeezed her arms around the hot, moist trembling bundle of her child.


    ‘There, it’s okay. Mummy’s here now. So what’s the matter with you then? You are so hot!’


    Saskia moved Kusje, the small pink fluffy elephant from Caroline’s pillow and made a mental note to rinse out the streamer of vomit that stained its leg. As she felt under her daughter’s jaw and neck she noticed Caroline scratch herself. Looking down she saw three tiny, slightly swollen marks on the back of the child’s hand. Old mosquito bites, which she would have noticed before if not for these awful long hours. Oh God. Please, not that. Not my own little mite.


    The thermometer shook in Saskia’s hand, and she closed her eyes and uttered a little prayer before she dared looking at the result. The prayer was not answered. Caroline was running a monstrous fever, almost as high as Erskine’s had been. Saskia felt along the child’s abdomen. The spleen was as hard as a walnut.


    ‘Hennie, darling. Can I ask you a big favour? I need you to come to the hospital with me, to hold Caroline in the car. I know it’s late. I’ll ring your mother en route to let her know.’


    ‘Okay. Is Caroline very sick then?’ Hennie asked earnestly.


    ‘She could be. I need to test her blood, and driving in is quicker than waiting for an ambulance.’


    ‘She’s not going to die, is she?’ Hennie’s eyes were wide, her mouth open in anticipation of total reassurance.


    ‘No, of course not,’ Saskia stretched a smile over her face like an ill-fitting mask, while hot tears dissolved her vision. ‘I work at the hospital, Hennie. We make people well again.’


    Inside her, the unborn child kicked in denial.
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    Der Ridder stood at the end of a row of five graffiti-daubed boarded- up houses in the shadow of an eight lane flyover. It was a traditional Dutch bar with garish lights, a billiard table, and carpet fixed on the table tops instead of the floor. The centrepiece was a big old Wurlitzer jukebox, and around it the walls were lined with antique earthenware pipes and horse brasses which rattled every time a big truck thundered along the highway. A cat was asleep on a bar stool. The only customer was an aged West Indian in a corner, with a trilby perched on the back of his head, drinking something long and blue.


    Max ordered beers for him and Leo and another crème de menthe on the rocks for the haggard middle-aged barmaid who was hard at work polishing the beaten copper top of the bar. She had bottle blonde hair, grey at the roots and an overcooked skin which looked almost orange under the bar lights. Maybe she had polished that too.


    ‘Pretty quiet in here tonight,’ Max said.


    She nodded. ‘Every night’s like this. Owning this place is as good a way to get into debt as any I know.’


    ‘Maybe I can help. Just want a little information.’ He placed a paper swan on the bar, folded from a hundred euro note. ‘About Luc de Wit, alias Anvil.’


    She shook her head too quickly, her polishing faltering. ‘I don’t know him.’


    Max knew she did. He said so.


    ‘Look,’ she said. ‘I never see anything, I never hear anything, and I never tell anything. That’s what keeps my windows unbroken and my son safe in school. You understand what I’m saying?’


    Somewhere nearby an express train screamed by on its way south to Utrecht, Eindhoven and the Belgian border.


    The old guy had looked up from his paper, and was staring at Max. ‘I saw you today,’ he said. ‘With the cops.’


    ‘That’s right,’ Max said introducing himself. ‘Okay if we join you?’


    ‘Sure. You can get me a big Blue Curaçao, easy on the ice, while you are on your way.’


    Max got him the drink and slid it across the table while he sat down. Leo disappeared into the toilet. After a few seconds he came back in, muttered to Max something about leaving the back door ajar, and sat alone on a different table from which he could see the bar entrance. All good, professional precautions.


    The old man introduced himself as Joseph Gimbel. ‘You’re with the cops, but you no look like a cop and your twitchy friend, I don’t know where he’s from. What’s it all about?’


    ‘I’m looking for a British woman called Erica Stroud-Jones. She disappeared in the centre of Amsterdam about a week ago. Know anything about it?’


    ‘Read about it in the paper. Why are you looking down here?’


    ‘I figure Anvil may know something.’


    ‘Why?’


    ‘I’m asking the questions. Or if you want it another way, you buy me the drinks,’ Max said snatching away the Blue Curaçao so it sloshed onto the table.


    The old man tutted at the waste and grabbed the drink back, downing the rest of it in one, and wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. Then he leaned forward to whisper. ‘Listen man, I’m here every day. Sometimes he comes in, sometimes he don’t. He don’t pay me no attention. I hear things. I can listen out for news on the girl. Make it worth my while. Right?’


    ‘Two hundred euros?’


    The man sucked his teeth and shook his head. ‘Anvil is a dangerous guy. That won’t even buy me a basic funeral. Make it a thousand. You see, Dorothy would like to see me away with flowers, a proper casket and such.’


    Max sighed. ‘You wouldn’t know what to do with a thousand. Three hundred or nothing. Half now, half when you get what I want.’


    Joseph nodded.


    ‘Get me his home address, names of his friends, and find out what kind of crooked business he’s in with Xenix Molecular. And any whisper about Erica. Where she might be and why she’s being held. Okay?’ He counted out a hundred note and two twenty fives from his borrowed stash and pushed them across the table. Joseph stuffed them hurriedly in his pocket.


    Suddenly the traffic was louder and Max could hear Leo deliberately clearing his throat. The door was open and just inside were three badly-shaved guys in oil-stained overalls and heavy boots. The biggest man, crew-cut with a broken nose, was holding a dog. Joseph raised his hand and greeted them but they ignored him, instead watching the cat leap from its stool and behind the bar.


    The dog was a fighter, a piggy-eyed bull terrier crossbreed with chewed stumps for ears and a ripped lip which gave it a vicious half smile. Something about it made Max’s injured hand twinge beneath the bandage.


    The dog urinated against a bar stool then turned and examined the room below tabletop level like a U Boat commander looking for easy targets. The moment it spied Leo it threw itself to the end of its chain in a frenzy of snarling and barking, claws scrabbling furiously on the wooden floor.


    ‘Terug! Gotte verdomme!’ Broken Nose stuffed his cigarette in his mouth, and held the choke chain like a waterskier. ‘Terug. Terug!’


    ‘A real cutie, ain’t you, Terug?’ said Max, bending towards the dog to distract it while Leo escaped.


    ‘Terug!’ said a beefy short guy, pushing past Max to escape the animal. Broken Nose had his arms almost jerked from their sockets as the beast rounded to its new target. Max snatched his fingers back from the snarling frenzy of its jaws, but a frothy skein of saliva flicked across his shirt and hung there.


    ‘Kind of a weird name for a dog,’ said Max, wiping the spit off his shirt. The evil piggy eyes devoured him.


    The barmaid leaned across. ‘Terug means ‘back’. The dog’s name is Mandy. And get your friend off my table. Just because it’s carpet don’t mean it’s for walking on.’


    Leo jumped from one table to another to the accompaniment of the barmaid’s complaints, until he was out of harm’s way by the door to the toilets. ‘That dog’s a bitch,’ he muttered.


    ‘Never met a Mandy who wasn’t,’ Max replied. He returned to Joseph’s table and whispered to the old man: ‘I’ll meet you here at eight o’clock tomorrow. Okay?’


    Joseph tapped his forehead in mock salute. ‘Make it the day after. One thing I can tell you for free. None of them’s Anvil, but that’s Anvil’s dog.’


    Max nodded and then turned to leave. The three guys had spread across the room, blocking the exit. Mandy was lying silently on the floor ahead of them, smiling up through the lip rip. It looked hard at Max, lifted its head and began to chew the leg of a heavy cast iron table. Everyone in the room winced. Max’s own teeth ached in sympathy with the high-pitched grinding noise, and he half expected to see sparks.


    The beefy guy said something aggressively to Max in Dutch.


    ‘Hey, you are the first people I’ve met here who don’t speak English,’ Max said. ‘Just think of all the fun topics we could have discussed.’


    ‘He says stop provoking the dog,’ said the barmaid.


    ‘By existing you mean? By having the nerve to want a quiet drink?’


    The beefy guy jerked his thumb towards Leo and released a stream of gargled invective. Again the barmaid translated: ‘He says by bringing your pet monkey in here. Mandy bites monkeys, he says.’


    ‘Well isn’t this just a den of racial harmony,’ Max said. ‘I always thought the Dutch were so together until I came to this pig pen.’


    At this translated provocation Beefy removed a torque wrench from his overalls pocket. But it was only when Broken Nose squatted down to release Mandy from her chain that Max and Leo scrambled through the door to the toilets. Max slammed the door behind, but it had no catch. Leo ran on into the men’s room, skidded to a halt and rattled a door handle ‘Shit. I had opened door, now is locked!’


    Max held the outer door against a kick from outside. ‘Try the women’s room. I can’t hold this long.’ The next kick smashed the door open an inch or two, enough for Mandy to get her jaws around the base of the door. Max couldn’t get a grip on the tiled floor to push it back and watched as the dog bit a fist-sized chunk out of the bottom edge of the door. With one final shove, he smashed the door back into the dog’s brindled snout and pelted into the women’s toilet behind Leo. The African had opened a small window and was climbing out head first from a cistern. Mandy’s approaching panting and the sound of claws scrabbling on a tiled floor gave Max the feeling he wasn’t going to make it. He grabbed a spare toilet roll, squeezed three fingers of his good hand into the tube and turned to face the snarling dog. ‘Good doggie!’ Max said, and provoked by this slander, Mandy leapt for him.


    Max stuffed his padded hand into its jaws and felt the full pressure of its bite. His fingers slid out, leaving the dog with a mouth jammed full of paper. Leo was out of the window now, and Max stopped only to squirt a handy aerosol air freshener into the dog’s eyes before joining him. They emerged onto a children’s play area with a couple of swings and a plastic see-saw. They vaulted a hedge, crossed a used car forecourt and circled around in a half-mile loop to the subway station, making sure they weren’t being followed. Only when they were finally heading back to Amsterdam did they relax.


    ‘I used to have a dog when I was a kid,’ said Max.


    ‘What type?’


    ‘Just a mutt. I’ve always liked them.’


    ‘Mandy’s best friend, yes?’ said Leo, and they both laughed.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Five


    The aged Ford screamed up Amstelveense Weg, and up onto the southern ring road, heading east for the Randstad Medical Centre. Saskia had her mobile phone pressed to her head talking to Paul Jeker, the duty registrar at intensive care. She floored the accelerator as she passed a poorly-lit quarry truck on the inside, earning herself an angry baritone horn blast. Once clear, she looked in the mirror. On the back seat a nervous Hennie was holding Caroline on her lap in a blanket. The child was twitching and trembling, mumbling to herself. The car reeked of vomit.


    Saskia needed to know for certain, and the only way was to do again, now, in the middle of the night, what she had spent all day doing. To take a drop of her precious daughter’s blood on a thick film slide and compare it under a microscope with that of Erskine, to look for the grey rings in the blood cells.


    ‘Soon be there, soon be there. Just hold on.’


    The familiar concrete shape of the Randstad’s entrance seemed as welcoming as a mother’s arms. Saskia drove straight into the ambulance bay under the main entrance, flashing her pass at the security man. Two orderlies and a nurse were with Paul Jeker at the scratched double doors through which over the years so many people had been rushed, not knowing whether they would live or die.


    Fifteen minutes later, seated at her microscope, Saskia held back her head and howled. Jeker, standing at her side, held Saskia’s head and stroked her face as she clenched her fists and hammered them on the desk.


    ‘Sshh Saskia. Sshh, my darling. It may be inside her, but the fight hasn’t even begun. There are the best people in the world on this, you know that. And our daughter is a survivor.’
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    The last morning of the parasitology conference was devoted to river blindness, but even though it was only ten o’clock most delegates had already left. Max had spent a fruitless hour waiting in the lobby of the RAI Congress Centre, hoping to spot Henry Waterson, hoping to find out why he had driven out into the wastelands of Rotterdam to an obscure company called Xenix Molecular Solutions. Finally he gave up and went into the organiser’s office, where John Milward was stacking up bundles of unused agendas.


    ‘Hello, Max. Any news on Erica?’


    ‘None I’m afraid. Have you seen Waterson?’


    ‘No. Not for days. He may have left.’


    ‘Do you know where he was staying?’


    Milward sighed heavily. ‘No, but most of the bigwigs stayed at the Golden Tulip, the Marriott, the Okura or the Hilton.’


    Max thanked him and after twenty minutes working the phone he hit paydirt. Waterson was staying at the Marriott. The telephonist had put him through to the room, but there was no reply and Max hung up when the answering service kicked in.


    The lobby of the Marriott was heaving with a coachload of tourists as Max arrived. He skirted around the back of them, keeping his bandaged hand in his pocket and walked up to the most junior looking woman at the reception desk.


    ‘Hi. I’m Henry Waterson. I’d like to check out.’


    ‘Room number?’ She didn’t even look up as she worked the terminal.’


    ‘Um.’ Max looked puzzled. ‘It’s either 466 or 646.’ He rummaged in his pockets as if looking for the key.


    ‘It won’t be written on your plastikey, Sir. Just one moment.’ She typed in his name and seemed to see what she was looking for. ‘Did you drink anything from the minibar?’


    ‘No.’


    She printed out the invoice and gave it to him to sign. The room was 312.


    ‘Shoot, I even got the floor wrong. Too many hotel rooms in my life, that’s the trouble.’ Max patted his jacket. ‘Durn it. I think I’ve left my wallet in the room. I’ll be back in a minute. Don’t go away.’ The receptionist gave him a dull-eyed glare as he walked to the lift.


    The drone of a vacuum cleaner greeted Max as he stepped out at the third floor. Waterson’s room was near the end of a long corridor. The chambermaid’s cart was just outside the next room, where a draught of cool air wafted through the open door. Max stepped back as a short middle-aged Filipina emerged, weighed down with bed linen and towels, and waddled back up the corridor towards the linen room.


    Once she was out of sight Max listened briefly at Waterson’s room. No sound. He slipped into the next door room, and saw as he had hoped that the window was open. He looked out across the city and its glittering spires and the traffic, winking in the sunshine. Craning his neck out further he saw the methodical chambermaid had opened the window a few inches in every room she had cleaned, including Waterson’s, just five feet away to the left. Max pulled the window open to its full extent and took a deep breath. The bad news was that this was a modern hotel and the concrete sill beneath the window less than two inches wide, about half the width of his shoes.


    Gingerly he eased himself out, turning around so he was looking back into the room, his feet sideways on the sill. With fingers on the window frame he was fine. But it was spanning the gap to Waterson’s window, now to his right, without the benefit of handholds that would be tricky. Carefully, he slid his feet right, shuffling along as far as he could while still gripping the window frame with both hands. Then he released his still bandaged right hand, face to the blank brickwork, stretched blindly until his sore fingertips made contact with the aluminium edge of Waterson’s window frame. Spreadeagled against the wall he slid his feet further right until they could go no further without him leaving hold of the window he had exited. Max took a deep breath and made the final commitment, swinging the free hand over his head. For a second he was holding himself only by the tips of his scabby, injured hand. Then he found a second handhold and made the last desperate shuffle until he could see inside Waterson’s room.


    It was empty and tidy, but for a few clothes folded on a chair. Max slid open the window and hauled himself inside. On the circular table by the window was a sheaf of scientific papers. He flicked through but could see no mention of Xenix Molecular Solutions.


    Inside the wardrobe he found a few suits and a natty executive attaché case. It was locked, but like most stylish luggage, security takes second place to looks. Max stood the case on its edge, stamped on it twice, and the thin brass locks flipped open. Inside was a cheque book, passport, pens, papers, airline ticket and a bottle of orange pills.


    Max snatched up the bottle, opened it and tapped out a handful. They were orange with a small blue dot, identical to those used by the guy next to him on the aircraft. There was no label on the bottle. He wrapped a dozen pills in a tissue and pocketed them, then resealed and replaced the bottle. Five minutes of effort could not persuade the attache case locks to re-engage, so he gave up and looked around the room to see what else he had disturbed. Papers were tidy, the window part closed. All he had to do was wipe off his dusty footprints from the window ledge. That done, he opened the door and closed it carefully behind him.


    He walked rapidly back around the corner to the elevator. Waiting there was the disabled man that Max had carried up the stairs at the Erwin Hotel on his first day in Amsterdam. He was in a high tech wheelchair with a thin computer screen mounted on its arm, connected by a thick tube to a metal mouthpiece. His eyes swivelled up at Max and recognised him.


    ‘I guess this is more to your liking than the Erwin,’ Max said. ‘Going down to the ground floor?’


    The man’s bony head twitched and his brown eyes crinkled. Letters began to click up on the screen. Yes. At least I can thank you now. I’m voiceless as well as rather helpless in the folding wheelchair. Mary-Anne had not realised the Erwin had no lift. This is much more suitable.


    The elevator arrived and Max held the door open while the man drove his wheelchair in. ‘So what brings you to Amsterdam?’


    Criminality. I specialise in understanding the criminal mind.


    ‘So that makes you a psychologist or a psychiatrist?’


    A psychologist. I’m Dr Johan Grzalawicz of the University of Antwerp.


    ‘Max Carver. Good to meet you.’


    My field is never short of work. Every day, some new fascinating event. Like you, Mr Carver. You are not Henry Waterson. Why were you impersonating him at the reception desk?
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    At one moment in timeless darkness John Sanford Erskine III awoke, knowing he would never see morning. A car hissed past, headlamps sweeping like a lighthouse the white ocean of the ceiling. In the following quiet he heard the pumps thumping in his ears, the rasping breath, the tired engines of existence. Now he knew this body was only something he had hired for the occasion of life. Very soon he had to give it back. It didn’t belong to him. What terrified him was imagining what was left of him afterwards.


    A tiny high-pitched whine distracted him. A dark exclamation mark separated itself from the wall above his head and drifted down towards the heavy bare arm that lay across his chest. Alien head bent low, eyes like giant goggles, the mosquito landed gently amid the jungle hairs of his wrist, crawling until it found a way though to the skin. Paralysed, Erskine could not look away as the needle penetrated, as the mosquito’s body engorged with blood, its antennae twitching with desire.


    Suddenly, Erskine understood. You bastard, he thought. Why didn’t I think of you sooner? I gotta get Penny, she could find him.


    ‘Penny! Penny!’ His voice, no more than a croak, disappeared into the empty air above him. ‘Penny. It’s important. I know…who it is.’


    A dark blurry shape entered the room, and the mosquito flew away. The soothing voice seemed to come on warm wings from a hundred miles away. ‘Sshh, now Mr Erskine. You’ve been dreaming.’


    Erskine felt something cool dabbing his brow. ‘Penny?’


    ‘No, I’m the duty nurse. Penny can come in the morning, yes? When you feel a bit better.’


    ‘No! I’ve got…urgent…Penny!’


    ‘Try to sleep.’


    ‘No time left, no time. Must.’
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    The nurse unplugged the heart monitor and packed away the I-V drip stand, stripped the bed of its soiled sheets. She was surprised how strong a grip the patient had, in those last few seconds. Her fingers still tingled now, several minutes after the body had been wheeled to the hospital mortuary. There had been plenty of white coats around, considering it was the middle of the night, and they spent a long time trying to resuscitate him.


    She wondered if he was famous. She hadn’t recognised the face. If somebody named Penny came to see him, she would tell her that it was her name that Mr Erskine had called out, at the end. Perhaps that would make her happy, or at least soften the pain.
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    Next morning, after the water was delivered, we heard keys and conversation and many heavy boots. There were several voices, low in subservience. Above them was a slow and emphatic timbre which I imagined came from a well-fed frame. The footsteps approached our door. We could hear deep rasping breath. Anxiety welled up in me as I waited for the door to open, but instead the boots went past and ascended. A shadow fell on us, and we looked up to see an enormous man in fatigues staring down at us from the grille which acted as the roof of our cage. He squatted down, to observe us more closely. The bars groaned. We could not see his face, just a fleshy oval in the half light.


    ‘Welcome, western friends, to the capital city of the KPLA,’ the voice said, enunciating every word carefully. ‘Or at least, this is where we shall build it.’


    Nobody spoke. We could smell the greasy sweat of the man above us, but our fear was a stronger aroma.


    ‘Give me your names and nationalities, who you work for and how long you have been here in our country.’


    Sister Margaret began, declaiming her twelve years service to the Catholic Church with quiet pride and a steady voice. I went next, then Amy and finally Jarman. We were much less assured.


    ‘I want you to consider yourselves guests of the KPLA. I want to treat you nicely, so that you can tell the world how very civilized we are.’ He pronounced it slowly: sea-veal-iced. ‘The only problem is that we are a little crowded. My aim is to give you some space and comfort, some better food and a little exercise for your stay.’


    There were some murmurs of approval from the cell. Sister Margaret spoke up. ‘Monsieur, we need some medicine for one of us. He has an infection with his foot.’


    ‘I will see to it. Antibiotic, yes?’


    ‘Yes, please.’ Sister Margaret found it hard to hide her surprise.


    ‘And the food would not earn a Michelin star, I think?’ He roared with laughter and, nervously, we joined in.


    ‘I shall see what I can do about that, but you must indulge me. It will take a little time. Later I hope to bring a lake tree city.’


    We looked at each other mystified.


    ‘Electricity,’ he mused, ‘so we have light to read by, and hot water, air conditioning, refrigeration. What do you think?’


    ‘Sounds good to me,’ said Amy.


    ‘It will be good,’ he said with an emphatic nod, spattering us with droplets of sweat. As soon as he stepped away, I ran my sleeve across my eyes. It had not dared do it before.


    ‘May we ask your name?’ Sister Margaret called.


    There was a pause. ‘I think you know who I am, Sister.’


    ‘Brigadier Crocodile?’


    He laughed and walked away.


    (Erica’s Diary 1992)
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    Max had no idea whether Grzalawicz would report him to the police, but he would certainly tell Waterson, who would discover the broken attaché case in no time. No doubt about it, that would be the end of bail. Speed was now essential. Going back to Der Ridder might be tough, but he had no choice if he wanted to find out what Joseph Gimbel could discover about Erica.


    An hour before the rendezvous Max and Leo staked out the bar from bushes near the top of the highway embankment. Der Ridder sat at a T-junction opposite the slip road which ran steeply down off the highway, and Max could see anyone approaching it from the main road left or right, or from the highway behind.


    Henk’s birdwatching binoculars gave a good view into the brightly lit bar. The barmaid was talking to a single customer, which Max and Leo agreed looked like the short beefy guy from the trio of thugs two nights ago. Just after 7.30 p.m. he left. There was no-one there until 7.55 p.m. when a stooped figure with a slow gait made his way along from the left. It was Joseph Gimbel.


    Once Gimbel was inside they crept down the slope and crossed the road. Leo checked out the parking area behind, and the various outbuildings while Max went into the bar. Joseph was in his usual place, a newspaper open in front of him, a Blue Curaçao in his hand. He looked up as they walked over.


    ‘Hi, Joseph,’ Max said, and sat down. Leo checked the toilets and came back to sit where he could keep an eye on the main door.


    ‘Hey. Where’s de nice old jukebox gone?’ Leo pointed to a gap on the wall where the big Wurlitzer had stood two nights ago.


    ‘It’s being repaired,’ said the barmaid, lighting a cigarette and inhaling deeply. ‘Nothing in this places works any more.’ She drew two big beers and brought them over. ‘This is on the house.’


    Max shrugged and thanked her before turning back to Joseph. ‘So. What do you know?’


    ‘He’s got the woman,’ he said. ‘Erica Stroud-Jones she’s called, right?’


    Max gasped. The bar was silent but for the dull rumble of big trucks on the flyover. ‘Where?’


    ‘That’s gonna take me a while longer to find out. But it is Anvil. He’s not working alone, there’s some other guy.’


    ‘Is it Henry Waterson?’


    ‘I don’t know his name.’


    ‘What’s he look like?’


    ‘No idea. They say that Anvil’s gone to ground with this guy, that’s all. He hasn’t been around for a while. Something big’s cooking.’


    Max grasped him by the shoulders. ‘Joseph. I have to get that name. Okay?’


    ‘Here’s some photographs you might find useful. Take a look while I go for a leak.’ Joseph got up and went into the toilet. Max called Leo over and told him the news, then they started to sort through the pictures.


    It took a couple of minutes to flick through. They looked like tourist shots of Amsterdam, and there was no-one Max recognised. ‘This is bullshit, Leo. These pictures mean nothing.’ Max looked up and saw they were entirely alone.


    ‘Where’d the barmaid go?’


    ‘I don’t know. But she took her handbag,’ Leo said.


    There was a painful grinding of truck gears from the highway. Max looked at Leo and they suddenly understood clearly what was going on. ‘It’s a set-up,’ Max said. ‘I can feel it.’


    Leo got out the Walther and looked through the door into the toilets. No sign of Joseph. Max was already heading for the main door before his brain recognised the sound. A roaring engine, revving to the maximum, rattled the windows and made the glasses hum on the tables. ‘Leo, get the fuck out. NOW!’


    Max grabbed his companion and they ran. In a last glimpse through the bar window Max could see the looming tanker, driverless, thundering down the sliproad, the oil company logo emblazoned above the huge chrome radiator. They had made a few yards out of the door when it ploughed into the building with a roaring and grinding of metal. Max kept on running through the deafening sound and the rain of brickwork and timber, he kept on running when the flames erupted like an orange sea behind him and he kept on running when his clothes began to burn. He kept on running when he could no longer feel Leo at his side because he didn’t know what else he could do.


    When there was no more running in him he threw himself on the ground, rolling on the damp grass and smearing mud over his scorched head. He lay on his back and looked up at the sky, panting. Mushrooming above him was a pall of black smoke. He clambered to his knees. Der Ridder was gone, swept away by an ocean of flames that ran along the road in both directions for a hundred yards, engulfing a dozen parked vehicles. One car had veered off the road and was burning brightly. Max uttered a little prayer for whoever was in there, and wondered at the cruel luck that had brought them to this infernal end while he had survived.


    Where the bar once stood was a metal truck skeleton, wreathed in flames. Traffic had stopped on the highway and figures were beginning to descend the embankment. There was no sign of Leo, but through the billowing, scorched smoke Max thought he could see a tall man with a dog on a chain standing on the other side of the road. When the smoke next cleared he was gone.
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    It was a hot, humid evening when Professor Jürgen Friederikson stepped out into his garden on the outskirts of Utrecht. He was unseasonably dressed in a thick sweater over a heavy track suit, a woollen hat, leather gloves and long boots. From the vantage point of a small dyke that separated his house from the canal he watched an orange sun sliding behind a horizon that was as flat as a ruler. In an hour it would be dark. There was not a breath of wind, not a ripple on the water.


    The professor took a deep breath. He was stifling in the thick clothes. He had not showered for twenty-four hours and when he lifted his arm, a waft of stale sweat assaulted his nostrils. Perfect.


    The professor walked back to the house and returned with a book, a torch and three bulky objects. These he laid under a large apple tree. First was a large sheet of orange plastic which he spread out and carefully brushed. On that he unrolled a thick down-filled sleeping bag and a white mosquito net. He found the brass ring at the centre of the net and tied it to a branch of the tree. Once the hem was pulled out and four stones laid on it, he had created a pyramidal space around the sleeping bag, with a yard wide border of orange plastic beyond. The professor eased himself down to the ground and wriggled under the net. He took off his boots, rolled up his right trouser leg and undid the leather straps from his artificial limb. The dull metal limb he stowed next to him as he climbed into the sleeping bag and zipped it up to waist level. The hat, gloves and pullover he removed. The final touch in this piece of practical science was a pair of earplugs. Without them, the high-pitched whine of the insect siege he was about to provoke would keep him awake.


    Somewhere out there was a mosquito species capable of carrying Plasmodium five. Friederikson knew it was far easier to lure it to him than to go out looking for it. Mosquitoes home in on a cocktail of human sweat. The more sweat, the brighter the target. The recent heat wave had swelled mosquito numbers enormously, and come darkness, tens of thousands of hungry females would all be gunning for him. The biggest, hottest, sweatiest target in the area. They would hit the net, trying to reach him. Desperate for blood to allow their eggs to hatch, they would try again and again to find a way through.


    Then they would die. Two hours ago Friederikson had soaked the net in a rapid-acting insecticide. Harmless to humans, but one touch was fatal to insects. In this experiment there were to be no survivors. What he wanted were the dead bodies. All of them. What was important was to keep the mosquitoes on the net, trying to get through at him until the toxin took effect, so their bodies would fall on the plastic sheet. In the morning he would brush up the mosquito bodies and take them to the lab. Over the next few days he would grind them up and use the ELISA monoclonal antibody test. In one of those bodies, maybe more, he hoped to find malarial parasites.


    Friederikson imagined mosquitoes like night-flying helicopter gunships, using thermal imaging to find their targets. His experience in African hospital wards showed patients with malarial fevers got more mosquito bites than others, a more than average chance for the parasite to jump back into a mosquito and complete its life cycle. For years he had wondered: is it just a happy coincidence for the parasite to produce a fever, or an intention?


    Now he thought not. Scientists have shown that malaria is not a mere passenger in the mosquito. It is a daredevil pilot, changing mosquito behaviour to its advantage. At first that sounded far fetched, until he considered the rabies virus, a disease which turns a quiet dog into a slavering, biting monster. Each bite increases the chance of passing on the virus in the dog’s saliva, increases its chance of survival.


    It is the same with the mosquito. Until the malaria parasite is ready to be passed on it inhibits the mosquito from feeding. Once ready it makes its host more aggressive, biting repeatedly, traveling further and faster. How it does it is a mystery. Why is easy. With every fresh bite, it increases the chance of being passed on to a human, to survive and breed.


    So if malaria controls a mosquito could it control a human victim? Not all parasitic infections cause fever. The fact malaria does could be deliberate. A provocation of the human immune system, to raise body temperature and put out the landing lights for marauding mosquitoes. But Friederikson knew that any theory based on severity of fever alone had flaws. The peak of malarial fever comes too early for the parasite to pass back to a mosquito. It isn’t ready to complete its life cycle. And in Africa, where most malarial infections take place, thousands of people are partially immune. They don’t get significant fever, but they do act as a breeding reservoir for the parasite.


    As the dark blue sky became black, Friederikson turned over and took out his earplugs. The high-pitched hum and whine had begun in earnest. When he shone his torch up at the net a few inches above his face he saw a dozen insects on the mesh, trying to find him, antennae twitching with excitement, wings trembling.


    Friederikson looked up at his enemies. To know them was to defeat them. But after a hundred years of scientific fight against malaria, there was still so much to discover.
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    Something very strange happened today. We were awoken at seven and taken from our cell by a smiling guard. He had one eye sewn shut, and it was only when we emerged into the chill of the clearing that I realised it was Rambo-Rambo, the first time we had seen him without sunglasses. We stood blinking and stretching, bathing in the sound of birds. The forest was sweating cool mist into a clear cobalt sky and the rising sun picked out dazzling yellows and greens in the high foliage.


    Gaptooth was there with one of the Twins. They were smiling and looked like they were going to the seaside. Each had a brightly coloured shirt, stained and ripped shorts, backpack and jerry can. Gaptooth had a bunch of thick canes in his other hand. We couldn’t see any guns, but canes were suspicious enough.


    From behind us we heard running and panting. Dakka appeared, with a plastic football which he kicked up in the air with bare feet and then kept there by heading it or bouncing off his knees and chest.


    ‘Gary Lineker!’ shrieked Rambo-Rambo. ‘Michael Owen, Bobby Charlton.’


    ‘Who are they?’ asked Sister Margaret. Amy looked confused too.


    ‘English soccer players, past and present,’ I replied. Sister Margaret laughed.


    ‘I hope they are not expecting us to join in,’ Amy said.


    ‘What’s the harm?’ I asked. ‘We need some exercise and it makes them happy. I’ll do almost anything that gives us a half per cent better chance of getting through this alive.’


    She absorbed me with a flat gaze that said: I bet you would.


    They took us down a hill towards a broad pewter river where the land was flat and the grass short and springy. On the far side was an iron-tinted crowd of cape buffalo, horns like yokes weighing their heads to the ground as they drank and grazed.


    Gaptooth planted two canes in the soft ground about ten feet apart, and then walked fifty yards and planted two others to make a second goal mouth. Dakka was running around, dribbling the ball around the gangly Twin. Dakka and Gaptooth picked teams. Dakka chose Jarman and the Twin. Gaptooth had Rambo-Rambo, Sister Margaret and me. I was appointed goalkeeper.


    ‘He wants me to be sweeper,’ Sister Margaret said, hitching her long grubby dress to mid-thigh and knotting it. ‘What does that mean?’


    ‘Don’t worry about it. If the ball comes to you just kick it away, in the direction of that goal.’


    The game was exhausting and confused, but a delicious comradely equality after our captivity. Dakka was too nimble to be caught, Rambo-Rambo commentated excitedly to himself in French the moment he got the ball. Sister Margaret laughed and wheezed. She scored accidental goals for each side, once with her bottom and once with her head. Even Jarman smiled, using one leg nimbly and dragging the other.


    Dakka was in his element. Time and again he broke through and sped towards me, the ball at his feet and his face glazed with the joy of power. Sometimes he would bring the ball near to me, a provocation to challenge him. I stood aside, relieved that Dakka’s vengeance had such a harmless outlet, and happy enough to fetch the ball however far he kicked it through the goalposts.


    Finally the heat and exertion overcame us. Jarman and I joined Sister Margaret who had long ago bowed out red-faced. Dakka and Rambo-Rambo played on. While we absorbed the sunshine and the breeze Gaptooth ordered Amy to fill the jerry cans from the river.The biggest surprise was yet to come. From the backpacks Gaptooth brought out three pineapples, a pomegranate and a packet of dates.


    ‘Presents from Brigadier Crocodile,’ he said. He cut the fruit and laid it out on the grass. It was delicious and the sweetness and aroma remained long after we had devoured it. Finally, he produced a dozen hard-boiled eggs, which we peeled and washed down with cool, tasty water. I was so relaxed that my captivity barely existed. Only Amy seemed unhappy, muttering that the water should have been boiled before we drank it.


    It was early in the afternoon when we got back to the huts. It was quiet except for the flapping of vultures in the trees. Too quiet. Something felt terribly wrong.
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    Chapter Twenty-Six


    Max was singed and blackened but unhurt. The flames had left only a severe sunburn on his neck, ears and ankles. He crawled behind a derelict shed and watched the whole emergency scene unfold: ambulances and fire engines, cop cars and finally cranes and trucks with arc lights. Crowds gathered as the fire burned low, and the evening darkened into night. Most activity was around the gutted car, where three stretchers were laid awaiting the skill of those who understood burned flesh and melted plastic, knowing where the one began and the other finished.


    It was quite dark by the time that Max began to shiver. As he stood up he realised that the scorched pieces of cloth flapping from him were his clothes. No jacket pocket, no wallet. No wallet: no money, no credit cards. He was cold, deep in shock, desperate for a blanket and a mug of soup but he could not go into that crowd. Somewhere out there, among the gawkers and rubberneckers, was someone who must not know Max Carver survived. Someone who would stop at nothing to see him dead, someone for whom human life had no value.


    There was another chance. The shed he had hidden behind was near the back yards of the derelict houses which abutted the flyover. He crept down and tried the boarded backdoors until he found one which had been opened.


    A cloying stink of hot tar permeated everything here, near the road, with a sickly glare from the sodium street lights. The place had long ago been ransacked for everything from fireplace to floorboards. The big rooms, high ceiling and outline of the chimney breast showed it had once been a desirable home, before the highway came and squatted noisily at its shoulder. More recent occupiers were more down-market. There were beer cans and used condoms, the tang of overdone cooking.


    Max climbed the stairs and looked around. In a cracked bathroom mirror he examined his scarecrow appearance. The basin below had been ripped off the wall, but quivered on the end of the pipes from which water still trickled. He washed all over, lathering with an old soap sliver and ripped down the curtains for a towel. He hunted through a stack of boxes in a bedroom closet until he found what he wanted. Shorts, sweatpants with ripped knees, and a thick but faded sweatshirt. They were old and damp but they would do.


    He dipped his head into the final bedroom and jumped back in alarm. Curled up on a mattress was an old man’s body, raw glossy pink and black in equal measure from horrific burns.


    Max moved around until he could see the face, then kneeled down in shock. It was not who he expected at all. It was Leo, not Joseph. Eyebrows and hair were gone, the ears little more than crusted tags on his shiny, oozing head. But it was the eyes that transfixed Max. Held wide in surprise, lids burned away, they drew all Leo’s humanity from a vacated carcass.


    The first tremble of wrecked lips made Max flinch. Then came a wordless sound as soft as a sigh.


    Max put his hand out as if to touch Leo’s shoulder. He stopped just short, realising even the slightest touch would be agony. ‘Leo. It’s Max.’


    ‘Wanted…to find her for you.’


    ‘I know you did, Leo.’


    ‘Sorry. Tell her I’m so sorry.’


    ‘You have no reason to be sorry. I dragged you into this.’ Max fetched some water in cupped hands from the bathroom, and tried to pour it into Leo’s static mouth. He couldn’t swallow. The liquid ran off onto the floor. Two yards slower out of the bar, Max realised, and this would have been him.


    ‘So much pain.’


    Max nodded.


    ‘De gun, Max. Do it.’


    The Walther was nowhere to be seen. ‘Where is it Leo? Where did you leave it?’


    ‘Wesband.’


    Max blew a big sigh There was little left of Leo’s clothing, just buttons melted like a line of rivets into his chest, and a few blackened scraps of underwear through which a hip bone protruded. The gun was a little lower, visible through a translucent blister as big as a gum bubble where the metal handle had cooked itself into the flesh. Even though the barrel was clear, there was a good chance it would jam.


    ‘Leo. I can’t get the gun. It would be agony.’


    ‘Den I will.’ Something that was probably an arm separated slightly from Leo’s torso, and pink fluid started to ooze through the skin as it inched down to his hip.


    ‘Okay, Leo, okay. Stop. For Christ’s sake, you win.’


    Max took a deep breath, grabbed the greasy barrel and pulled. Leo’s screams began immediately, but Max’s fingers kept slipping. It took three attempts to tear the weapon out of Leo’s charred flesh. Max shot him through the head immediately. Then he stumbled into the bathroom and threw up, his head pounding in time to the relentless thunder of trucks.
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    The mystery mosquito which had been posted to Erskine wasn’t anywhere in the reference books, and it took Professor Friederikson took two days to find out what it was. Anopheles minori was about as obscure as a mosquito could be. First described in 1995, it was mentioned in passing in an article which said it was confined to a small part of north-eastern Zaire and seemed to feed on monkeys.


    Friederikson knew that would make it a poor candidate for the insect on KLM 648 which had provided the first wave of Plasmodium five infections. That insect seemed to relish the chance to bite humans.


    So Friederikson took the long route. He sent a group of undergraduate volunteers to various parts of the country to sleep out in the open under impregnated nets. They were under instruction to collect the mosquito bodies and post them to him in matchboxes. In Utrecht he commandeered two laboratories and installed graduate students who would identify, label and grind up the mosquito bodies, then test them for Plasmodium five.


    After a week it was clear this was going to be a slow process. About a third of the insects sent in were not mosquitoes at all. Some were already squashed. The grinding was fiddly and slow, and Friederikson discovered some students failing to keep proper notes. In those first seven days, only twenty mosquito specimens were tested for Plasmodium five. Not one was positive.


    The breakthrough came earlier, from an unexpected quarter. When Friederikson got a phone call from KLM he almost jumped for joy. He left a brief message on Professor van Diemen’s voice mail, put on his jacket and left the laboratory.


    An hour later Professor van Diemen looked up as Friederikson burst into his room wearing overalls and gloves. He had a large plastic refuse sack in his hand, and a wide grin on his face.


    ‘What have you got there, Jürgen?’ Van Diemen asked warily.


    ‘Come with me, and I’ll show you.’


    ‘I’m not sure I should trust you after that escapade at the meeting the other day. Dijkstra is still pretty furious about it, you know.’


    ‘This is a breakthrough. I’m sure you wouldn’t want to miss it.’ Friederikson led Van Diemen into an empty meeting room, and closed the door. A large dust sheet had been laid across the four central tables, marked into a grid with wax crayon. Each six inch square was numbered. ‘I need six or seven students immediately,’ he said, dumping the sack on the table. ‘We can take ten squares each and go through methodically. It should only take a few hours.’


    ‘I think you are monopolising most of my students already. Are you going to tell me what is going on?’ Van Diemen asked.


    ‘I have just been to a workshop at Schiphol airport where they repair airport cleaning contractors equipment,’ he beamed, handing Van Diemen a dust mask and a pair of tweezers.


    ‘So?’


    ‘Awaiting repair was a vacuum cleaner. It had broken down on the morning KLM 648 arrived. It has probably been used on several jets, but 648 was among them. The dust bag hasn’t been changed since then.’


    Friederikson emptied the sack gently onto the sheet, and spread out the contents so it lay evenly across the squares. A fine cloud of dust descended on everything. Van Diemen surveyed the filth spread out before him. There were tissues and plastic cups, boarding card stubs, sticking plasters and hairs, and lumps of mould which might once have been food.


    ‘Amongst this lot are some of the bodies of the mosquitoes from the flight, which were killed when cabin staff sprayed just before landing,’ Friederikson said. ‘All we have to do is find them. Once we know which species of mosquito infected the passengers on KLM 648, we should be able to work out where Plasmodium five came from.’
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    We arrived back at the hut to find it deserted. All the other prisoners were gone. Gaptooth allocated us each a separate cell, despite our protestations that we wanted to stay together. Amy and Sister Margaret were taken to one end, and Jarman and I to adjacent cells at the other. The cell I was given was scrubbed and clean. There was a proper toilet drain with a brush and a bottle of water for flushing. Along one side was rolled up a thin mattress, a sheet and at the centre a bulky mosquito net, heavily darned but serviceable. I chuckled with delight, and shouted my good news to Jarman.


    He was slow to reply. Trying hard to keep resentment from his voice he said his cell was identical to our old one. No bed, no water, and a foul-smelling toilet hole.


    I shouted to Amy and Sister Margaret. Amy had been returned to our old, uncleansed cell. Sister Margaret’s only improvement was a dog-eared and incomplete child’s bible. She said she was thrilled to have it, and with typical generosity was delighted at my relative luxury.


    Sitting on the mattress I began to wonder what had happened to the other prisoners. Could they have been moved somewhere else? We had not seen any trucks, but we knew many of them would not be able to walk. I wondered about Moses and his pregnant wife.


    ‘They have all been killed, you know.’ Jarman’s voice was low and ragged.


    ‘We don’t know that, maybe they marched them somewhere else.’


    ‘No. Crocodile doesn’t want to waste soldiers guarding dozens of locals that no-one gives a shit about. He has westerners as bargaining chips now. He knows the government will have to take notice. The soccer game was just to get us away from here. He doesn’t want us to be able to talk about his massacres once we are released.’


    ‘God, I hope you’re wrong, Jarman.’


    ‘So do I. But I’m not.’ He paused. ‘Erica. I think you should be prepared for something.’


    ‘I think I know what you’re going to say.’


    ‘Right. That mattress is not free, he’ll want something for it. I just hope it is something that won’t hurt you to give him.’
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    Chapter Twenty-Seven


    Max awoke to the squeal of brakes as the train shuddered to a halt in Antwerp, Johnny Gee’s home town. Where better to find Lisbeth than here, and especially today. Through the grimy window he saw his first rooftop glimpse of urban Belgium, a monochrome jumble of old buildings, stained by smoke and greasy rain.


    It was just after 9 a.m. when Max got off on the long platform, the tannoy echoing in his ears, his worldly possessions in his hand. The holdall had been packed in two minutes yesterday evening when he sneaked back to the darkened apartment. A few clothes, a sleeping bag, every cold cream and moisturiser he could ransack from Henk’s luxurious bathroom, and two hundred euros from the kitchen drawer. In exchange Max had left an IOU and an apology for all the troubles and danger he had brought down on Henk’s hitherto genteel life.


    Max reckoned his own life expectancy would be in direct proportion to how long he could keep Anvil convinced he died in the fire at Der Ridder. Disappearing from Henk’s apartment would assist that, but cut the last umbilical to any kind of normality in his life. There was a more worrying implication. Dead men don’t report daily to the police station, even if bail conditions demand it. Henk’s bond would be forfeit the moment the cops realised Max was still alive. Another friend lost.


    All Max had left was a faint trail to follow. From dead Johnny Gee to scarred Lisbeth, from Lisbeth to a laptop computer, from the laptop to Erica. What he would find when he got to the end he dare not contemplate.


    A trip to tourist information led to a long bus ride, south through Ghent into Ypres. The cemetery he wanted was ten kilometres out of town, south towards the French border: two infrequent buses or a long walk. A low grey drizzle began soon after he set off on foot, and he was soaked by the time he saw the long rows of poplars which marked the cemetery boundary. It took ten minutes more before he reached the gates, which opened into a courtyard and car park with rows of mature dark cypresses behind.


    Max asked an old groundsman with a wheelbarrow where Johnny Gee’s grave was. The old man clearly didn’t speak a word of English, but the name brought a knowing smile to his lips, which lifted his cheroot like a salute. He signalled a route beyond and clapped Max on the shoulder, perhaps assuming he was a down at heel relative of the great boxer.


    A wide drive led out of the courtyard, lined by more cypresses. Max could now see what a vast place this was. Identical simple white crosses stood in their tens of thousands, lined up like soldiers on parade, an army of First World War ghosts reaching out to the horizon. Max shuddered as he walked among them. He followed a long white gravel path which eventually passed through a gated wall into a different cemetery. Here the headstones varied, though most were simple engraved slabs. Some graves dated from the Second World War, others were more recent. In places rainswept flowers sagged in mildewed jars, and wreaths of soggy paper poppies leaned on the stones.


    Max had expected to wait for Lisbeth, but she was already there. He recognised her only when she discarded her colourful umbrella. She was a hundred yards away, crouching with her back to him and her face towards a large grey headstone. He hung back and watched as she replaced the rotted stalks of old flowers with fresh peonies, lilies and chrysanthemums and wiped down the polished granite with a cloth from her patent leather bag. There was a tiny plot of earth around the grave, and she knelt to weed it with a trowel, oblivious to the dark vee of damp spreading down her raincoat, her moisture spangled hair. Finally, she leaned forward, hung her arms around the shoulders of the stone and pressed her forehead against it.


    When Max saw her shoulders shaking, he turned away in his own pain. How hard death presses the flower of love between its heavy pages. Keeps it bright, unchanging, allowing neither decay nor regrowth. Would this be him in thirteen years? Kneeling at Erica’s grave, craving the touch of the dead.


    Only when Lisbeth stood, and picked up her umbrella did Max approach. They were only ten yards from each other when she turned and looked at him in astonishment.


    ‘Max! What are you doing here?’


    ‘I had to see you.’ He glimpsed the tramline of maroon scabs running diagonally on the left side of her face, the faint yellow of fading bruises. Then she swept her hair across to hide it.


    ‘Lisbeth, I want to say sorry.’


    ‘How did you find me?’ She folded her arms. She didn’t look in the mood for apologies.


    ‘I looked up Johnny Gee in a library, came to his home town. Asked at tourist information. It isn’t difficult to find out where a famous boxer is buried. I figured you would come here at some time on the anniversary of his death.’


    ‘My God. That was too simple. Anyone could have found me.’


    ‘Like Anvil,’ Max said. ‘I owe you big time for taking the risk to let me know the name.’


    ‘I think I had to do it. But now I’m worried. Let’s get out of here.’ She made room for Max under the umbrella and they started walking towards the entrance.


    ‘God, Lisbeth, I’ve been feeling so bad. And when I saw your guitar and clothes at the apartment in Bijlmermeer…’


    ‘I thought I was safer there with Karen than at home. Now my best friend is dead, because of me.’


    ‘No, she’s dead because of Anvil, not you.’


    ‘Don’t believe it. I’m jinxed. I bring bad luck to everyone I meet.’


    ‘Not to me. I have my own share.’


    ‘Perhaps.’ Lisbeth took in his bandaged hand, his lobster-tinted neck and ears. She gave him a lopsided smile, stretching the silvery red skin around the stitches. ‘You look in as big a mess as me. What happened?’


    ‘Nothing, really. Don’t worry, I was born to be ugly, but you…it kills me to see what I did.’


    ‘Shush. I stepped in the way, it was stupid. My own fault. I don’t blame you. It was all a stupid accident. The police want me to give evidence against you. I refused.’


    ‘You did?’


    ‘Of course. But everywhere now is fear. Even Janus has shut up his shop, and does not return my phone calls. Now you see why I didn’t want you to stir things up?’


    ‘Yes. And for all this effort and pain and waste, I’m at a dead end. I still haven’t got any idea where or why Anvil is holding Erica, or even if she’s still alive.’


    ‘What about the cops?’


    ‘Useless. They just don’t want to know. It feels to me like Anvil’s got some high-up protection or something.’ They had now arrived at a bus stop outside the cemetery.


    ‘That might be true. I know a cop called Dirk Stokenbrand...’


    ‘Jesus, that shifty little weasel.’


    ‘Yes, he’s not very nice is he? I once gave him some information about a vice ring and he was happy until I told him Anvil set it up. Then he said he couldn’t touch it. He wouldn’t say why.’


    ‘Lisbeth, are you a regular snitch?’


    ‘A what?’


    ‘An informer, for Stokenbrand.’


    She paused. ‘I was, for a long time. But not any more. He came to me in hospital that night, after Purple Haze, and I wouldn’t see him. I was already running a risk, giving you Anvil’s phone number. I thought Anvil could use Stokenbrand to find me, so I had to disappear. I should have made a better job of it.’


    ‘It all makes sense now,’ Max said. ‘Stokenbrand gave me a real hard time after Purple Haze, like it was something personal. I thought maybe you and he had a thing going…’


    ‘Max! Ugh! He’s disgusting.’


    ‘So he’s just sore at losing his snitch, well, well.’


    A bus pulled up and they got on.


    ‘I’ve been staying in a different city for a few days, but tonight I’m taking the train back to Amsterdam,’ Lisbeth said. ‘Are you coming?’


    ‘Sure. I don’t have much money, though. I lost my wallet in a fire, and what little cash I have is borrowed.’


    ‘It’s my treat, and I always travel first class. Tonight we’ll eat on the train, drink some wine too. Then later on even more fun. I’m going to take a big risk and show you where Anvil lives.’
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    ‘Aha!’


    Professor Jürgen Friederikson held up a pair of tweezers to the light and squinted at the insect he held suspended by one leg. ‘It’s another one.’


    Professor van Diemen walked around the big table, where a dozen students were picking through the contents of the vacuum cleaner bag, until he was close enough to see it. ‘What is it?’


    ‘Another Anopheles tigris. Named after the stripes, see here.’


    Van Diemen lifted his glasses to look more closely. ‘So no tropical mosquitoes so far?’


    ‘No, just six of these. This is native north European, found anywhere from Madrid to Warsaw. It lives in trees, as often in cities as outside them, and it bites only people.’


    ‘The challenges of parasitology don’t leave me much chance to refresh my memory on the vectors, but I don’t recall that tigris has a history of being malarial,’ Van Diemen said.


    ‘It isn’t a particularly common mosquito, so I don’t think the research has been done. Although…’ Friederikson picked up a clipboard and looked through some notes. ‘Yes. We seem to have trapped many, many more in the insecticide nets than we would have expected. More than three times the number. I had assumed that they responded well to the hot summer. I might be wrong. I think it is time to concentrate our studies on just this species.’


    Back at the lab Van Diemen watched as Friederikson and his students separated out the tigris mosquitoes from the others that had been posted in from the net traps. There were three hundred and nineteen tigris, twelve percent of the total. Carefully, they dissected them, removing head and thorax for grinding. They set up twenty assay plates, one for each net trap location, and one just for the mosquitoes recovered from the vacuum bag. Then they added the monoclonal antibody.


    Students crowded around, watching and waiting for the telltale yellow mark, the signal that the mosquitoes were carrying Plasmodium five.


    ‘My God.’ Friederikson’s eyes were fixed on just one plate. ‘Every damn one of them, look.’ All six pits containing remains of mosquitoes from the aircraft had turned yellow. On the other plates roughly one in twenty had turned yellow. ‘This is our culprit.’


    Van Diemen’s brow was furrowed. ‘But if the mosquitoes on the plane weren’t foreign, then Plasmodium five doesn’t come from abroad at all.’


    ‘Possibly. But I tell you what is really worrying me.’ Friederikson’s eyes were glittering. ‘The mosquitoes from the nets were naturally infected, presumably by biting passengers from the aircraft. The five percent infectivity rate corresponds to that you might find in a malarial African village. But the mosquitoes from the aircraft were all infected. Every single one was carrying the disease. That never, ever happens in nature. The only way is if someone did it deliberately.’
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    Brigadier Crocodile has been conducting a charm offensive towards me for several days. The food has improved all round. I have been sent books, writing paper, and insect repellent. Where I can, I have shared with the others. Yesterday’s gift was a whole roll of cheap white toilet paper, delivered to me by Gaptooth. As soon as he departed I pulled off a twenty-foot rope and rolled it up in my sheet. Then I took the remainder of the roll, put my arm up through the grid and keeping a tight grip on the end, rolled it along the length of the grilles.


    ‘Surprise!’ I shouted, and listened to the murmurs of appreciation as Jarman, Amy and Sister Margaret pulled down streamers of the paper into their own cells. I knew they were worried for me too. Worries that intensified day by day. They were waiting for the time when Crocodile summoned me. Waiting for payback.


    Tonight was the night. It had been dark two hours when the outside door was opened and Gaptooth came in quietly. ‘Crocodile want see you.’


    All I could think was how much I wanted Tomas to be here, to look after me and hold my hand through whatever ordeal was to come.


    The door was opened and I was taken outside. I had been so long in the cell I could barely walk. Pins and needles surged through my lower legs and I stumbled. Gaptooth pulled me through the long grass to the other hut. Only when I stood on the whitewashed verandah and saw the carpet and hurricane lamps through the window did it sink in how filthy I was and how much I must stink. My last wash of any kind was in the river when we played soccer, days ago.


    Brigadier Crocodile opened the door. He was dressed in a well-pressed uniform, with a blue beret and half moon spectacles. His pudgy face was wide with pleasure around the stub of a cigar.


    ‘Miss Erica, I am so pleased you could join me. Do come in.’


    The room was a study-cum-bedroom and surprisingly modest. There was a leopard skin stretched out on the wall, and a couple of pieces of battered but apparently antique European furniture. One wall was hung with framed black and white photographs, some faded and curled to sepia, and others almost opaque with condensation. They seemed a mix of formal military and tribal portraits.


    As I turned, Crocodile held out his arms and offered me a dress, an appalling shade of puce, printed with garish orange flowers.


    ‘I think this will suit you,’ he said. ‘For after your shower.’


    ‘Shower?’ My eyes widened.


    ‘Yes. You would like to wash, perhaps?’


    ‘Of course. I am so filthy…’


    He led me into a clean, white tiled room with a western-style toilet, soap and a fresh towel. He explained that a chain dangling from the ceiling controlled a valve from the rain water tank in the roof. I mumbled my thanks, gratitude tempered only by the fact the door had no lock.


    I closed the door and stood in my filthy clothes, thinking. There were several clear facts. One, he had absolute power and would do to me what he wanted regardless of my actions. Two, I was more likely to be accorded human respect when washed and dressed in clean clothes. Three, his behaviour so far seems designed to make me respect him. I must make it absolutely but subtly clear that he will lose my respect if he tries anything with me. Finally, if the worst happens, I will only acquiesce in exchange for the release or best possible conditions for my fellow prisoners. That last thought sent a shudder through me, but I removed my clothes and pulled the shower handle.


    The water was warm and wonderful, and I never wanted it to stop. I trampled my filthy clothes underfoot, removing as much of the filth as possible and using up almost all of the Brigadier’s soap. It was an hour later when I emerged, with the towel round my head and the revolting puce dress on. It was quite short on my legs, but at least it was decently high-necked. My wet clothes and the towel I left in the shower.


    He was sitting with a bottle of beer to his lips, scrutinising me.


    ‘Did you enjoy the shower?’


    ‘Yes. Thank you. My friends would very much appreciate it too. Is it possible?’


    ‘No. I can’t turn my own private quarters over to everyone. Please, sit down.’ He indicated a low settee to his left. I chose instead a dining chair and pulled it up to the table.


    ‘I can tell you don’t like the dress.’ He sounded sullen.


    ‘Anything so clean seems beautiful. I am afraid I don’t have the complexion for such a powerful colour.’


    ‘No. On the contrary,’ he wagged heavily-ringed fingers. ‘It complements your beauty very well. Your skin is so wonderfully pale, and…’


    ‘Do you have a brush I could use?’ I asked hurriedly.


    ‘No. I am very sorry. I would like to offer you a dryer, but we have yet no electricity.’ He stood up and swigged his beer. ‘But electricity is coming, soon. What I would like is to build a beauty salon, like they have in Paris and New York. With those huge dryers like beehives.’ He described them with his hands, his brown eyes widening.


    ‘That sounds great. It might take a while though.’


    He turned to the window. ‘All worthwhile developments take time. Poverty of ambition is the heaviest chain on man’s soul. With electricity, here, we could have a cinema, we could have television and video. We could have a casino, with machines. The bandits, what do you call them?’


    ‘One armed bandits?’


    ‘Yes. I am leading through my dreams. If I was born in Brussels or America I would be called a romantic. There, in the corrupt city of despots, they laugh at me.’ He pointed, as if Kinshasa was just a few yards out into the night.


    There was a knock on the door, and a young soldier brought in a tray with two steaming plates on it. He set the food on the table, with polished cutlery and two glasses. The glasses had Mickey Mouse and Pluto stencils on them.


    The brigadier went to a cabinet and produced a bottle. ‘Vodka. You must drink with me.’


    ‘No thanks.’


    He ignored me and filled a glass, pushing it across the table to me. ‘One day I will have a refrigerator. Then we can have cold drinks with pieces of ice in them.’


    We began to eat. The food was delicious, goat and vegetables in a spicy sauce on a bed of rice. The knife and fork looked absurdly small in the Brigadier’s meaty hands, but he used them daintily and chewed slowly with his mouth closed. My mother would have been impressed.


    ‘I learned my table manners in Britain,’ he said suddenly, pointing his fork at me for emphasis. ‘I did a six-week training course at your Sandhurst College. No officer’s mess at this table!’


    ‘Are you a real Brigadier?’


    ‘Of course,’ he said smiling. ‘I command one thousand men, that is about one brigade in the British Army. In Africa, perhaps it is too easy to promote oneself. If I was to make myself field marshal that would be foolish vanity, and do not have large enough forces.’


    He smiled again as he ate. ‘But you must not call me Brigadier. You must call me Sonny.’


    ‘Is that your real name?’


    ‘Yes. Sonny-Sonny Loebe. It is a European version of my tribal name.’


    ‘How long did you spend in Europe?’


    ‘Three months, many years ago. I worked for the Belgian Army here, and they took me for officer training to Brussels. I was training to be a captain in the Force Publique. I wanted to learn English as well as French, and they sent me with some Belgian officers who were on a course at Sandhurst. It was excellent, the best time in my life. But it ended suddenly and I was sent home. Belgium had pulled out of our country.’


    ‘Then you had your freedom.’


    ‘Maybe, but in one day, we went from being a Belgian department to independence. No preparation. In the entire country there were three African civil servants and perhaps thirty graduates. They wanted it to be a big mess, and of course it was. They could point and say the African is not fit to govern.’


    ‘Couldn’t you just go back to living like before?’


    ‘No. The country had been driven down a European road for a hundred years, and was suddenly abandoned in a cul-de-sac. Getting back to African roots was not easy. We were lost.’


    ‘That is how we feel,’ I said. ‘We have been taken prisoner, and you have not said when you will release us.’


    He reached out and stroked my arm. ‘Erica. We will release you as soon as we can. The government must understand they have to deal with us. As soon as they acknowledge that, you will all be released.’


    ‘You sent Georg with a message, didn’t you?’


    ‘The man with the beard, yes. I have no reply yet.’


    ‘What have you demanded?’


    ‘Simply a place at the table for the KPLA. We want to be in a government of national unity.’ He looked at my glass. ‘You have not touched your vodka.’


    ‘No. I don’t like vodka,’ I lied.


    The Brigadier shrugged. He levered himself up and walked to the wall of photographs. He pointed out pictures of his Belgian regiment, his class at Sandhurst, and a few snaps taken in the tourist centres of Brussels and London. He was able to recall all the names of his colleagues, but what I saw was the thin, anxious black outsider. Only in one snowscene, where he was one of three laughing soldiers crammed on a toboggan, did I see any hint of belonging.


    The brigadier sighed as he stabbed the picture with his finger. ‘You know, I was nineteen years old when I came to Europe. I had never been on an aeroplane. I had never seen snow. I had never eaten chocolate or moules…mussels. We landed at midnight, and it was freezing. My four African friends were driven off to one regiment, near Antwerp and I was sent with some white officer cadets to a barracks in the forests of the Ardennes. I remember looking out of the truck at the trees and the snow and thinking this was the land of Christmas. It reminded me of pictures and cards we had on the wall at school with the nuns. And I was the only black man in the Nativity.’


    ‘Did they treat you okay?’


    ‘The white soldiers laughed at me a lot and played tricks on me. They hid bananas in my locker just before inspection, soaked my bed in aftershave. Even the sergeant called me a monkey. When they got drunk they just hit me. I was very miserable. The food was strange and I was cold and homesick. But I knew it was a test I had to pass.’


    ‘It sounds awful.’


    ‘What I really dreamed about was getting a white-skinned girlfriend. I wanted a chic Brussels girl, with long, flowing, blonde hair who would fall in love with me. But it was impossible. We spent all our time in the camp, scrubbing and polishing. No women ever came to the camp.’


    ‘Did you not get any leave?’


    ‘Yes, but everyone else went back to their families. No-one wanted to go into the town with me. I went once, but everybody stared at me, and they wouldn’t serve me at the café. So I took a bus to Brussels.’


    ‘You must have found plenty of Zaireans there.’


    ‘Yes, I found the African bars and cafés, and plenty of friendly people. But what is Zaire to an African? Does being a European make you feel at home with Hungarians and Finns? I wanted to speak my own language, but I met no-one else who understood it. There are ninety different languages in Zaire.’


    The Brigadier swigged his vodka and looked at me. ‘I am not trying to make you sorry for me.’


    ‘You couldn’t. I’m too busy being sorry for myself. And sorry for your other prisoners.’ I stood up. ‘I am tired. Thank you for the shower, and the comforts for the cell. I think the others would really appreciate it too.’


    He nodded, and fetched my wet clothes from the bathroom. I hurried out onto the verandah, sensing him close behind me.


    ‘Erica, wait a minute.’


    I stood stiffly with my back to him, watching the frosted canopy of stars. I felt his hand on the back of my neck. I shivered and squirmed away. ‘Don’t touch me.’


    I couldn’t see his face in the darkness, but I sensed his disappointment. He called a guard over but before he arrived I was striding back to my stinking cell as if it was the place in the world I most wanted to be.


    (Erica’s Diary 1992)

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Eight


    Max and Lisbeth got back to Amsterdam Central Station at eleven and sipped strong coffee in a smoky café until it closed at two. They retrieved bicycles from the huge rack outside the station, and headed off down the Damrak, following the tram route through Leidseplein, past the dark towers of the Rijksmuseum and the vast expanse of Museumplein. They reached their destination in ten minutes.


    Anvil’s place was a rambling old house, three storeys high, with an overgrown garden backing on to a park. There were a couple of embassies around the corner and Mercedes and BMWs parked all over the place. The house had big metal railings and a videophone on the gate. There were no lights on. It looked deserted.


    ‘This is where he had me deliver your girlfriend’s laptop.’


    ‘Maybe she’s here too,’ Max said.


    ‘No. I’m sure the cops know all about this place. He’d have her somewhere else, somewhere no-one but him knows about.’ Lisbeth smiled at him. ‘So are you game?’


    ‘For what?’


    ‘Going in to get your laptop back.’


    ‘Are you out of your mind? You just want to walk in there without preparation? This place belongs to a guy who carves hate mail into your belly like it was a Post-It note.’


    ‘So says the man who cut my face with a bottle.’


    ‘Lisbeth…’


    ‘Yes, I know it was an accident. Look, you have to understand that I can only live on the edge. I need the thrill. The idea of breaking in here turns me on. Maybe I’m weird that way.’


    ‘You’re weird in every way, Lisbeth,’ Max muttered. ‘Please go home, and let me do this. There’s no need for you to get any further involved. I’ll just do a little reconnaissance, and figure out the best way.’


    ‘Fine. I’ll go home.’ She handed him a shoulder bag. ‘In here are the devices you might need. I presume you are familiar with security locks and professional alarms, and know the layout of the inside of the building to avoid setting off the movement detectors.’


    Max rubbed his chin and thought for a long time. ‘Okay, okay, you win. But just promise me we ain’t going in through the front door.’


    ‘Of course not. We are going through the park.’ She set off on her bicycle and Max followed. They looped up into Van Baerle Straat and took the steps down into the Vondelpark, a long sunken garden pointing like a finger out of the centre of the city. It was deserted and dark, and lush with the scent of summer. They chained the bikes to railings and sneaked up through bushes to the back of Anvil’s place and its six foot high spiked railings. The garden beyond was rambling and unkempt, leading up through a series of stone terraces and an overgrown pergola to a conservatory.


    Lisbeth handed Max her shoulder bag and began to shin up the railings. She hauled one leg over, and sat between two huge rusty spikes. Max handed her the bag and she helped him up. He wasn’t slim enough to straddle the railings without risking eye-watering injury, so he stretched a foot to the top of the railing, hauled himself up and jumped from the top into the garden. He turned to help Lisbeth, and she dropped daintily into his arms. He let go, but she didn’t. Instead she kissed him on the lips.


    ‘Lisbeth, please.’ He extricated himself and turned to the house. As they walked forward a bright light popped on from the back of the house, dazzling them. Max dived for the ground, Lisbeth close beside him.


    ‘Max,’ she whispered. ‘Let’s make love right here.’


    He rubbed his face in disbelief. ‘I’ve a better idea. I’ll book you a shrink when we get outta here and you can tell him all about it.’


    Ahead of them was a stone patio with fountain at its centre. Lisbeth stood and danced out of the bushes into the light, pirouetting like a ballerina around the fountain.


    ‘Lisbeth,’ Max hissed. ‘For Christ’s sake!’


    ‘It’s okay. It’s driven by a movement sensor. There won’t be an alarm attached to it anywhere a cat could set it off.’ She stepped forward into darkness, and Max followed her, cursing. It took him a minute to find her, studying a kitchen window.


    ‘Too easy, just too easy,’ she whispered. ‘You see there is a window lock, yes?’ She pointed through into the kitchen. ‘That holds the frame in place. If you break the window you can’t reach at the right angle to unlock it even if you have the right key.’


    Max nodded.


    ‘Two minutes I shall be inside.’ She took a tile cutter from her bag and gave four sharp strokes, one on each edge of the wooden frame. With another tool she carved away the putty, then levered away the excess wood, to reveal the full width of the pane. She took a big rubber sucker from her bag and ran saliva around its rim with a finger. She pressed it on the pane, and gently eased the glass away from the frame. It had taken a minute and three quarters.


    ‘Impressive,’ Max said. ‘I can now add breaking and entering to my expanding list of criminal exploits.’


    ‘The secret is to find the most rotten frame.’


    ‘Let me go in first,’ Max said.


    ‘Okay, but turn on the light. It is always less suspicious than blundering around in the dark with a torch.’


    Max slid in feet first and Lisbeth followed while he flipped the light. The kitchen was clean, tidy and empty. No pots, pans, or food in the cupboards. The refrigerator was disconnected. Lisbeth opened a tin. ‘Speculaas! My favourite.’ She took a bite of a biscuit, and handed the rest to Max.


    ‘For God’s sake, Lisbeth, you’re like a five-year-old.’ He examined the ginger cookie dubiously, and tossed it away. What he saw next made him freeze. ‘Oh My God.’


    ‘It’s just a dog bowl.’


    ‘But look what name is on it.’


    ‘You have met Mandy?’


    ‘Damn right I have.’ Max pulled the Walther from his jacket. ‘We kinda have a grudge against each other.’


    ‘If the dog’s running free, we don’t need to worry about movement sensors,’ Lisbeth said brightly.


    ‘I’d rather tackle Fort Knox than that sonofabitch,’ he said, easing open the door to the hallway. There was no sound. He turned on the light. All the interconnecting doors were closed. Mandy could be in any of the rooms. Max sniffed deeply, and crept low towards the foot of the stairs. Lisbeth went to the alarm control box behind the front door. She pressed some buttons, punched a number into the console and a green light flashed up next to the word ‘disarmed’.


    Max listened at the lounge door, and edged it open. The place was darkly furnished in heavy, old fashioned furniture. There were no pictures or photos and the bookshelves had been recently cleared. Everywhere else had a light layer of dust. The bottoms of doors, table legs, and bookcases had been scratched and gouged. Tufts of brindled fur lay on the carpet. The house had an aroma of dog.


    ‘Anvil’s cleared out. No laptop, no Erica, no nothing,’ Max said.


    ‘Maybe. Let’s go upstairs.’ Lisbeth was grinning.


    Max eyed her dubiously. ‘No funny business, okay? Let’s look for what we’ve come for and get the hell out.’


    Max and Lisbeth crept upstairs. The landing light didn’t work so Lisbeth shone her penlight on the closed doors. ‘Three bedrooms up here, two bathrooms. The master bedroom has a huge waterbed. I never slept anywhere so comfortable.’


    Max squinted sideways at her. ‘So that’s why you know the layout so well. Jesus, the emotional spaghetti that must be tangled in your head. Where’s he likely to keep the laptop?’


    ‘His computing gear was always in the office on the top floor.’


    They climbed the next staircase into a converted attic. It was carpeted, had floor to ceiling windows, and loads of empty space. In one corner was a desk and a couple of PCs, surrounded by a rat’s nest of wiring.


    On top of the desk was a laptop computer with a Save the Rainforest sticker on it. ‘Got it! Let’s get out of here,’ Max said.


    He looked up and she wasn’t there any more. ‘Jesus, don’t be playing games with me now.’


    He descended to the darkness of the landing. There were five doors, all shut. ‘Come on, Lisbeth. I’m leaving now, are you coming?’


    There was no reply and no noise. Max pushed open the door to the master bedroom. The room was very large, with two bay windows and a décor heavy on dark colours. A giant iron-framed bed was piled high with cushions, a massive stereo system stood on the floor, and on the wall was mounted a widescreen TV. The carpets were littered with CDs and videos.


    Rock music suddenly erupted from the stereo. Max whirled around, the Walther tight in his hand. Then the TV crackled on, volume blaring, a blonde screaming in some 1950s horror film.


    ‘Lisbeth, this ain’t funny,’ Max circled around the room, eyes flicking left and right. The bed began to undulate and giggle. Max strode over and hauled the covers off. Lisbeth was naked, screaming with laughter, a remote control in each hand.


    ‘Okay, yes, I was scared,’ Max said.


    Lisbeth stopped abruptly, eyes wide. ‘I’m so horny and excited. Just think what would happen if he found us. Doesn’t it drive you wild?’


    Max leaned down to her. ‘Lisbeth, it makes my balls shrink is how much it scares me. So get dressed or Daddy won’t buy you an ice cream.’


    Lisbeth pulled a long childish face. ‘You’re no fun.’


    ‘Listen, if you want to play Goldilocks and the three serial killers fine, just leave me out.’


    ‘Okay, okay.’ Lisbeth went over to a drawer and opened it, pulling out an olive green shirt. ‘Think this would suit me?’ she asked, holding it against her. The tails fell almost to her knees. Max’s eyes were drawn to a small black triangular badge sewn on the right sleeve, depicting an upward pointing dagger. Over the left breast was a parachute with wings.


    ‘This guy was a commando, wasn’t he?’ Max asked.


    ‘Yes. He was in the 2nd Commando Battalion with Johnny, and he was a close combat instructor at Marche les Dames training centre.’


    Max shook his head and grabbed the laptop.


    Down below the front door slammed. Claws, scrabbling on the floor. Rasping breath, paws galloping up the stairs.


    Mandy!


    Max whirled around. Ten feet to the bedroom door, but it might have been a mile. He would never make it. He drew a bead on the doorway, waiting for the slightest movement on the darkened landing. Beside him, Lisbeth was dressing at furious speed.


    Mandy flew through the doorway, teeth bared and snarling, but the Walther barked first. Max’s first bullet didn’t slow the dog at all, the second sent it skidding in a bloody arc, one foreleg smashed. The third burst its skull like a ripe tomato and sprayed a plume of gore on the wall. For a few seconds afterwards the jaws trembled and the claws fandangoed on the hardwood floor.


    From downstairs came the unmistakable click of a weapon being cocked. Max slammed and locked the bedroom door. He pulled Lisbeth off the water bed, her bare breasts jiggling as she struggled into her jeans. It was hard enough to shunt the heavy bed against the door, but getting it vertical was going to be harder. Max rubbed his hands and crouched to get a good grip. With a deep breath he hauled one edge of the bed almost to shoulder height. His feet hit a patch of dog blood and began to slide. Outside, a stair creaked.


    ‘Gimme a hand,’ he hissed through clenched teeth. Lisbeth squeezed her shoulder underneath, and it was just enough. They flipped the bed against the door, where it sploshed and wobbled.


    A burst of automatic fire thudded through the door and fizzed into the waterbed, which rippled, bled and sagged as if it was human. Water flooded across the floor.


    Lisbeth was dressed and working at the window locks, but stood aside when she saw Max shouldering Anvil’s ten thousand euro stack. With one heave multi-change CD player, state-of-the-art amplifier and dual tape deck smashed through the window and exploded in high fidelity on the patio below. Behind them the door was being kicked, but that at least would be immovable so long as the bed held out. Max knocked out the remaining glass and helped Lisbeth up onto the ledge, then he joined her. It seemed a hell of a way down, but he held the laptop over his head as they jumped, and the round flowerbed in the centre of the patio provided a soft landing. Lisbeth was up and running instantly, giggling with delight as she scrambled effortlessly up the railings. Max handed her the laptop while he climbed up and over.


    [image: ]


    Penny Ryan had arranged to meet Saskia at Amsterdam’s grand Café Luxembourg, and as she looked for a table she picked up a copy of the International Herald Tribune from the café’s magazine rack. When she saw the banner headline she suddenly felt faint.


    Deadly Malaria Strain Now Sweeps World


    Sidebar stories chronicled the various aspects of the disease: 46 Dead, 178 Sick across 15 Nations; Experts baffled; Ancient ailment returns with a vengeance; Little chance of early cure.


    She was still reading when Saskia sat down.


    ‘Hi, Saskia. I haven’t seen any news for days. I had no idea it had spread so far.’


    ‘It’s frightening,’ Saskia said. ‘The World Health Organization phoned Professor van Diemen this morning. They are trying to arrange an emergency conference. They want him to speak. Professor Friederikson has already perfected his soundbite: he reckons it is the Fifth Horseman of the Apocalypse.’


    ‘It says here that there are twelve cases in New York and five in San Francisco. My God!’


    ‘Yes. Each day we hear about three new countries in which a case has occurred.’


    ‘They got to do something about it!’


    ‘Not so easy now it is getting into local mosquito populations.’


    Penny blew out a sigh, and took a gulp of café au lait. ‘They’re shipping Jack’s body back tomorrow. You know, it’s been a traumatic week. Quiggan’s gone back to Atlanta and left me here to pick up all the bureacratic pieces as per usual. No-one seems to realise that I might be upset because my boss died. It really got to me.’


    ‘I know. You looked really terrible the other day. You seem a bit better now.’


    ‘I don’t feel it.’


    ‘Have you had any more ideas about this,’ Saskia said, removing the postcard from her handbag and placing it on the table.


    ‘Yes. It confused me at first because Jack never had anything to do with malaria research. It’s like you suggested, he always reckoned there was no money in it. But I remember a meeting he got involved in a couple of years ago with a researcher from one of our own subsidiaries.’


    ‘This person was a Pharmstar employee?’


    ‘Yes, we had bought out his old employers a few months before. I can’t remember his name, and I can’t remember which unit it was.’


    ‘And he was doing malarial research?’


    ‘Yes.’ Penny nibbled a biscuit. ‘He reckoned to have found a new compound which would kill the malarial parasites, and wanted a fairly modest sum to continue research.’


    ‘So he got it?’ Sivali asked.


    ‘No. That was the thing. He’d presented his case to the research approval committees, and they liked it. I mean they were totally enthusiastic. It had gone up to the finance committee and they said, ‘No way, you can’t do this. Your lab’s scheduled to close anyway. Non-core area.’ This did not go down well. The researcher had some of our brightest clinical research guys on his side by then, and it got very political. That’s when Jack got involved and called a meeting to sort it out. He listened to the presentation for an hour, and I’ll never forget what he said. “I’m not interested in diseases that kill ten million poor people a year. Go away and tackle something that kills ten thousand rich people. Then we’ll talk’’.’


    ‘It looks like your boss has had his wish come true,’ Saskia said, picking up the newspaper. ‘Ten thousand rich people is only a start. My daughter, Caroline, has it. She’s only six.’


    Penny Ryan stared open mouthed ‘Oh, Saskia, I’m so sorry.’


    Saskia tried to force a smile. ‘I just hope someone at Pharmstar remembered to write down what the compound was.’

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Nine


    Things have deteriorated terribly. We sensed the mood change in the slamming of the doors, the sliding of the food buckets. Today mine was kicked into the cell and tipped on the floor. That was no great loss. For four days, ever since I spurned Crocodile, we had been back to the foul, fatty gruel. If we are lucky we get leftovers from the guards’ hut.


    Half an hour later they came back, in force. I heard the boots going up to the floor above us, the shouts. They stood on the bars above us, with weapons trained on us. Someone had opened Amy’s cell. I heard her shriek. The bucket was tossed out. There were taps and scrapes. Then it was Sister Margaret’s turn. We heard the sound of a blow and a grunt before she fell.


    I didn’t know what they were searching for, but I couldn’t take any chances. No-one seemed to be looking down into my cell, so I crouched and put my hands under the mattress where I kept Tomas’s film, and slid the canister inside me.


    By now they were at Jarman’s cell. The cell wasn’t tall enough for them to give him the beating they wanted, so they hauled him out into the corridor to kick him. I put my hands over my ears but I could not block out his cries.


    Then they arrived for me. I was shaking when the door opened. Dakka grinned. ‘Nice dress,’ he said as he pushed me aside. He and another young guard stripped the cell of the mattress, sheet, mosquito net and books and my remaining sheets of toilet paper. They took the jerry can of water, but mercifully left me alone. I had my diary under my dress, tucked into my pants and the stub of pencil was wrapped in my fist. They searched the cell carefully, looking for damage to the cement, or attempts to loosen the roof bars.


    Then as suddenly as they came they went, leaving us in stunned silence. Jarman was breathing heavily in the next cell and Amy began sobbing.


    ‘Is everyone okay?’ I whispered.


    ‘They found my swiss army knife,’ said Sister Margaret. ‘And for that they hit me. I think I will have a black eye now.’


    ‘Dakka gave my bad foot a good working over,’ said Jarman. ‘And all the scars have opened up again. I’ve got a nosebleed too.’


    ‘I was lucky, I just got punched a couple times,’ Amy said over her sniffs. ‘What about you, Erica?’


    ‘I’m okay. But I’m back to parity with you. No water, no net, no mattress.’


    ‘Shame,’ Amy said, but I could hear the satisfaction in her voice.


    ‘Did they get the film?’ whispered Jarman.


    ‘No.’ I giggled. ‘I saved it as only a woman can.’


    A powerful voice boomed from the recesses of the room above. ‘Then I think you had better give it to me,’ said Brigadier Crocodile, walking across until he stood on the grille above my cell.


    (Erica’s Diary 1992)
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    Max and Lisbeth grabbed their bikes and pedalled furiously out of the park. When they reached the safety of Van Baerle Straat, they began to take deeper breaths and relax. Busy with shoppers and museum visitors in the day, there was nothing in sight at four a.m. as they approached the traffic lights at Museumplein but an old, scratched Mercedes.


    The car pulled level and then cut sharply at them, spilling Max and Lisbeth in a clattering heap on the pavements. Max fell under his bike and watched the laptop cartwheel away. He lifted his head just in time to have a car door slammed into it. Lisbeth was up on her feet and away like a cat, grabbing the laptop and scampering down a sidestreet.


    An armed man in a tracksuit stood over Max while another sprinted after Lisbeth. Max was handcuffed, had some kind of hood pulled over his head, tied tight. He was stripped of the Walther, then dragged to the back of the Mercedes. A minute later the second guy returned empty handed, alternately cursing and panting. The boot opened, Max was flipped in and the bicycle tossed on top. When the lid slammed he got a pedal in the face and a handlebar in the groin. He could barely wriggle an inch. It was a claustrophobic hell on wheels.


    For ten minutes they drove, then slowed and thundered into some kind of building. From the echoes it could have been a big garage or multi-storey car park. Max heard the whine and rumble of an electrically-operated roller door.


    Someone tapped the boot. ‘If you took the hood off in there, now’s the chance to put it back on.’


    ‘It’s on,’ Max replied. The boot was opened and he was dragged out, down some cold stairs and into a warmer, carpeted room, small enough not to echo. The door was slammed and locked. Finally he was dropped on a chair.


    ‘Can I take this off now?’ Max lifted his head to indicate the hood.


    ‘No, Max, I’ll loosen it but you keep it on.’ Max was shocked to hear an American voice behind him. Fingers loosened the knot around his neck, allowing him what felt like his first breath in fifteen minutes.


    ‘First thing’s first,’ the voice said. ‘We can help you and you can help us. That sounds a decent basis for a deal, right?’


    ‘Maybe. And you are?’


    ‘You can call me Alex. The good news is we are on the side of law and order.’ A second voice in the room suppressed a snigger. ‘Kinda, anyhow,’ Alex chuckled. ‘More than that you don’t need to know. Now, let’s cut to the chase. You are rapidly becoming an A1 pain in the ass, and it is going to stop.’


    ‘That depends.’


    ‘Well, Max, here’s my problem. We have spent thirteen years on a particular project. Thirteen whole, fucking tedious years, across three continents twenty-two countries tracking down one very smart, very elusive guy. In the last few months we get a whisper he’s here, in Amsterdam, using the passport name Luc de Wit, and a street alias of Anvil. We spot the target, we bug his house, we tap his phone, we video his bedroom, yada yada yada, you get the picture. We can’t move until we have all the evidence we need, and get everything coordinated. You know how slow these Europeans move.’


    Max heard a lighter click. Long inhalation, the smell of smoke.


    ‘So that was our plan. Your plan involves burgling his house, throwing his hi-fi out the window and shooting his dog. Neat plan, Max, if your plan is to ruin our plan.’


    ‘My plan is to find my girlfriend. Nothing more.’


    ‘Sure. But she wasn’t in the house was she? Neither was de Wit. He’s gone to ground. Disappeared days ago, thanks to you. You know something, we only needed a couple more days. We had it all set up quietly, keeping the target relaxed, but then Max Carver, vigilante and bar brawler, bulldozes in and hey presto there’s gas trucks exploding across the city, and three good burghers of Amsterdam flame broiled in their car. And guess what? It’s all my fault. I’m getting serious heat about this from way upstairs. They read the papers after all, and suddenly it’s considered blood on my hands.’


    ‘When did you last see Anvil?’ Max asked.


    Alex laughed softly. ‘The morning you got your hand chewed off in Rotterdam.’


    ‘So he was in the Xenix office, with the dog?’


    ‘Sure he was. We’d been watching him. But what’s the point having one of my guys incognito as a stevedore if an asshole like you peers through the mailbox. I mean, is that your idea of undercover surveillance?’


    ‘I didn’t think he’d be there.’


    ‘Max, you’re an amateur. Take tonight. If it had been de Wit come to the house tonight, instead of one of his gophers, you and your horny friend would be dog food. He’d have picked you off the moment you jumped into the yard. Again, plain amateur getting yourself stuck in the bedroom. You left no lookout, you were slow, you should have covered her going into every room, so it goes on. Jesus, all your Coast Guard boarding routines are real rusty, ain’t they? Just like your sculptures.’


    ‘How do you know…’


    ‘Max, we know all about you. We know where you go, who you hang out with.’


    ‘Been spying on me, Alex?’


    ‘Ain’t me, Max, it’s the Dutch cops. Twenty-four, seven. Pretty much since you were arrested.’


    ‘So you mean Voos and her guys just watched de Wit’s boys break in and smash everything in the gallery.’


    ‘They are watching you, asshole, not spying on the joe that delivers the fish, even if it is way past the use-by date. They figured you for a serial murderer until they realised you were at home the night Lisbeth’s best friend got deep fried. They still figure you killed Erica.’


    ‘Do you?’


    ‘No, but neither do I figure de Wit kidnapped her. That’s what I don’t get about your theory. Why would he want her? Is it sex? Tell me, my friend, does Ms Stroud-Jones give such extraordinary head? Is her old man rich lord such-and-such? Please just assure me that it ain’t for her science because, no offence Max, your girlfriend is in the great scheme of things just a two-bit nobody working on a disease no-one cares about.’


    Max sagged in the chair, kneading the cracked plastic arms. ‘I know for a fact that Anvil needed Erica’s laptop computer badly enough to have it stolen from the trunk of our rental car.’


    ‘Says who?’


    ‘Says the thief who was commissioned to do the job. How did Anvil know the laptop was there? Only Erica knew, so he must be holding her. Another piece of the jigsaw. A scientist called Henry Waterson arrived at the Xenix office about 10.30 the morning I was there. Your tame stevedore, I guess he must be the big guy with the beard, should have seen him.’


    ‘Yeah, he did. We traced Waterson through his rental car. We guessed he didn’t have an appointment, because de Wit didn’t answer the door. Waterson looks a bit of a wild card, but we’re going to keep tabs on him.’


    ‘Good. Let me tell you Alex, I won’t give up looking for Erica. Even if I have to kill de Wit to do it.’


    The second voice in the room snickered quietly. Alex seemed to be sharing the joke. ‘You, kill de Wit?’


    ‘If I have to.’


    ‘Forget it. De Wit isn’t the kind of guy a half-assed former coastguard with a dishonourable discharge can hope to tackle. I’ve seen him in close quarters combat and I wouldn’t risk any of my guys against him one-on-one, and we got a couple of former Navy Seals here. You getting the message?’


    ‘Loud and clear. But I’m just stubborn, I guess.’


    ‘And stupid, and clumsy and unfit. You got a nasty temper and a big mouth, but not enough brawn to back it up. Frankly, you are one lucky sonofabitch to have gotten this far. You should call it quits while you’re ahead. Before de Wit gets tired of you pestering him.’


    ‘Maybe I should, but I can’t.’


    Alex laughed and Max felt a hand on his shoulder. ‘Say fella. When you decide to do something, you really go for it, dontcha? I like that, it’s rare. If you were ten years younger we could train you into something worthwhile.’


    ‘Is that your best compliment?’


    Alex chuckled and took a big drag on his cigarette. ‘Tell me about Lisbeth de Laan.’


    ‘What do you want to know?’


    ‘We’ve seen she’s a horny exhibitionist with ace boobs and scary scars. Can you add anything to that?’


    ‘You pretty much summed her up.’


    ‘We also know she’s a car break-in artist, a police snitch and Anvil’s former girlfriend.’


    ‘Maybe so.’


    ‘Heard she was pretty cut up about him.’


    ‘Not funny, Alex.’


    ‘My guys wanted to catch her, but those long legs of hers work real well.’


    ‘I couldn’t catch her either,’ Max said. ‘And you know something? Until your stupid sidekicks ran me off the road I had Erica’s laptop here, in my own goddamn hands. Now Lisbeth’s disappeared with it. I’ve no idea where to find her, so you’ve put me back to square one.’


    ‘Life’s a bitch, Max, and Lisbeth’s a lively one. Seems you were made for each other. Your bad judgement and her bad luck.’


    ‘You ain’t so hot yourself. Thirteen years to find one guy don’t impress me. What can you teach the Dutch cops? What is it about this they can’t handle?’


    Alex laughed. ‘Plenty. You see, you gotta feel sorry for your uptight friend Inspector Voos. She has known for a while about de Wit’s little business shipping the teenage daughters of jobless Ukrainians to work their passages, front and rear, in Amsterdam, Brussels and Hamburg. Three weeks ago she realised Xenix Molecular is a front for de Wit’s metamphetamine lab, and she would pretty soon have figured out how he got hold of the diamonds.’


    ‘Sounds to me like she handles de Wit’s case pretty well.’


    ‘No, Max, all she could do is ruin it. You see, all this local stuff is irrelevant chickenshit. We don’t care about it, and we’re not going to allow Voos to pursue it. It’s driving Voos crazy that no-one will tell her why she can’t move in on de Wit. I have connections right to the top, I see all her reports and e-mails, pretty much as soon as she hits ‘send’, and I tell ya, she’s one very frustrated woman.’


    ‘Must be the mother of all crimes this de Wit committed,’ Max said.


    ‘It was, believe me.’ Max heard a cigarette being stubbed out in a metal ashtray, a fresh one lit. ‘Okay, Max here’s the deal. I’m gonna take a risk, and let you in on the real identity of de Wit, the whole story. It should be a major help to you.’


    ‘Sure,’ Max said. ‘But what’s in it for you?’


    ‘I’ll be honest with you, Max, it’s not you we need, it’s your link to Lisbeth de Laan. Keep her sweet, I figure she knows more about de Wit than anyone still alive. Keep her that way! She seems to trust you, and wants to help you get de Wit. Go along with it, but feed us what she knows. That way we can back you up. This is her old Amsterdam address.’ Alex tucked a piece of paper in Max’s top pocket. ‘Of course she don’t stay there, just flits in and out every four or five days. We’re watching the place. Next time she shows up we’ll call you. When we do you better get there quick.’


    ‘Okay,’ Max said edgily. ‘I’m interested. On two conditions. One. You got to protect Lisbeth, give her a fresh start, bury any charges that weasels like Stokenbrand maybe want to throw at her. Two. If I’m working for you I need some dough. Two thousand bucks worth of euros to repay my debts to Henk Schipper, plus enough to cover the bail bond if it becomes forfeit.’


    ‘Already has. The cops found the remains of your wallet, but now they are pretty certain you didn’t die at Der Ridder. It’s a fair guess de Wit has figured that out, too.’ Alex inhaled deeply. ‘Yeah, I guess we can do both those things, so long as you follow the rules.’


    ‘Figured there’d gotta be rules,’ Max said.


    ‘Rule one, communicate. Every day you leave me a message. I’ll give you a secure cellphone, always use that. Our number’s under memory one. Ignore the message about Chinese food, that’s our cover.’


    ‘Two, protection. You’ll get the gun back but try not to use it, okay? I might be wrong, but I’ve got a hunch you couldn’t hit an elephant’s ass at ten paces. You certainly won’t hit anything unless you clean the damn thing. Looks like it’s been barbecued. Anyhow, we will at our discretion back you up so long as you keep us informed where you are heading. But if you endanger my operatives or compromise their security in any way, then the deal’s off, we’re out of there and you’re on your own.’


    ‘Three. If under any circumstances you do meet de Wit.’ Alex took a deep drag on his cigarette, then stubbed it out. ‘Don’t be a hero. Get out, fast. You’re looking for Erica, remember, not him. If you’re in a public place, just walk away quietly, don’t confront, don’t force an action upon him. If you are in a building, run, put doors between you, preferably metal, preferably lockable. Don’t try stairs or long corridors, he’s incredibly fast. If trapped, don’t wait for him to approach. Shoot and keep shooting. Remember the lethal T from Coast Guard training? Imagine the crossbar through the eyes, the downstroke the full length of the spine. That’s where to aim. If he goes down, don’t stop to thank the Good Lord until you’ve emptied the magazine. Even if you think he’s dead stay back and wait for us to arrive. Under no circumstance approach the body. If he’s still standing at anything under ten feet, just say your prayers ‘cos you’re going to heaven. Any questions on the rules?’


    Max blew out a long sigh. ‘I guess not. Now your side of the deal. Who is this guy and what did he do?’


    ‘Maybe you know some of it already. It relates to another guy, a guy called Johnny Gee.’


    Max laughed. ‘This one I do know.’


    ‘Oh yeah? Let’s see how much you know.’


    ‘Gee was born 1966 in Antwerp. Brought up in Amsterdam. Gifted amateur boxer. Won Belgium’s first boxing gold since 1924 at the Seoul Olympics in 1988, totally destroyed Leroy Percy in the final in under a minute and a half. Everyone reckoned he had world championship potential. Was about to turn pro in 1991 when he got killed in a road accident. A nation mourns, a hero’s burial, blah blah, end of story. Unless you happened to be Lisbeth de Laan, his then seventeen-year old fiancée, for whom there will be no end to this story.’


    ‘So you did your research. Good. Tell me about the road accident.’


    ‘All I remember was that it was in Zaire, while he was on active service with the Belgian army.’


    ‘The context is very important. Johnny Gee was a member of an elite Belgian personal protection unit. The unit was sent to Kinshasa in August 1991 two days before the Belgian Prime Minister was due to arrive for a secret meeting at the U.S. embassy with President Mobutu Sese Seko of Zaire. It was a sensitive time for relations between the former colonial power and an emerging nation. The meeting was to be hosted by the U.S. ambassador to Zaire, Kelly Xavier Douglas, but of course it never took place.’


    ‘I remember reading that the U.S. ambassador died in the same wreck.’


    ‘You did. Douglas was a heck of a loss. Not only a highly experienced career diplomat, but a former marine colonel and an expert on African affairs. All this stuff I just told you was available in the press. Two facts were not. One, Douglas was the illegitimate son of a former U.S. president, whom I shall not identify. Two, Douglas and Gee dying in a road accident was a brilliant fiction created between Washington and Brussels to hide an acute diplomatic embarrassment.’


    ‘And the truth?’


    ‘Kelly Douglas was murdered, right in his own goddamn embassy by a member of the Belgian leader’s own Personal Protection Unit. And Johnny Gee was the poor guy that got in the way.’


    ‘Wow. No wonder it was hushed up.’


    ‘The disinformation was only the start. Thirteen years ago I was in the CIA, running a few operatives in Sudan. I was less than nobody. In fact it is thirteen years ago to the day when the director of the entire fucking agency called me, personally, and summoned me to his office. I was so frightened I had to go to the john to throw up. When I arrived, sitting there with the director was a former president of the United States, asking me to do him a favour, for the sake of the boy he loved so much. Never mind that Kelly Douglas was pushing sixty when he died, he was still a boy to his old man. The old pres had tears in his eyes, but his jaw was set firm for vengeance. He had political connections to die for and he finally had something worthwhile to pour his millions into. The day I started my new secret job, with a trebled salary and a budget twice that of my entire old department, I was given the secure phone line numbers direct to three European prime ministers and their heads of security. So with those resources I never thought that it would take thirteen hours to find this guy, yet alone thirteen years.’


    ‘So de Wit is the killer you’ve been looking for?’


    ‘Yes. We are now certain that the guy you are chasing, Luc de Wit, alias Anvil, is actually the long missing member of the Belgian Prime Minister’s Personal Protection Unit.’


    ‘What is his real name, Alex?’


    ‘Not so very different to Anvil. His real name is d’Anville. Poul Stefan d’Anville. And Max, you’re gonna help us catch him.’

  


  
    Chapter Thirty


    Saskia Sivali jerked awake with tears in her eyes, her hand tingling where she dozed off holding her daughter’s hand. Caroline lay sleeping in front of her, a frail angel caught in a web of monitoring machines and intravenous drips. It was 4.30 p.m. and Saskia had not left the hospital for thirty-six hours. The last thick film blood slide, four hours before, had shown fourteen per cent of her daughter’s red blood cells were occupied by parasites. Twelve hours before it was only eight per cent. The urine Caroline passed was now black, the dreaded blackwater fever which marked the last stages of unchecked malaria as it strips the bloodstream of its ability to carry oxygen.


    Every single drug had been tried, and every one failed. The only hope was to play for time with a blood transfusion, and that was where fate’s cruel twist played in. Saskia and her daughter shared a rare blood group, AB, found in only three per cent of the population. Saskia had exhausted herself donating two litres of her own in the last day and a half, bringing the hospital’s reserves up to only four and a half. More was needed. Professor van Diemen was now frantically ringing around hospitals in the rest of the country and as far as Germany, Belgium and Luxembourg, trying to track down more AB blood.


    When the door to intensive care clicked open, Saskia looked up with hope on her face. But instead of Van Diemen it was Professor Jürgen Friederikson, with a package under his arm and bright eyes sparkling as he levered his faltering legs across the room.


    ‘How is your daughter, Saskia?’ Friederikson’s tone was unusually informal.


    Saskia shook her head. ‘Deteriorating rapidly.’


    ‘I suppose Van Diemen is doing his best,’ Friederikson said. ‘Would you be willing to let me try a unusual experiment on her?’


    Saskia stared at him. ‘What kind of experiment?’


    ‘A new anti-malarial drug, unfortunately of entirely unproven provenance, has been offered to us.’


    ‘What drug? I thought we’d tried everything possible.’


    ‘Of approved treatments, we have. At the risk of sounding mysterious, all I can say is that this drug has been offered through a third party.’


    ‘Is it from Pharmstar Corporation?’


    ‘I’m not at liberty, as they say, to disclose the source, but I can tell you it isn’t Pharmstar. My worry is that there is no clinical data whatsoever, not even phase one clinical trials. Nevertheless, there comes a point at which we might need to try it.’


    Saskia looked at her daughter. ‘I really don’t know, Jürgen. How can anyone know it works if it has never been tested? What about side effects? It could even be toxic.’


    ‘All good questions, Saskia. I am endeavouring to answer some of these questions in my own laboratory this evening, if you could spare just one hour to help me. However, I will need a little of your daughter’s precious blood.’


    Saskia looked stony-faced at him.


    ‘With your permission, of course,’ the professor added. ‘I would not presume, as I did with Mr Erskine.’


    ‘I’ll take a sample for you,’ Saskia said. ‘Have you told Van Diemen?’


    ‘Perhaps at this stage it would be as well not to mention what we are planning. His clinical responsibility might be undermined and he would feel compelled to put a stop to it. I don’t think such a course of action would be beneficial for Caroline, considering how few alternatives are available.’


    Saskia spoke to a nurse, who returned with a syringe, a vial and a rubber tourniquet. She took her daughter’s arm, tied the rubber tight until a vein showed in the crook of the elbow. Then she pressed in the needle and pulled back the plunger. As dark red blood flowed into the tube, Saskia felt uncharacteristically squeamish and looked up at Professor Friederikson. His unblinking stare was fixed on Caroline’s arm.


    When Saskia had finished transferring the blood to a vial she handed it, almost reluctantly, to the professor.


    ‘Thank you very much, Doctor. You know where Utrecht Laboratories is, do you not? Let us say eight o’clock?’


    Saskia nodded slowly, and watched him go, holding the blood in front of his face as if he planned to drink it.
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    ‘We didn’t know what we were looking for. You could just call it a fishing expedition,’ Crocodile said, fingering the film on his desk.


    ‘This looks like a big fish, much more important than a Swiss knife,’ he grinned, and posted a moist slice of mango into his mouth.


    There was no food or shower for me on this trip to Crocodile’s quarters, just Gaptooth standing behind me with a rifle. I had expected Crocodile to be angry, but he seemed too pleased with his coup. I had to admit it was simple and clever. Once the cell search had finished, the soldiers marched out noisily. Crocodile had waited just a few silent minutes in the dark recesses of the inspection floor, and we unwittingly revealed our secrets.


    ‘So what is on the film?’ His jaws worked slowly on the bright yellow pulp as he played with the Agfa canister.


    ‘I can’t tell you anything. I didn’t take the pictures.’


    ‘Who did?’


    ‘Tomas Hendriksen.’


    Crocodile shrugged, and turned to Gaptooth. ‘Hendriksen?’


    ‘Your soldiers murdered him,’ I yelled. ‘First they crippled him like an animal, then shot him because he couldn’t walk.’


    Crocodile looked impassively at me, and with Sister Margaret’s swiss army knife began to peel another mango. ‘Was he an aid worker?’


    ‘Yes,’ I lied. ‘He was a doctor. Someone who saved lives, not like you.’


    ‘But why do you have the film?’


    ‘I found it among his possessions. I thought his family would like to see his pictures. He was interested in the animals, especially the monkeys.’


    Crocodile tapped the canister. ‘Ah, wildlife. You know, it surprised me when I was in Europe. There were many television programmes about Africa, but none about Africans. It was all birds and monkeys, lions and leopards and wildebeest. The only people on the screen were a few conservationists. And they were white.’ He laughed. ‘I should very much like to see these beautiful pictures, but we have no way to develop them here, so reluctantly…’ he pulled the film out of the canister, exposing it in a sharp arm movement. ‘...I must destroy them.’


    The grey coils rustled on the desk, like some nocturnal beast disturbed by the light. I tried hard to fight back tears as I thought of what it had cost Tomas to get these images, and how easily they had been ruined.


    ‘I know you are lying to me,’ Crocodile said, juice running down his chin. ‘I’m not stupid. I have been kind to you, and you repay me with lies and evasions.’


    He stood up and walked close to me. My tears seemed to enrage him. ‘You know,’ he rested the tip of the knife between my collar bones, indenting the flesh. ‘I could have you killed any time I want, but I am merciful. So why can’t you look at me without hatred?’


    ‘It is your power and how you abuse it that makes me hate you.’


    ‘My power? Let me show you who taught us about power.’ He walked to his wall and reached up for what I first took to be a coiled rope that hung on a high hook.


    ‘This is called a chicotte,’ he said letting the corkscrew whip unravel to its full eight foot length. ‘It is a strip of raw hippopotamus hide, twisted and dried in the sun until the edges are sharp. A single blow will slice open a man’s skin, and the scars will never fade. It would be barbaric, yes, if I were to use it on you or your comrades?’


    I nodded nervous assent.


    ‘In 1893 a Belgian ivory trader named Leon Rom ordered a slave, whose name was Kthepo, to be tied to the ground and receive fifty strokes of this chicotte. The reason? For not saluting him correctly. For the first three strokes he screamed, but by the tenth stroke he had no voice left. After twenty strokes the bones of his legs showed through. Rom ordered the overseer to continue until the punishment was complete. By then Kthepo was barely conscious. Rom took Kthepo’s sobbing eight-year-old son aside and gave him a bag of white powder. This is medicine, he said, pour it into your father’s wounds. The son poured in the salt. Kthepo jerked once in agony and then lay still. Rom laughed while the desperate son tried to rouse his dead father.’


    ‘That is an awful story,’ I said.


    ‘The child was my grandfather, and he carried the burden of killing his own father all his life.’ Crocodile looked hard at me. ‘He was not alone. King Leopold of Belgium raped our country in his lust for ivory and rubber and his agents and traders enslaved and killed millions of us. I understand the true nature of European power, you see?’


    ‘Can’t you be better than him?’


    Crocodile shrugged, rolled up the chicotte and returned it to its hook. ‘Now I am a modern, compassionate man, so let us in a modern and compassionate way find out about this Hendriksen. Speak.’


    I didn’t know what to say, so I said nothing.


    ‘Erica, I think perhaps Hendriksen was a government spy. Perhaps you are all government spies.’


    Crocodile walked to the door and leaned out, yelling to one of the guards. In a few minutes Gaptooth brought Jarman in. He looked terrible, with crusts of blood under his nose and purple bruises all down one side of his head. What had been a neat beard was now thick and matted. His swollen foot was wrapped in yellowed and bloody strips of shirt, and he was limping badly. Gaptooth sat Jarman on a metal chair facing Crocodile over the desk. I was a few feet behind Jarman, and conscious of Gaptooth’s rifle.


    ‘Dr Herrera,’ began Crocodile. ‘I want to ask you some questions. It is important that you think about them and answer truthfully.’ Jarman’s head hung down, but he nodded. The smell of fear was as overpowering as the stink of his body.


    ‘Who took these photographs?’ Crocodile prodded the film.


    Jarman said nothing for a while, then inhaled heavily: ‘I believe it was Tomas Hendriksen.’


    ‘Who is he?’


    ‘He was killed by your soldiers in Zizunga.’


    ‘What do you know about this man?’


    Jarman thought long and hard, but he had no idea what I might have said. ‘He was a freelance photographer, and I believe he was on assignment for the Associated Press.’


    ‘So he was a spy.’


    ‘No. Just a journalist.’


    ‘What was he photographing? Birds and monkeys, like Ms Stroud-Jones would have me believe? Or the military positions of my forces, to pass to the government?’


    Jarman looked up. ‘I’m no journalist, but I don’t think it works that way. He probably took pictures of the carnage in Zizunga to show the world what is happening. Maybe he took animal pictures too, Erica would know better than me.’


    ‘Why would she?’


    Jarman did not reply. Crocodile walked up to him and dragged his head up by a hank of hair. ‘I asked you why.’


    I couldn’t bear to see Jarman suffer for me, and interrupted. ‘Because Tomas was my friend.’


    Crocodile whirled around to me. ‘Your friend? I see more than friendship in your eyes.’


    ‘Yes, I loved him. I still do,’ I shouted in his face. I was willing him to hit me, eager to burn away my guilt. Tomas, I am sorry and I will never deny you.


    Crocodile loomed over me, eyes blazing and fists clenched. But something in him understood my provocation. Instead of hitting me, he turned away and stepped on Jarman’s injured foot with his full weight. Jarman screamed and fell off the chair, but despite his agonised writhing he could not extricate himself.


    ‘Dr Herrera, you must persuade your colleague to show me more respect,’ Crocodile yelled over the screams.


    I was shouting for Crocodile to stop, and after an eternity he stepped away. Jarman curled up into a ball, whimpering. Gaptooth and another guard dragged him out and back to his cell.


    ‘What do you want of me?’ I asked quietly.


    ‘Cooperation and respect.’


    ‘How can I respect someone who massacres people like cattle. Look at what happened at Zizunga. They were no threat to you. A blind village chief? His young wife? And Tomas. And what about the prisoners who were here when we arrived? Where are they now?’


    ‘We moved them to another camp.’


    ‘I don’t believe you. Why don’t you stop this killing, and release us. That would win everyone’s respect, including mine.’


    He laughed as if I had said the most foolish thing he had ever heard. ‘Then you think I can go down there and say “‘please Mr President. Let me talk about my place in the next government.” Do you think he would listen?’


    ‘No, not just like that. You have to spread ideas for a new way of doing things, build a consensus.’


    ‘How? He control the radio. He control the roads. He owns the mines and sends the money abroad to Switzerland. He controls the railway from the mines to the coast. I cannot even reach the people, my people, who are struggling to be free.’ He shook his head. ‘Your think you are in England? Good old Blighty, white cliffs, tea with vicar, cricket and “the fair play”,’ he chuckled, and leaned close. ‘British Army officers told me this story, but I can’t believe it: English government let opposition use the famous BBC to tell voters government is bad. And no charge!’ He roared with laughter at the absurdity. ‘Is this true?’


    ‘Yes. We’re rather proud of it, actually.’


    ‘So reasonable, so fair, so English.’ He hawked something liquid in his throat, stood and opened the window, expectorating energetically into the night. ‘But here the chicotte and the AK47 are more eloquent.’


    ‘I don’t think so,’ I replied.


    ‘Oh, yes. No-one ever have heard of us until we started killing. Now I hear about us on Radio Africa and the BBC World Service, and in the newspapers from Lagos to Cape Town. I have been interviewed,’ he beamed. ‘And now my views are known. Kill and be heard, is the Crocodile philosophy.’


    (Erica’s Diary 1992)
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    Max made modest use of Alex’s first thousand euro advance. He moved into a student flophouse in the west of Amsterdam and for fifty euros bought a stolen mountain bicycle from a desperate heroin addict. To blend in a little better as a cycle courier he bought Lycra shorts and shirt, plus wraparound reflective shades at the market in Waterlooplein. He had his hair cropped. The final conspicuous mark which had to go was the bandage. His hand was still sore, so he bought an oversize pair of soft chamois cycling mitts which cushioned him but left the fingers free. Alex’s phone, clipped to the shirt, completed the courier picture.


    It was two days later, at 3 a.m., when the call he’d been waiting for came. The voice wasn’t Alex’s and the message was just two words: ‘She’s there.’


    Lisbeth de Laan’s apartment was near Beethoven Straat in the old south of Amsterdam, an area of chic boutiques, upmarket patisseries and antiques dealers. Max got there in eight and a half minutes dead. The entrance was between a couple of storefronts, and had seven buzzers set in the brickwork, with peeling handmade labels by each. Lisbeth’s was right at the top. If Alex’s crew had this place under surveillance Max couldn’t see from where. All the parked cars were empty, there was no-one hanging around.


    He pressed the button and heard nothing. He waited for a while, then heard a noise above him. Someone was looking down out of a window high above. Max stepped back into the glare of a streetlamp so he could be seen, and waved.


    The person disappeared, then the door clicked open. Max pushed it, but there was no-one there, just a piece of string from the lock catch looping up the stair well. He heard Lisbeth’s voice from above and climbed the steep bare wooden stairs, through aromas of cat pee, burned food and joss sticks until he reached her on the third floor.


    ‘You found me again,’ she said. ‘I just don’t know how.’


    Max tapped the side of his nose. ‘Psychic.’


    She led him inside the apartment. ‘I was really worried about what those guys in the car would do to you.’


    ‘So was I. But they were just cops who’ve watched too much TV. Just more questions about Erica.’ Max watched Lisbeth carefully for signs she saw through his lies, but there were none. Maybe Alex was right, maybe she did trust him completely.


    ‘Where’s the laptop, Lisbeth?’


    ‘If I had known you would be here I would have brought it.’


    ‘So where is it?’


    ‘At my new place, in a different city, very well hidden. You should be glad I’m taking no chances.’


    ‘You are taking a heck of a risk coming back here at all. Anvil knows this address for sure,’ Max said.


    ‘Of course. He spent many nights here with me in the past. But he can’t watch the place around the clock. Besides I cleared out in too much of a hurry and I need some things. A woman likes her own bathroom too, so I’m going to take a quick shower. Would you do me a favour?’


    ‘Sure, as long as it’s not scrubbing your back.’


    She smiled. ‘Go into the kitchen and take out the top four car stereos from the left hand side of the freezer cabinet.’


    ‘The freezer!’


    ‘Yes, the cold wipes out the security code in the microchip, so the stereo can be used in a different car. They should be defrosted sufficiently by the time we leave. I have buyers for them, and I need the money.’


    ‘How much of this does Stokenbrand know about?’


    ‘How much do you think?’ A crooked grin lit her face. ‘He claims to be my best customer. Takes a multichange CD player every couple of months, though of course he pays me nothing. It is quite well known at the police social club that Stokenbrand has good quality stereos available.’


    Max clicked his tongue in distaste. ‘Now you are not snitching for him, he might turn nasty. There’s plenty of evidence here if he wants to use it.’


    ‘A whole industry, I’m afraid. I have a cabinet in a lock-up garage with three thousand blank car keys of every make, and a very neat portable machine to punch them out how I want. But this is my profession. If you have the manuals, and know where to look on the car for the key-type number, you can make precisely the key to fit any individual car.’ Lisbeth walked into the bedroom and closed the door behind her.


    Max fetched the four frosted packages and set them on the kitchen counter, then returned to the lounge. On the wall was a framed black and white photograph of Johnny Gee, like something you might find in an Italian restaurant. The handsome dark-haired boxer was wearing a prize belt, posing with a jabbing right and his southpaw fist cocked. The huge looping signature and dedication, dated 1990, took up the entire bottom left corner. On the window ledge were more pictures, an extremely young Lisbeth and a towering Johnny Gee with his arm around her. Several of his boxing trophies adorned the mantelpiece over the electric fire.


    Max kept thinking about Alex, about the deal he’d made with him. Something about it didn’t feel right. He walked to the window and peered down into the street. He tried to recall which cars had been parked there before. The reflection of the street lamps made it impossible to see inside them. Somewhere out there was one of Alex’s men. Maybe Anvil too.


    The sound of a hairdryer whined through from the bedroom.


    ‘Max, come in a moment.’


    He pushed at the half open door. Lisbeth was facing away, wearing a bathrobe and drying her hair at a full length mirror. The bathrobe was open and the mirror showed her full rosy-nippled breasts, dark pubic hair and the angry scars on her belly: L I V N A. Max reversed the letters in his mind, noting that Anvil’s name needed only straight slashes. Sickened, he turned back to the lounge.


    ‘Please, stay.’ Lisbeth sat on the bed and patted next to her. Max instead grabbed a small wooden chair, but while moving it knocked a shoulder bag from the bedside table. It landed on the floor with a heavy clunk.


    ‘Max, please be careful.’ Lisbeth opened the bag and removed a black box little bigger than a cigarette packet. She inspected it for damage.


    ‘What is that?’ Max asked.


    ‘It’s a magnetic card reader/writer. The best on the market. With this and a little piece of software I found on the Internet I can clone stolen credit and bank cards onto blanks.’


    ‘Lisbeth! I never realised what a big time crook you were. Besides, I thought that with PIN codes you couldn’t clone cards any more.’


    ‘You can, quite easily.’ She shrugged off her bathrobe and knelt naked next to him, the stiffening tip of one pointed breast resting against his arm as she sorted through the handbag. ‘Here’s a card I created last week.’


    Max looked at the ABN-Amro card. It looked normal in every way, except it had no signature.


    ‘Once you get hold of card details you can clone them onto a blank like this, but with one important difference,’ Lisbeth said. ‘The software disables the security code which tells ATMs and point of sale terminals that it works in conjunction with an embedded chip. You see, there are so many cards around with damaged chips that ATMs have a default mode which tells them to use the magnetic strip instead if they can’t detect the chip. Information on the strip is easy to clone, right down to setting a new PIN. That’s old technology.’


    ‘But how do you get hold of the cards in the first place?’


    ‘The usual trick is for cashiers or waitresses to run cards through a hidden reader after doing a genuine transaction. But that’s not my method, because you will eventually be tracked down to the place of work. Cars are my speciality, and some models are still so easy to get into. It always amazes me how many stupid people still leave briefcases visible under the seat, handbags in the glove compartment, wallets in jackets slung on a back seat.’


    ‘And laptops in the trunk,’ Max said.


    ‘Yes. I break in, copy any cards I find, then return everything. Nine times out of ten, they don’t even realise anything has happened until they get the credit card bill or look at their bank account.’


    Lisbeth laughed and took a pink bottle from the dresser. ‘The Internet has made everything easier. The card cloner costs five hundred euros, the software is free on a Latvian site, and I buy my blank cards from an address in Nijmegen.’


    ‘Lisbeth, you belong behind bars,’ Max said.


    She walked back over to Max and rested her foot on the chair between his legs. He tried to concentrate on reading her tummy, but it was no good. She squeezed the bottle onto her hand and rubbed moisturiser languidly from her arched foot, up her long shapely calves, under and between her thighs, each leg in turn.


    ‘You missed a bit,’ Max said, pointing to the underside of one knee.


    Lisbeth offered him the bottle. ‘Then you had better finish me off, Max. I know you want to.’ She pressed her toes against Max’s groin, confirming the raging hardness there.


    ‘I think you better finish it yourself.’ Max extricated himself from the chair and walked away while he still had the willpower. There was enough he had done wrong already.


    Lisbeth spread herself invitingly on the bed, looking at him with those intense blue eyes. One hand stole between her legs, parting and stroking. Shadows of pleasure flitted across her features, among the still livid scars.


    ‘Lisbeth, for Christ’s sake, give it a rest.’


    ‘You asked me to finish it myself, yes? So I will, but I want you to watch. I want to imagine you, big and deep inside me.’


    ‘No, Lisbeth.’ Max’s throat was incredibly dry, and he couldn’t move.


    ‘You want the laptop or not? And you said you owed me. If I don’t touch you, you are not being unfaithful to Erica.’ She licked her fingers, then traced a slow circle between her wide spread legs, her hips undulating slowly.


    ‘Oh, Max. This feels so good. I’m imagining your tongue here.’ A ripple ran down her body, lifting first her shoulders and breasts, then her tummy, hips and legs. ‘Now strip. I want to see you naked.’


    Max couldn’t speak, his breathing was coming hard and his groin ached. He wanted to deny her, but another part of his mind was saying: why not? Who knows exactly where the line between right and wrong falls? In a few moments his clothes were scattered on the floor, his erection bobbing up harder than he’d ever known it.


    Lisbeth’s eyes devoured him and she began to use both hands on herself, one circling above, one dipping below. She moaned his name rhythmically. After a couple of minutes her legs stretched and lifted balletically off the bed, toes splayed as an immense orgasm approached. Lisbeth’s face was creased as if in agony, her entire body trembling. Max only stroked himself a few times, but it was enough. They came simultaneously, worlds apart: Lisbeth now howling ‘Johnny!’, Max’s mind filled with Erica, pale and naked and still. Only as he spattered on Lisbeth’s carpet did he realise the Erica he saw in his mind was lying in an open grave. He fell to his knees, moaning.


    Lisbeth’s gasps dissolved into sobs, her fists kneading the bedclothes. ‘It’s no good, it’s no good. He’s always there.’ She threw her moisturiser at a gilt picture on the bedside table, knocking it to the floor. ‘Bastard! Why can’t you let me live?’


    Max picked up her bathrobe and draped it around her shoulders, then sat next to her on the bed. Lisbeth rested her head on his shoulder and sobbed. They stayed that way for several minutes.


    Finally they stood and dressed, as silent as guilty lovers. Only when Max walked to the door did Lisbeth speak.


    ‘I’ll get the computer to you tomorrow. I promise. Meet me at two in the afternoon by the sightseeing boats on the Damrak.’


    He nodded. She took his shoulders and looked up into his eyes. ‘I apologise for using you, Max. It’s just I don’t know what to do to fill the emptiness left inside me.’


    ‘You loved him and he’s not here any more.’ Max rested his lips briefly against her torn cheek. ‘But time heals all in the end.’

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-One


    Saskia’s rusting Ford roared into VIP parking bay at Utrecht Laboratories. It was five past eight, and Professor Friederikson was already waiting for her in reception. He escorted her down to his basement laboratory. She looked at the antiquated equipment, the yellowed walls and the ancient refrigerator, surprised that a world renowned expert should struggle for resources as if he was just another research student.


    The professor sat her down at his desk opposite the tank of Anopheles gambeii mosquitoes, in front of a dish of orange tablets and a densely-inked trace print out from a chemical analyser. He started to talk before she had a chance to examine what she was looking at.


    ‘I powdered a pill then mixed it with a solvent before putting it in the thin layer chromatagram. The trace we have here contains talc and dextrose and all the other rubbish one would expect in an amateur narcotic, but among these proteins here,’ he pointed to a series of six tight inky peaks on the print out, ‘Will be the active ingredient we are looking for.’


    Friederikson scurried across to a desk and brought over a cage of five white rats. ‘These have had the equivalent of two tablets each mashed into their food, and they’re still alive. We’ll keep them under observation.’


    ‘But toxicity can take months to establish!’ Saskia wailed.


    ‘Yes of course,’ he snorted. ‘We are confined to schoolboy science. It is the best we can do in such a short time.’


    He opened the refrigerator and took out the vial of Caroline Sivali’s blood. ‘I just finished a thick film slide of the sample a few minutes ago. Your daughter’s blood is seventeen per cent infected. We’ll see if we can bring that percentage down.’


    Friederikson opened it, and with a teat pipette deposited a few drops in a petrie dish. Then with a fresh pipette he dropped onto the blood a few drops of colourless liquid.


    ‘That is a solution of the powdered tablet. I have tried to filter out the impurities as best I can. Now all we can do is wait to see if it kills or inhibits the parasites.’ Professor Friederikson shrugged. ‘Thank God we are doing this in secret. Any science journal would shred my reputation for such rough and ready work. But then we don’t want to be famous, do we? We just want to save your daughter’s life.’


    The phone rang and Friederikson snatched it up. He offered the receiver to Saskia. ‘The transfusion service, for you.’
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    Electricity has officially arrived. Crocodile came in and announced this to us. Unable to contain his excitement, he opened up the cells and trooped us out to admire the creaky old diesel generator towed behind the Land Rover, which was now painted with camouflage colours. Proudly, he told us that his rapid reaction forces (at this he pointed to the Land Rover) had liberated it from the hospital in a daring raid on the government-controlled village of Mologwe.


    While we watched, Crocodile ordered Rambo-Rambo and Dakka to the rear door of the Land Rover from which they dragged a battered refrigerator. Dakka seemed surprised by the weight of it. He slipped and the door came open, spilling medicine bottles, vaccines, ampoules, and various medical packages onto the mud.


    The long trip through the heat would already have ruined all of it, but it still angered us to see it all dropped in a muddy useless heap. Crocodile seemed to be angry too, gesticulating until five of his men gathered and stood the refrigerator upright. Crocodile closed and opened the door. Once he was satisfied the hinges and seal were intact, a grin spread onto his face and he tapped the top. ‘Civilization!’


    (Erica’s Diary 1992)


    Max was caught in a typical Amsterdam summer shower as he waited for Lisbeth at the tourist boat marina. Dozens of low glass-topped boats manœuvred into busy jetties, disgorging hundreds of tourists who shrugged up their raincoats and sheltered under colourful umbrellas.


    Behind Max a dented maroon van cruised by. It had one cracked headlamp, held in place with tape, and corroded wheel arches. The driver lowered his tinted window, and stuck his head out to reverse into a parking space. If Max had turned around he might have recognised the driver. This was the ordinary-looking middle-aged man who had sat next to him on the plane from New York. The man who had introduced himself as John Davies. And Lisbeth would have recognised the younger muscled man who sat in the vehicle’s dark interior.


    A huge coach pulled up at the roadside, and a large party of middle-aged Koreans headed towards a jetty. A European woman with sunglasses, headscarf and a large shoulderbag converged with them, and turned to Max. It was Lisbeth. He hurried up to her, she handed him a ticket and they waited in line to board a low glass-topped boat. A bearded captain, nautically dressed in blazer and cap, was taking pictures of each couple as they boarded, forcing smiles from the reluctant with an absurd squawking rubber bird. Max and Lisbeth grinned, arm in arm like lovers, and squeezed towards the back of the boat.


    Lisbeth passed across the shoulderbag and whispered in Max’s ear. ‘This is about as safe as we can be. No cops, no Anvil, and hardly anyone here speaks English.’


    The boat reversed away from the jetty, made a sharp right and slid under a low bridge into a broad, curved canal. A tape crackled into life, describing in a half dozen languages the architectural features to be seen from the water.


    Max undid the bag. The casing of the laptop was badly scratched but the computer powered up okay. The e-mail program was password protected. Max tried a few of the obvious birth date and middle name candidates, but none of them got him in. After half an hour he shrugged and put it back in the bag, his head in his hands.


    ‘I’m at a dead end, Lisbeth. Three weeks she’s been gone, and this was the only real hope I had. I guess we have to find Anvil’s hiding place before he finds either of us. If there is any place you can think of, any places you ever went together…’


    Lisbeth shook her head. ‘It wasn’t that kind of relationship. We never went out for meals or to the cinema or on holiday together. It was more physical than romantic.’


    ‘Yeah, why am I not surprised about that.’


    They passed a line of houseboats, jerrybuilt structures festooned with house plants, homemade trellis work and washing lines. On one a woman sat in a swimsuit, reading under an umbrella with a cat on her lap, waiting for the sun to break through.


    They passed sedately under another hump-backed brick bridge just as a maroon van crossed it, tyres hissing on the rain-greased cobbles.


    ‘His only other pastime was fitness. It was a secret passion, an obsession. I once watched him through the crack of the door do one hundred one-handed press-ups in two minutes.’


    ‘One handed! I can manage about one and a half.’


    ‘He said his ambition was to build himself a floating gym out of an old Rhine barge, so he could be away from everybody.’


    ‘That might be a clue. Did he ever own a barge?’


    ‘I don’t think so, but maybe. He hid a lot of his life from me. He had the money, that’s for sure.’


    ‘Did you meet any of his friends?’


    ‘Friends, no. People do what Anvil wants through fear, or in my case excitement and fear. For him there is nothing in between, nothing equal enough to be called friendship.’


    ‘What about you, Lisbeth?’


    ‘I need friendship, and I need time to heal. In every way.’ She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She held Max’s arm gently. The sun had come out and the captain rolled back the glass boat roof to murmurs of appreciation from the passengers.


    They were now heading back towards the jetties. Lisbeth opened her eyes, suddenly gave a little shriek and squeezed Max’s hand.


    ‘What is it?’ he said.


    ‘Get down quick.’ She pulled Max down behind a Korean couple.


    ‘Anvil,’ Lisbeth said. ‘On the next pier.’


    ‘Where?’ Max said, peering under the panning video camera of the Korean man ‘Jesus, I wish I knew what he looked like.’


    ‘Short pale hair and a burn shaped like a dagger on his forehead and nose. But don’t look for him. He’ll spot you easily that way.’


    The tour boat moved in slowly, taking a different pier to the one they began on. Passengers jostled to get off. Max and Lisbeth joined the queue, trying to mingle with the others, heads down.


    ‘How did he know we were here?’ Lisbeth hissed. ‘I don’t get it.’


    ‘Well he’s here and that’s that. Next thing is to figure how we survive the experience.’ Max could feel Lisbeth trembling violently against him.


    They stepped out from the boat, and joined the Koreans in a press around the passenger photographs, developed and printed since they had got on the boat. Max paid the exorbitant fee for their print and offered it to Lisbeth. She managed a brief smile, and slipped the picture into her bag.


    The pavements and bridges around the marina were open. Max reckoned they could be spotted easily as soon as they moved away from the crowds. But from where they stood it was only a few yards to a line of six tourist buses parked on the Damrak. They couldn’t pass for Koreans, which ruled out the two nearest, but the third vehicle forward had a group of Scandinavians climbing aboard. Max led Lisbeth around the back of the buses, so they were hidden from Anvil, and then slipped round the front of the Scandinavian coach. No-one checked who they were, and they took rear seats. Lisbeth peered out towards the harbour through the green-tinted windows.


    ‘He’s there.’


    This time Max saw him, from behind, fifty yards away. He was tall, maybe six two. The raincoat couldn’t hide the quarterback physique, nor mask the aura of physical capability and strength he exuded. This was the man Max had glimpsed watching Der Ridder burn to the ground. This was the man who wanted to kill them both.


    Anvil turned. Max and Lisbeth ducked but still felt the intensity of the gaze as it swept the parked buses like radar.


    Everyone on their coach was seated, the engine was idling, but the driver was reading a magazine, and the door stood open. Come on, let’s go. Max willed urgency at the driver, then lifted his head to peek from the window. Anvil was walking slowly along the line of coaches towards them, as if he was somehow smelling them out. Fifteen yards away, then ten, with a hand to his right ear.


    Anvil peered in the windscreen of the coach right behind them, then turned and passed right underneath Max’s window, his scarred crew cut head just a foot below him, heading for the open door. Then he stopped. Underneath the raised hand, Max could see a plastic earpiece, and a thin spiral wire going down into the raincoat.


    Something told Max that Anvil was going to look up, so he pulled Lisbeth below the level of the window, hardly daring to breathe. The instructions from Alex reverberated in his head. Put metal doors between you…don’t force actions upon him…at less than ten feet say your prayers ‘cos you’re going to heaven.


    The only reassuring feeling was his hand shoved deep in his raincoat pocket, gripping the Walther, magazine full, safety catch off.


    The driver tossed aside his magazine. With a hiss the door shut, the engine revved, and Max breathed again. He risked a peep through the window as the bus inched forward waiting for a gap in traffic. Two feet away Anvil looked right up at him, eyes widening in anticipation of slow and evil pleasures, an outstretched fist an inch from Max’s heart, beating a funeral march against the metal skin of the coach.
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    It took Saskia only twenty minutes to race back the thirty kilometres to the hospital. She dumped the car in a disabled parking bay and waited impatiently for the lift to take her up to the intensive care unit on the sixth floor. Waiting by her daughter’s bedside were Professor van Diemen, Paul Jeker, two nurses and an official from the Dutch blood transfusion service.


    The AB blood had arrived and the transfusion was about to begin. Saskia watched as blood flowed into her daughter’s right arm. Caroline’s heart rate was stable and her breathing normal but no machine trace can describe a mother’s view. All Saskia could see was how frail and tiny her daughter looked, how pale and vulnerable.


    A sudden electronic trilling had each of the medics checking their mobile phones. It was Saskia’s. She walked out of the room into the corridor, so she could better hear what Professor Friederikson had to say.


    ‘Saskia, it works! The infection dropped six percentage points in less that half an hour. Some blood cells died, but I don’t think the parasite managed to infect any further cells.’


    For half a minute Saskia didn’t have the breath to reply. Then she screeched her joy. Now she could dare to hope her daughter would survive. Finally, they had a weapon against the new parasite.
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    When your world is squeezed into the walls of a cell, it is amazing how much you notice. During the day there are lizards darting on the walls, catching flies and beetles. One lizard I have called Stumpy, because he only has half a tail. There are plenty of fat spiders, weaving thick white orbs in the corners. I have no idea if they are poisonous. In the evening we hear bats squeaking under the eaves, and sometimes up from the latrine pipe will come a toad or frog, looking for cockroaches. They are rarely disappointed.


    At night the mosquitoes plague us. They whine across your ear, to see how deeply asleep you are. If you move, they give you fifteen minutes to fall back asleep, then try again. You never feel them land. However much you are attuned for it, waiting. You never feel a thing. Until the next morning. They always seem to go for wrist or ankle, neck or knuckle.


    One morning as I woke up I noticed movement in the latrine bottle. It was just a foot from my head, and I could see light reflecting off the surface of the water. Something was disturbing that reflection, fighting the surface tension from below. It was a mosquito larva. It took fifteen minutes to break out, to crawl onto the inside of the bottle, there to dry itself before flying away. How determined, this greatest struggle of its life, programmed inside its very genes. Escaping from one world into another. How I envied it.


    (Erica’s Diary 1992)
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    For me today was the most painful day since we were captured. Amy and Sister Margaret have been taken away in the Land Rover. Crocodile says they are to be released in exchange for some of his soldiers, though we can never be sure this is true. Sister Margaret, acting in character, insisted that Jarman should be released instead of her. But she was bundled out anyway, and we had time for only the briefest of goodbyes.


    To be left behind was an agony. Selfishly, I am glad that I am not alone, and I have Jarman to talk to. Jarman’s foot is still not healing, and he found maggots in it yesterday. But in reality I am more worried about Jarman’s mind. He spends long periods in a world of his own, mumbling and sighing. Sometimes in the middle of the night he hooks his arms and good leg through the grille above him, and does frenetic pull-ups. I can hear the anger in the wrenching at the bars and his furious muttering. Sometimes, when he can continue no longer he bursts into tears. There is nothing I can do to comfort him.


    For myself I have a more private relief, conducted as silently as I can manage and always with the image of Tomas in my mind. Pleasure is perhaps the wrong word; comfort is closer to the truth. Sometimes I cry afterwards, too.


    (Erica’s Diary 1992)
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    It was a mile before the tour guide came checking names on a clipboard and the coach pulled over to allow Max and Lisbeth to leave. Happy that the coast was clear, they walked away off the main street to a small cobbled square where a medieval bar with wood shavings on the floor boasted a hundred different Belgian beers. The barman was short and jolly, with a musketeer moustache. There were no other customers. After a beer and a bowl of nachos Max even felt safe enough to reach inside his pocket and click the Walther’s safety catch on. He and Lisbeth shared the heady and inane laughter of the recently terrified.


    ‘Lisbeth, did Anvil do a lot of bodyguard work?’


    ‘Look, I don’t know his life story. I only screwed him. Why do you ask?’


    ‘He was wearing one of those earpieces you see on U.S. secret service agents. I thought he was a loner. Who would he be communicating with?’


    ‘Don’t know, Max. I just know I lived another day and I’m glad enough of it.’


    Max shrugged himself off the barstool and jogged up the narrow wooden stairs to the cramped unisex toilet. He bolted the door, took out the mobile phone. He dialled the number in memory one, and left a message for Alex, briefing him on the day. Max had one suggestion: check to see if D’Anville ever made a barge purchase.


    He hung up and changed the dressing on his hand. The dog bite was still sore, but healing except between his second and third fingers, so he could use a smaller and less obtrusive dressing. Someone had turned up the music downstairs and now he heard a bang and a squeal, like a beer barrel dragged over wooden boards.


    A sixth sense made Max draw the Walther before he flung open the door. He thundered down the stairs and into the bar. There was no-one there. Lisbeth was gone. He looked out into the square. No-one. At the end of the alleyway a middle-aged woman was walking past. Max approached her, gun concealed. She said had not seen a young woman come her way.


    Back at the bar Lisbeth’s shoulderbag plus laptop was where it had been left. She couldn’t be far. Max called for the barman, but no-one came.


    ‘Goddamn,’ he muttered to himself, and fished for the gun. In the Schweppes mirror behind the bar his reflected face looked sprayed in fine crimson. Blood on the mirror. He leaned over the bar. Drips and spatters, and a dark pool still spreading from under a big door behind, dyeing scarlet each pale wood shaving. Max ran behind and pushed at the old wooden door. It opened a few inches then jammed, low down. All he could see was a countertop, baguette on it cut and ready to serve, cheese cubes on a saucer, cold meat neatly arranged on its platter under a flickering light tube. He could hear gurgling, like a sink emptying.


    ‘Lisbeth!’ Max shouldered the door hard and it gave. Max gasped at what he saw, half in horror and half, to his shame, relief. It was not Lisbeth.


    The barman was shaking on his back on the floor of the bar’s tiny kitchen, bubbles of blood still spitting from his slit throat as his lungs gave vent to the last few breaths of his life. The words that he said were all hiss and spray but eloquent enough: please save me.


    ‘Try to keep calm,’ Max whispered hoarsely. ‘You’re going to be fine. Let’s try to move you a little.’


    Max clamped his hand over the torn throat, and propping the man to a sitting position against a cupboard where the head would be held forward to compress the wound. ‘Just try to hang on in there for a few minutes while I get help, okay?’


    Once he had cleared the legs, the door drifted closed behind them. Max did not look back at once. He was kneeling in a pool of blood and trying to punch up the emergency services on the mobile phone with one hand while staunching the barman’s profuse bleeding with the other. Before he got through the barman died, a final shudder and snort through the ripped trachea spraying the front of Max’s white shirt crimson. Nausea swept him and he turned away, only to stumble backwards, yelling at the terror of what he saw next.


    Lisbeth had been hung on the back of the door like a coat, her cobalt eyes wide open in surprise. Her dead face was blue-white and as beautiful as a porcelain doll, the tip of her tongue protruding, the colour of a ripe plum, the same colour as the bruises around her neck.


    She had been strangled.


    Max gathered her up in his arms like a sleeping child, crooning her name over and over again. He unhooked the collar from the door, took her through into the bar and laid her gently on an easy chair. He closed the curtains, flipped the bar sign to closed, turned off the music and sat down. The mobile phone was talking sibilantly to itself from the kitchen floor, but when he picked it up he could think of nothing to say to the emergency services. He turned it off.


    Max drained his beer, slung the laptop bag over his shoulder and stepped outside, in his bloody hands the photograph taken that afternoon of he and Lisbeth, good friends, smiling in a moment of peace.
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    Tomas came to me last night. I saw him standing in my cell, not speaking, just watching me. I reached out to him, and called his name. But I could not touch him. Then I noticed he had opened the cell door somehow. He walked out and I followed, my heart pounding. We stood outside under a full moon, on quicksilver grass. He was trying to point out something to me, and I just could not see it. However many times he gestured to the horizon I could not understand what he was trying to show me. Then he dropped his hands and his mouth moved. I could not hear him, but I knew he was saying goodbye. Goodbye for ever.


    I woke up in tears. I feel so alone. I just don’t have the strength to continue. Does anybody out there even remember who I am? Can nobody hear my screams? Or can they, like me, hear nothing but the soft wheezing of the generator, building civilization on electricity. And ice for the Brigadier’s drinks.


    (Erica’s Diary 1992)


    Professor Cornelis van Diemen groaned as the phone awoke him for the second time that night. It was 3 a.m., and he prayed that it wasn’t Betsy Dijkstra again. The Health Minister, now his direct boss in the new Epidemic Task Force, seemed intent on doing his job of coordinating the search for a treatment, as well as her own. Dijkstra’s energy was appalling. She chaired meetings all day then sat up half the night talking to scientists in California, trawling the Internet or reading medical journals. Then she would ring Van Diemen to suggest he try this experimental drug or speak to that scientist. That was the trouble with having a former doctor as a health minister. A little knowledge became a very irritating thing.


    Van Diemen picked up the handset and said his name wearily.


    ‘Friederikson here. You weren’t asleep, Cornelis, surely?’


    ‘Yes, Jürgen I was.’ Van Diemen trudged into the bathroom dragging the handset on its long lead to avoid further disturbing his wife. ‘And I want to get back to it. Dijkstra woke me an hour ago to tell me I have a 6 a.m. conference call with some Japanese bacteriologists she knows.’


    Friederikson laughed. ‘The perils of responsibility. I’m quite glad to be persona non grata with the government. I get to follow my own course.’


    ‘Well they were hardly going to trust you after your escapade with the mosquito jar at the committee. The trouble is they want me to find someone else to do your epidemiological work.’ Van Diemen stared at himself in the mirror. His usually ruddy features were pale and puffy, his eyes bloodshot, and his hair wild. ‘So what is it you want?’


    ‘Van Diemen fever is defeated, I thought you would like to know.’


    ‘What are you talking about?’ Van Diemen was every bit as irritated by the term Van Diemen fever as Friederikson had intended.


    ‘I’ve been treating one of your patients with a new drug.’


    ‘How dare you! That is preposterous, unethical, interfering and dangerous. How dare you without my permission!’


    ‘Quite simply, Cornelis, because if I had asked, you would not have given me permission. The drug has no name, no documentation and no test data whatsoever. Would you have allowed me to use it?’


    ‘Of course not,’ Van Diemen snorted. ‘Is this some herbal concoction you cooked up in your dungeon?’


    ‘No. It is something which Henry Waterson got hold of, and we have no idea how it works. But work it does.’


    ‘On whom did you try it?’


    ‘Saskia’s little daughter, Caroline. Of course I have Saskia’s permission, which I think is more relevant than yours. Caroline’s infection levels have dwindled almost to nothing. If I hadn’t tried it she would now be dead.’


    Van Diemen said nothing for a moment. ‘Well, I am delighted of course. Though naturally I should like to see the data for myself. And speak to Waterson.’


    ‘Of course. There is a major snag, however.’


    ‘Apart from me taking all the responsibility while you come in and try to steal the glory, you mean?’


    ‘Yes, quite apart from that,’ Friederikson laughed. ‘The new drug will cost us a thousand dollars per tablet, which is ten thousand dollars per course of ten.’


    ‘That’s an outrageous sum. Which company is it? I’ll unleash Dijkstra on them. And the European Commission.’


    ‘I don’t know which company. Only Henry Waterson knows and he is sworn to secrecy. Quite simply, if we don’t pay it, we don’t get it.’


    ‘Can we make it? Surely it can’t be too hard.’


    ‘Assuming there is no patent violation we could get a generic drug manufacturer to produce it within six months, probably. But think for a moment, Cornelis. To set up a production line would initially cost even more than buying it from the supplier. It would still have to be covert because this is an unapproved drug with no test data. Not the least consideration would be the hundreds or possibly thousands who might die of Van Diemen fever in those six months. I don’t see we have any choice.’


    ‘What do you want me to do?’


    ‘Simple. Get Dijkstra to find the money. To treat ten thousand cases we will need about ten million dollars. And in dollars, too, not euros. Paid into a Dutch Antilles account. Waterson says it’s the only way they will agree to supply us.’


    ‘Not a chance, Jürgen. You’ve spent too long in Africa, and it’s cooked your brain. European governments don’t work like that, as you well know. Even if Dijkstra agrees to this, which she will not, she has to account for every damn paper clip and notepad to the Health Committee. No, I’ve got a better idea. We’ll try Pharmstar Corporation. Apparently they can raise billions in just a few hours without being accountable to anyone. Their chief executive was the first big name victim, so what would be more poetic?’


    ‘Fine,’ said Friederikson. ‘But we need the money quickly, secretly and with no strings attached.’
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    Two jets have just swept low over us! There was a huge screaming noise which shot over from west to east. The roof is still humming from their noise. The vultures are frightened, I can hear their claws scratching the zinc roof as they scramble into the air.


    Here they come again!


    Wow, there goes one. Here’s the other. I can hear Rambo-Rambo’s gun, blasting in retaliation. I hope he knows how much more dangerous this is than massacring a family of wild boar. This is scary. We are sitting ducks if the fighters retaliate. Crocodile can escape from his hut. We can’t.


    We have been waiting an hour, but the jets didn’t come back. Maybe they were just letting Crocodile know that the government knows exactly where we are. He should be delighted to be taken so seriously. But in fact I suspect this will just make everyone very jumpy.


    (Erica’s Diary 1992)

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Two


    Professor Cornelis van Diemen called a secret meeting in his tiny office for ten the next morning. It gave him a frisson of pleasure to neither invite Betsy Dijkstra, nor to let the health minister know what was happening. This time he was running his own show.


    Everyone he had invited was essential in some way: Professor Jürgen Friederikson, cantankerous of course but still the most respected malarial authority on earth, Dr Henry Waterson, who had made the connection with the suppliers of the new drug, Saskia Sivali whose skill in identifying the new parasite under the microscope was unmatched, and finally Penny Ryan who Waterson assured him would be the best person to persuade Pharmstar to part with ten million dollars.


    ‘I think Henry should start by telling us how he found out about the drug,’ Van Diemen said.


    ‘That’s simple enough.’ Waterson, sitting on a desk, adjusted his bow tie. ‘Waterson Consultants received an e-mail ten days ago saying a company called Xenix Molecular Systems had sent us a sample of a compound which could kill Plasmodium five. Sure enough a bottle of twenty tablets arrived, posted in Rotterdam, but no documentation whatever. As everyone here knows, this is not the way promising new drugs are brought to market, so I assumed it was a hoax. I e-mailed Xenix requesting documentation, and passed on some of the tablets to Professor Friederikson for analysis. In the meantime I traced Xenix Molecular to a small and apparently abandoned office in the port of Rotterdam. The place just yelled ‘fraud’ at me.’


    ‘He was astounded when I told him the drug worked,’ smiled Friederikson.


    ‘I was, absolutely,’ Waterson said. ‘So I again e-mailed Xenix, but this time I told them the drug didn’t work.’


    ‘Why did you do that, Henry?’ Van Diemen said.


    ‘I wanted to flush out any proof they had, to see how extensive the testing was. Besides, the first rule of purchase negotiation is to play down your interest in the product. Keeps the price low.’


    ‘That strategy was dramatically unsuccesful, wasn’t it?’ Friederikson said.


    Waterson grinned. ‘Anyhow, within an hour of that message, my hotel room had been broken into and my briefcase smashed open.’


    ‘How frightening,’ Saskia said.


    ‘No kidding. They took back a handful of the tablets, so I guess it was just a warning that they knew I was trying to screw them. It was then I figured I was dealing with the underworld somehow. You just don’t expect to meet those kind of guys in pharmaceuticals. It’s not like garbage hauling or something.’


    Penny Ryan spoke up. ‘When Henry told me about that I showed him the postcard that Jack Erskine had received. It seemed like a kind of threat to unleash this Plasmodium five.’


    Friederikson laughed: ‘What clever mafiosi they are. Like God, they can create an entirely new species of malaria one minute, then pff! A little scientific magic and they have devised a cure too.’


    Van Diemen held up his hand. ‘Hold your horses, Jürgen. Henry, did Xenix ever send you any documentation.’


    ‘No. The e-mail just let me know the price and how it should be paid.’


    ‘It’s nothing more than blackmail is it? ‘Give us the money or an epidemic kills thousands’.’ Saskia said. ‘How can we give in to that?’


    ‘You were happy enough to have the drug for Caroline,’ Friederikson said tartly. ‘Now she’s no longer in danger I see you have suddenly developed strong ethical principles.’


    ‘No, that’s not how it happened. You asked me…’


    ‘Please, everybody.’ Van Diemen held up his hands. ‘Let us stick to facts. Penny, have you spoken to Pharmstar?’


    ‘Yes. Finance director Don Quiggan is acting CEO. He laughed when I reminded him of his words about investing money for a cure. He pointed out that he said that while Erskine was still alive. But finally he came around to it. I did throw in a couple of white lies. I told him that the money would be spent on research here at the hospital, and we’d get sponsor’s plaques and all that kind of thing. I’m certain if he knew it was going to buy another company’s product he wouldn’t fund it.’


    ‘Alright, Penny,’ Van Diemen said. ‘Let us assume that Pharmstar keeps its word about the money, and let us further assume we manage to keep the Health Ministry in the dark, how long before other countries want to know what we’re using?’


    ‘Obviously, not long at all,’ Friederikson said. ‘There could soon be hundreds of thousands of people needing this drug. I would be surprised if we could keep the lid on it for a month. Besides, even Pharmstar’s grant would not pay the bills for long.’


    ‘We must find out more about Xenix,’ Saskia said. ‘If they discovered the drug legitimately, then why would they not go public and make a fortune? If, as I suspect, the drug patent belongs to someone else, then we should alert them to its use for malaria.’


    ‘I would agree with one caveat,’ Waterson said. ‘Make sure we get enough of the drug for a month before we go public or call the cops. The first thing criminals would do is destroy the evidence, and if we run out of the drug hundreds could die.’


    ‘Alright everybody,’ Van Diemen said. ‘Let’s allocate tasks. Penny, I want you to find out who it was that offered a malaria cure to Pharmstar, and what the compound was. Henry, I want you to find out everything you can about Xenix Molecular and who is behind it. Jürgen, I want you to trawl every patent database you can. I want to find out if any firm, faculty or scientist has ever patented that compound. My job is to keep the press and the Health Ministry off everyone’s backs as much as possible. Saskia, I want to hand over to you the day-to-day clinical responsibility for administering the drug to our patients. Any questions?’


    ‘Not so much a question, more a suggestion,’ said Waterson. ‘Has anyone thought how this ties in with Erica Stroud-Jones disappearance? She supposedly has made a breakthrough against malaria. And a breakthrough is being offered to us by Xenix. It can hardly be a coincidence.’


    ‘You are not suggesting that she’s behind Xenix, surely?’ Van Diemen asked. ‘To throw away a Nobel prize and all the recognition? I think not.’


    ‘But what about the boyfriend, Max Carver.’ Waterson flourished a newspaper article. ‘The police are looking for him.’


    Professor Friederikson snorted with disdain. ‘You are all going down a blind alley. I don’t know anything about this Carver fellow, but I can tell you the compound we have been offered by Xenix is nothing to do with Stroud-Jones’ discovery.’


    ‘How on earth do you know?’ Van Diemen asked. ‘Her paper’s kept under lock and key and only three people have read it. I’ve tried each of them and they aren’t talking.’


    ‘Well, I won’t disclose my sources, but I have been privileged to read it. It’s quite brilliant I have to admit. For decades we have doggedly fought malaria inside the human body. Every single drug from chloroquine to the newest artemisinins use the same tired battlefield, and hardened our enemy. And so does the compound offered by Xenix, even though I can’t yet identify from what source it is derived.’


    ‘So how is the Stroud-Jones discovery different?’ Penny asked.


    ‘It opens up a second front against parasites,’ Friederikson said. ‘It takes the war inside the mosquito, to the stages in the malarial life cycle where it has never before been attacked, and where its defences are weakest. She has identified a series of compounds which prevent the malarial parasite from attaching to the gut of the mosquito, breaking the life cycle completely.’


    ‘How do you get the mosquitoes to take their medicine, professor?’ Waterson asked. ‘Seems to me a kind of big practical drawback.’


    ‘Simple. They take it with their food. Vaccinate people, or pigs or goats, and wait for them to be bitten by mosquitoes. Most brilliant of all the compound finds its way into the eggs with the ingested blood, so the first generation mosquito offspring – hundreds of them – are also vaccinated.’


    ‘Lucky us,’ said Waterson. ‘A week ago we couldn’t do anything about this Plasmodium five strain, now we have two cures.’


    Friederikson nodded. ‘Now it begins to make sense. Whoever is behind Xenix had laboriously made Plasmodium five resistant to every known anti-malarial except his own by gradually exposing the parasites to them and building up resistance. Then along come rumours that Stroud-Jones has cracked the whole malaria problem. No wonder he needed her out of the way before she could present her paper. The blackmail scam won’t work for long otherwise.’


    ‘So the chances are whoever got rid of her, whoever is behind Xenix, was among us at the conference,’ Waterson said. ‘I just can’t believe anyone who has dedicated themselves to fighting this disease could be so twisted.’


    ‘I can,’ said Friederikson. ‘And I have my suspicions who.’
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    It was about two hours after the jets flew over when Jarman and I were dragged from our cells by Gaptooth, Rambo-Rambo and Dakka. We were taken a few hundred yards into the bush to a clearing. There were pickaxes, heavy spades and buckets in a heap near the remains of a recent camp fire. We were shown a plot of ground and told to start digging. Jarman asked why.


    ‘Dis your grave,’ Gaptooth said, smiling.


    Jarman and I exchanged glances. So this is it, finally. We can forget thoughts of release, returning to our home countries, the celebratory meal, seeing family and friends. It all stops here, in a squalid clearing in central Africa. After the first kick, we started to dig. Neither of us had any strength, and we worked on our knees. The ground was soft and yielding so we didn’t need the pickaxes. After an awful and exhausting hour I had dug down only two feet. Jarman had done a little better, but we were both faint with the effort.


    Brigadier Crocodile walked up to us at the head of a group of four riflemen. All were in their best uniforms, the Brigadier wearing a peaked cap and medals. We were blindfolded and made to stand in the holes we had dug. I searched out for Jarman’s fingers and squeezed his hand. We were both shaking uncontrollably.


    We heard the rifles being cocked and the shouts as they aimed at us. The next few seconds were the longest of my life.


    Then the shots came, echoing across the bush.


    I felt nothing. Is this what being shot feels like?


    I could hear birds flapping from the trees, and moaning from Jarman. It sounded like he was still standing. The blindfolds were removed.


    ‘Government don’t want to deal with me. They have gone back on their word.’ Crocodile was angrily stabbing a finger towards us. ‘You are useless to me. Your governments must put pressure on Kinshasa. You must think how we can do this. Or next time will be the real execution.’


    (Erica’s Diary 1992)
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    Max sat on a bench overlooking a quiet canal, well wrapped in the raincoat over his bloodstained trousers and shirt and watched the ducks quack at each other. The ring was closing around him. Not just Anvil, but Voos and Stokenbrand. They would be desperate to nail him, Max, the one person always conveniently near the carnage.


    The vision of Lisbeth, hanging on the door kept coming back to him. Just when they felt safe, Anvil had taken her. The fear came again like a wave of nausea when Max considered how incredibly quickly they had been tracked down, how two people had lost their lives in the few minutes it took to make a phone call and bandage his hand.


    Max got out the laptop, powered it up and tried once again to get into the e-mail program. It was useless. What he needed was a computer hacker. The sort of person Alex would keep on staff.


    As if on cue, the mobile rang. It was Alex.


    ‘What happened Max?’


    ‘Lisbeth’s dead.’


    ‘Jesus. How?’


    ‘Strangled. D’Anville found us somehow. The very moment I was talking to you on the phone…’ Max suddenly stopped speaking, a horrible fear in his throat. ‘I’m suddenly not trusting you any more.’


    There was no reply.


    ‘I’ve never seen your face, Alex and I don’t know anything about you,’ Max said. ‘Maybe I just fell for a bunch of bullshit.’


    ‘Suspicion is a fine trait, keeps you alive. But there’s a time and a place for it. Everything I told you is true. It may not have been everything I could tell you, but that’s a different matter.’


    ‘This is a GPS phone isn’t it? There’s a bug in the phone, isn’t there Alex? That’s how he found us. He was wearing an earpiece.’


    ‘No. Let me level with you. We always know roughly where you are, but never exactly.’


    ‘So there is a bug in the phone.’


    ‘No, it’s a normal phone. We could have got you a GPS phone, but maybe that would have made you a little suspicious. We were pretty sure you weren’t a geek, but we wouldn’t want to take the chance. However, we don’t need anything in the phone to know roughly where you are, who you are talking to and what you are saying. We just have abnormal powers, courtesy of some high-level security clearances. We got a little piece of software grafted on to the front end of the telecommunications switch for the service provider. Our software compares all mobile account numbers in use to our ‘wanted’ list. When there’s a match it grabs the identity of the radio cell antennae which is handling the call, and dumps a digital copy of the call into a file where we can decrypt it later. Most cells only have a kilometre radius in big cities, so we only know where you are to that degree. Of course if you move and your signal is handed off to another transmitter then we know more precisely where you are, the border between two cells.’


    ‘And you knew where Lisbeth was from her phone?’


    ‘Only roughly. She was somewhere in Utrecht this morning. Believe me Max, it’s not as much help as you would imagine. Utrecht is a big place. This afternoon we just knew you were somewhere in central Amsterdam, south of Central Station, north of Leidseplein, we couldn’t have directed someone right to you, no way.’


    ‘Anvil must have a phone, any ideas where he is?’


    ‘He has lots of phones, usually stolen and used for a week or less. We never know which number he’s on. Now stop telling me how to do my job and listen. These latest killings have basically blown it for us.’


    ‘Lisbeth and the barman?’


    ‘And your friend the powerlifter, Janus Pretzik.’


    ‘Him too? Jesus Christ.’


    ‘Yeah. Used a blowtorch on his head until it exploded. Four murders in a week is more than anyone can keep under wraps. I tell you Max, the Dutch cops were already going crazy, called in their biggest political allies. There’s a meeting at noon tomorrow between the Dutch prime minister, his security advisers and the Amsterdam police chief. After Lisbeth, I just know we’re going to lose. At noon tomorrow Voos and company will get free rein on Anvil, and we will just disappear into the sunset.’


    ‘What’s the problem if Voos nails him?’


    ‘The problem is she won’t. Anvil’s a professional at disappearing. He will slip away again, take his diamonds and pop up somewhere else. The Dutch cops will forget about him and it’ll be back in my lap, round and round again until I’m an old man or until I’m fired.’


    ‘So what are you going to do?’


    ‘It’s what we are going to do, Max.’


    ‘Count me out, Alex. If you couldn’t save Lisbeth you can’t save me. I’m not too stupid to see your game. Lisbeth was the best bait to lure Anvil out of hiding, but he got her and left you holding an empty hook. Now you’re gonna do the same with me. If I succeed in finding Erica, you follow and get Anvil. Your dirty work gets done at arms length, if I fail I’m just a crazy loner and nothing to do with you. Disposable and deniable. Am I wrong?’


    ‘No, Max. You’re not wrong,’ Alex chuckled. ‘But I figured pretty soon we underestimated you. That’s why we want you aboard. You’ve done well already. We’re getting details of a barge bought two years ago for de Wit under the company name Xenix Environmental. We just don’t know where it is yet. Maybe we could find it by noon tomorrow.’


    ‘If I could trust you guys to back me up, I’d go for it, just for a chance to find Erica. But I’m not sure you’re on the level with me. What if I kill Anvil, okay? You would let me take the rap on my lonesome?’


    ‘Max, Max, Max. Of course we wouldn’t. We’d back you one hundred and ten per cent.’


    ‘Yeah, right.’


    ‘Hold on.’ Alex muted the phone for a minute. ‘Okay, here’s the deal. I’m going to introduce you to our head of strategy, face to face and his real name. We’re going way out on a limb for you here. Go to the Oude Kerk, which is an old church smack in the middle of Amsterdam’s Red Light Area. He’ll find you there. Wait at the tomb of Cornelis de Graeff, which is near a marble partition at the western end.’


    ‘What time?’


    ‘We’re in a hurry. It’s quarter of six now. I guess you can make it by quarter past. When you meet him you will trust us, of that I assure you.’
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    I am more and more convinced Jarman is going crazy. I can hear scraping every night. He has loosened one of the bars in the grille and uses it to scrape away at the cinderblock. He talks to himself all the time as he does it. I have told him it is pointless, that there is nowhere to run to out here, but he doesn’t listen. This is a dangerous time for us. The government isn’t ready to talk, and we don’t seem to be worth much as hostages. If they find out Jarman is trying to escape, I fear we may both be killed.


    (Erica’s Diary 1992)
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    Penny Ryan tore open the Fedex parcel, and pulled out the thick wad of documents, copies of entries made in Pharmstar Corp’s huge database of patents in Atlanta. Professor Friederikson was at her side, comparing a thick ledger of patented compounds with Pharmstar’s entries.


    ‘What about this one?’ Penny said, pointing to a slim entry. ‘It just says “extract of unripe fruit of an equatorial tree called gwuia. Supposed anti-malarial properties found in monkey tests”.’


    ‘Is that all the detail it gives?’ Friederikson peered over her shoulder. ‘The dates match. Yes, the chemical formula is identical too. So Pharmstar does own rights to Xenix’s drug.’


    ‘No wonder it took so long to find. Pharmstar only acquired the patent when they bought a Swiss testing company, Tetro-Meyer oHG, in 1992.’


    ‘And it looks like they never really investigated it,’ Friederikson said.


    Penny looked up. ‘Ever heard of the gwuia tree?’


    ‘No. But I can look it up, and where it comes from.’


    ‘And now I have the exact date I can cross reference it to the clinical committee. Then we can get the names of everyone who was there when it was discussed.’
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    Gaptooth and Rambo-Rambo discovered the damaged cinderblock in Jarman’s cell this morning. I think Jarman was expecting to be beaten up, but the guards just looked at each other and nodded before leaving. I was relieved when he told me, but he said he had a bad feeling about it.


    He was right.


    Fifteen minutes later there was a rumbling noise outside. Something was being manhandled close to the wall. Gaptooth walked above us on the grille, threading cables under the zinc eaves. I shrank into a corner of the cell when I heard Crocodile’s voice. He ignored me, but stood over Jarman’s cell. What he said next I will never forget:


    ‘Dr Herrera, we have brought you electricity, as we promised.’


    Then I heard the cough-cough of the generator starting up. I had never heard it before except in the evenings, when Crocodile ran his lights and refrigerator. Rambo-Rambo and Gaptooth dragged Jarman to an empty cell at the far end of the building. Something panicked him when he got there, and there was a scuffle. I heard Jarman pleading. He kept saying ‘please no.’ He said he was sorry for the trouble he had caused, but the only reply was laughter. I had never heard him crying before. Something was absolutely terrifying him.


    Then the generator revved up, and there was a buzzing noise from the cables threaded over the cells.


    I have heard screams in my life before. But nothing, absolutely nothing, can come close to this. I clamped my hands over my ears, but the agony they put Jarman through played in my head like an endless tape. My nose prickled with the stench of scorched flesh and the tang of ozone. The fifteen minutes of animal howling seemed like an eternity. When they brought him back, he couldn’t speak. I asked him repeatedly how he was. When he finally spoke, more than an hour later, his voice was slow and ragged: ‘I cursed my mother for having borne me into the world to endure that. Erica, whatever they ask you to do, do it. Don’t risk suffering what I suffered.’


    He said they had attached electrodes to his nipples and genitals and inside his mouth. I had no words. Instead I reached out my arm through the grille until I could feel his. I felt the grip, trembling, but still strong.


    (Erica’s Diary 1992)
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    The last time Max had seen the Oude Kerk was on his way to Purple Haze, and finding it again among the maze of Red Light District alleyways took a while. In windows lit by fluorescent purple or pink strip lights, bored hookers in lingerie perched on stools, an occasional smile or wink breaking through the indifference. Groups of nervous youths passed by, laughing and pointing.


    The church itself was massive, half shrouded in plastic sheeting and scaffolding where workmen had been spray cleaning the outside. Max picked his way through the orange plastic barriers, piles of roof tiles and pick-up trucks to a sign which in six different languages stated the obvious: closed for renovation.


    The door wasn’t locked, and from inside came the whine of power tools. He walked through a small vestibule and stepped over a bunch of cables into the cavernous interior, which was arranged like a basilica. The central nave, high and airy, was laid out with chairs and lined with family stalls, like raised wooden theatre boxes, with their own gates and roofs. Parallel to the nave were two vaulted arcades the size of tennis courts, floored with worn flagstones and tombs, but otherwise empty.


    Where the transept crossed the nave stood four massive octagonal pillars. Thirty feet up the nearest one, two workmen in hardhats were sitting drinking coffee on a scaffolding platform laden with power tools. They looked at Max, but said nothing as he picked his way over the cables towards the tomb of Cornelis der Graeff, Amsterdam’s first mayor, who died in 1645.


    The tomb was a tiny marble chapel, entered via a barred gateway in a marble partition. Max put down his bag and looked around, inhaling the thick musty air. Apart from the workmen, making an echoing racket with their tools, he was alone. At his feet the flagstones were carved with numbers and dedications, each a lid for centuries-old bones. Max rested his forehead against the cool marble of the chapel and tried to remember what life was like before any of this happened. Just him and Erica and their dreams.


    Awareness of a whining noise approaching came gradually. Max turned, one hand grasping the reassuring weight of the gun in his raincoat pocket.


    Dr Grzalawicz was looking right at Max from the wheelchair. The delicate balding head rested sideways on a pillow, an egg in a nest. His emaciated arms writhed ceaselessly on a blanket, hands hooked and twisted as if all their tendons had been relentlessly tightened. The doctor’s mouth was, as before, hooked up via a cable to the wheelchair’s computer screen and this time to a hearing aid too. The wheelchair moved up close so Max could see the screen.


    Alex sends his regards.


    Max felt his mouth hanging open, so he shut it.


    Yes, I’m always surprising people. Cripples don’t run anything, do they? Not even in a politically correct age.


    ‘Why meet here?’ Max whispered. ‘It’s not exactly secure.’


    This place is a keeper of miracles. Nowhere is safer.


    ‘Oh, yeah? Well, I’ve been having a bad month, miracle-wise.’


    In 1376 not far from here, a sick man taking communion at home vomited the host, a most symbolic rejection. The host was thrown into a fire, but it would not burn. A chapel was later erected around the fire, and for decades the host remained, intact and uncharred, on the grate. Then the chapel burned down. Only the host remained unburned. The host was brought here. Pilgrims came by the thousand to see the enduring body of Christ. It was a bona fide miracle.


    Max was suddenly aware of another presence. He looked up and a few yards away saw a woman in leather jacket, jeans, pink sneakers and matching baseball cap, vigorously chewing gum and scanning the church. It was Mary-Anne, Grzalawicz’s wife, or the woman he had assumed was his wife. On his first day in Amsterdam Max had helped her carry Grzalawicz up the stairs of the Erwin Hotel. Mary-Anne looked athletic and tense now. She had a discreet secret service-style earpiece, and her right hand thrust in a bulging jacket pocket. Her tension made Max feel for his gun too.


    Max tipped his head towards Mary-Anne. ‘I’m pleased to see you’re hedging your bets on the miracle front, Doc.’


    Absolutely. I’ve experienced one miracle in my lifetime, I’m not counting on another.


    ‘Lucky you. Lisbeth de Laan never got hers. In love with a dead man, and sleeping with his killer.’


    That wasn’t coincidence. D’Anville heard a lot about Lisbeth from Johnny Gee, after all they were commandos together even before the Protection Unit was formed. I imagine that to d’Anville the idea of seeking out and seducing his victim’s fiancée appealed enormously.


    ‘I’m just glad she never knew.’


    Don’t be naïve. D’Anville never wastes an opportunity to inflict suffering, mental or physical. You cannot kill anyone by strangulation in less than a minute. That’s plenty of time to tell her, and to feed on the reaction.


    Max felt nauseous, and changed the subject. ‘There’s one gap in the d’Anville story Alex told me, and that’s a motive. Okay, so d’Anville’s a psycho, but he had a job to do in Zaire. Why kill the ambassador?’


    Ambassador Douglas resented the Belgians bringing in their guys from the start, he didn’t trust them. D’Anville was sweeping the dining room for bugging devices and found one attached under the table where the two leaders were going to sit. Tensions got high. D’Anville had pocketed the device to give to the Belgians. Douglas ordered him to hand it over for the embassy to take care of. D’Anville just laughed and turned away. The ambassador felt humiliated being laughed at in front of the waiting staff and made a big mistake. He seized d’Anville’s wrist, maybe trying some kind of old Marine arm lock, we’ll never know.


    D’Anville spun around, grabbed a dessert fork off the table and thrust it hard under the ambassador’s right eye, on and up into his brain, killing him instantly. He didn’t even have time to scream. Johnny Gee heard a waitress scream and rushed in from the lobby. What he saw was D’Anville pulling a funny pout. Ambassador Douglas’s startled eye was staring out of his mouth.


    Johnny hesitated until d’Anville spat the eyeball in his face, then he went for his weapon. D’Anville was quicker, as always. He snatched a knife from the table and thrust it into Gee’s neck. The first wound penetrated between the first and second cervical vertebrae, severing the spinal cord. The second pierced the base of the brain and broke the tip off the knife.


    Max stared at the screen and then at Dr Grzalawicz. The brown eyes were steady for a moment before more letters appeared on the screen.


    D’Anville knew there was no going back. He jumped from a second floor window. He killed a U.S. embassy guard as he crossed the garden, climbed the wall, escaped into the city. The embassy doctor arrived just as Johnny’s heart stopped beating. He was dead for two minutes while they massaged his heart, and then he breathed again. But what they got back was not the old Johnny Gee anymore. It was me.


    Max stared numbly at the wreck of twisted tendons, claw-like hands and emaciated limbs. ‘You are Johnny Gee?’


    Risen from the dead, yes. Johan Grzalawicz is my real name, of course. When I started boxing, my manager told me you had to have a name people could remember. Grzalawicz you couldn’t even pronounce, so I became Johnny Gee. That was a long time ago.


    ‘Hold on. Alex told me Johnny Gee was buried, got the full state funeral, the works.’


    The only thing that was buried in my coffin was the truth. The Americans needed a cover up because of who the ambassador was, and the Belgians needed one because of who killed him. Cover-ups are easier in Kinshasa than in Washington or Brussels.


    The first few days were awful. All I could do was wave my tongue and twitch one eyeball. I imagine the security chiefs had mixed feelings when they figured out I wasn’t in a vegetative state. Instead of shunting me off under a false name to some institution they had to persuade me to collude in my own death. But they were also desperate to debrief me, and some bright technician designed this clever little ‘mouth-mouse’ for the laptop which I operate by moving a tongue stud against a touch sensitive plate. Thank God for body-piercing. I would be lost without it since it operates the wheelchair as well as the computer.


    ‘How do you feel about what happened? To go from being a world class athlete to…’ Max rotated his hand, unable to locate suitable words.


    A shrivelled cripple? I feel very little about it. The splinter of Anvil’s knife still in my cerebellum began the destruction of certain nerve cells, and removed my sense of taste and smell. But other things improved, cognitive functions, the ability to think. My memory was unimpaired, but shorn of emotional value. It was as if someone had invented a past for me. Believe me, resurrection changes everything.


    Max watched the brown eyes dancing. ‘After your “funeral” you couldn’t go back to any of your old life, could you? No old friends, no family, no Lisbeth. Nothing that might blow the cover. Doesn’t that make you a kind of prisoner?’


    No. To return to my old friends would make me a prisoner, of pity. For my family I would be a burden, a stranger, disturbing the images which grief and healing need. By ceasing to exist as Johnny Gee I have become free, to start a wholly new life. I live on my own terms. Don’t worry about what you see before you. I am an optimist. It’s a good century to have a wrecked body so long as you also have money, and each year gets better. Radio, TV, medical advances, computing, e-mail, cyberdates. I met a lady from Minnesota in an Internet chat room who wants to test the exceptional stamina of my pierced tongue. Even I can be a stud, if you’ll forgive the pun.


    ‘And what about Lisbeth?’


    For Lisbeth, the new me would have shattered everything. Even if she did not reject me, I could not have reciprocated the love, or any of the emotions she had a right to expect.


    ‘But her whole crazy life was an attempt at laying the ghost of Johnny Gee. She died a captive to her love for you. You say you are free now. You could have freed her too, just by allowing her to know you survived.’


    No. That would have been crazy. I suspected Anvil would track Lisbeth down. She would have no reason to hide the news of my survival from him, because she was in the dark about what really happened in Zaire. She thought he and I were military buddies. If Anvil knew about my survival it would have ended up a pretty short survival.


    ‘What she felt counted for nothing, did it? Didn’t even enter the equation.’


    You can project your own guilt about Lisbeth’s death onto me if you want, Max. But please acknowledge that feeling for what it is. Guilt is a luxury you have and I do not. No-one in my position would jeopardise bringing a killer to justice just to make themselves feel easier about their own behaviour.


    ‘I’m having trouble figuring out what part of humanity was saved from the ruined body of Johnny Gee,’ Max said. ‘Consciousness but not conscience. The rule book of justice is still wired in your head, but there’s no trace of the kind of feelings that ever prompted mankind to draw it up in the first place.’


    Your conduct with Lisbeth is hardly blame free. In any case, she’s free of her past now, just as I’m free of mine. There’s not much I can offer the world, but I’m giving what I can. I know the mind of Poul Stefan d’Anville better than anyone still alive. Indeed, I have a better chance of continued survival than most, precisely because he ticked me off his hit list years ago. There are great advantages to being dead.


    Max sighed and looked around the church. He’d taken this argument about as far as it could go. There were still a few pieces missing from the puzzle, answers he wanted to hear. ‘Okay. How come Anvil wasn’t tracked down in the first few days, in Zaire? He should have stood out like a sore thumb.’


    It was unfortunate that a diplomatic row after the killing drove a wedge between Mobutu and our two countries. We got no cooperation tracing d’Anville, then we started hearing rumours that a Belgian mercenary was fighting alongside an irregular force of Zairean government troops against rebels in the north east. There were stories he was paid one carat in uncut diamonds for every rebel ear he presented. True or not, he was widely feared, and very effective.


    ‘He still is, Doctor. He found Lisbeth in that bar faster than a shark finds a sinking cruise liner. I’ve no idea how, and it scares the heck out of me.’


    Then, Max, you might regard this as bad news. I’m pretty sure d’Anville knows precisely where you are now. He’ll be on his way.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Three


    It is the middle of the night and the Brigadier’s generator has just started up again. I am sitting bolt upright, fear gripping my chest like a corset. I can sense Jarman’s terror, can smell his sweat, hear his panicky breathing.


    Is it for him or is it for me?


    The door to the hut is opening, stealthily. The hinges are squealing. I can hear slow footsteps and fast breathing. Someone is in front of my cage door. My cage, not Jarman’s. I can’t see, but the breathing is deep and heavy. I hear keys. This is no usual guard. It took him several attempts to find the right key. Now the door is opening.


    He is whispering my name. Crocodile has come for me.


    (Erica’s Diary 1992)
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    I tried to shrink into the corner of my cell, but Crocodile found me. I could smell the alcohol on his breath, and as soon as I heard him speak softly I was terribly afraid. He dragged me off to his shack with a hand over my mouth. I was powerless to resist. I was taken through the living room, now brilliantly lit, and dumped in the shower. Crocodile pulled the handle, then stood watching as the warm water blasted down onto my hair and rags. A torrent of brown dirt poured off me and down the drain. He threw soap at me and demanded I wash. I did nothing. This time I knew filth was my friend and protector. The dress that he had given me weeks ago had shifted from puce with orange flowers, to a grease-shined brown. Now it was my own dress, with my filth and suffering ingrained.


    Crocodile’s eyes, bloodshot and barely focused, rolled down my body. He lunged at me, grabbing the dress. I kicked and slid into a corner on my side, as the material ripped, leaving me with only rags of underwear. ‘Stay away from me,’ I hissed, the soap like a stone in my raised hand.


    Like a powerful animal he crouched, water pouring onto his broad back and his massive squat thighs. His clothes were soaked. His jaws worked rabidly, water dripping from his chin. ‘Come on bitch, don’t make it difficult.’


    He stood to unbuckle his trousers, pulling the belt out like a whip, placed his holster on the window ledge. He undid his shirt, kicked off his flipflops and absurdly baggy underwear while I shivered. My eyes were drawn up to him, the swelling dark meat between damp caramel thighs.


    ‘Why can’t you leave me alone?’


    ‘Because I want you,’ he snarled, grabbing both my wrists in one hand. ‘And I always get what I want.’


    Though I squirmed, he knelt and forced his immense thighs between my own, guiding himself towards the target. I forced my gaze upwards and whispered to him. ‘I thought you wanted respect. Wasn’t that what you were telling me?’


    He stared at me, but said nothing.


    ‘You can’t get respect this way,’ I said. ‘And you know it.’


    He looked down at his softening penis. For a fumbling, futile minute he attempted to use it. Finally he stood, cursing me. Then he stamped on my stomach. While I retched he turned to the window ledge and pulled out his revolver. Laboriously he loaded six bullets into it from his belt, all the time muttering to himself. I curled up into a ball in the corner, sobbing.


    He knelt down and grabbed my hair in one hand. He forced the barrel of the gun hard into my mouth until I gagged. The barrel scratched the roof of my mouth, a cold sour metal like distilled fear. I watched the hammer behind the chamber ease back as he exerted pressure on the trigger. I kept as still as I could and turned my eyes up to him, silently pleading for my life. My teeth began to rattle against the barrel.


    ‘You prefer it this way?’ he whispered.


    I made no reply, but closed my eyes.


    ‘Lick the gun, I want to see your technique. Caress it with your mouth, your lips.’


    I opened my eyes, but made no move. The hammer eased back a fraction further. I had no choice. I swirled my lips and tongue, watching for signs of his approval.


    Instead I saw shame and revulsion creep onto his face, melting away the glaze of lust. ‘Don’t cry,’ he said softly, relaxing the grip on my hair, and withdrawing the gun.


    But I couldn’t help it. He stroked my face, brushing the tears from my eyelashes. ‘I got you a present,’ he whispered. ‘Would you like to see it?’


    I nodded mutely. He turned off the water and collected his clothes. He threw me a towel, but I was like a jelly. I couldn’t even reach out to grab it. I just lay sobbing and rocking, holding my knees to my chest.


    Crocodile returned a few minutes later, fully clothed and with a small bag in his hands. He walked over to me with a fresh towel and pulled me gently to my feet. He patted me dry, making little noises of encouragement as if I was a baby. Then he held me tight in his arms and took me out into his room.


    ‘I want you to know that I am no rapist.’


    I nodded, but couldn’t look at him.


    ‘Nevertheless, I apologise. I should treat you with more respect.’ He handed me a velvet pouch. ‘Open it.’


    I did nothing, so he undid the drawstring and tipped a dozen small crystalline pebbles into my hand. I looked up, perplexed.


    ‘We captured the alluvial mine at Obtuvanna yesterday.’ His meaty paw grasped my hand, pointing out the biggest of the pebbles. ‘These diamonds are uncut, but this one contains a six carat gem, at least. I will have it mounted on a gold ring for you.’ He smiled and licked his lips.


    I tossed the gems on the floor. ‘You think you can just buy me, don’t you?’


    A ripple of anger swept his face, but he blinked it away and the sickly smile returned. ‘Ah, yes. Such high principles.’ He picked up the stones and counted them carefully back into the bag. Then he tossed me my torn dress. ‘You go back to your cell now. Then you can think about your choices. These diamonds mean the KPLA is much stronger, Kinshasa has to talk. So no-one is going to rescue you.’


    Crocodile took me back to my cell. Before he opened the door he pressed his face close into mine and whispered. ‘Soon you will beg me to have you, Erica, I promise you that. I will show you who you are, and no longer will you consider yourself superior to me.’


    (Erica’s Diary 1992)

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Four


    Max drew his weapon and squinted towards the church door. Then he addressed Grzalawicz. ‘I wanna know how you know what d’Anville is going to do, okay? Level with me right now.’


    I know you are very suspicious of us, but in fact it was something you did which allowed d’Anville to find you and Lisbeth.


    ‘Like what?’


    What did you take from his house?


    ‘Nothing. Only Erica’s laptop.’


    Does it not strike you as strange that he would leave the house because he felt vulnerable there, but would leave behind a laptop computer which he had gone to such trouble to steal?


    ‘Not if he’s taken all the useful information from it. I can’t even get it to work.’


    Of course. But I notice you are still carrying it around.


    ‘I thought you guys might be able to hack into it.’


    We could, but there would be nothing there to read. I can show you. Get it out.


    Max unzipped the case and opened the laptop.


    Now lever open the plastic flap between the printer and mouse ports, and turn it around so I can see.


    It took Max a few moments to lever open the flap. He turned it around so Grzalawicz could see into it.


    I can see he has removed the internal modem chip to create space. I would expect two tracking devices. One, a tiny beacon which once a minute beams to a satellite your exact position to an accuracy of a few hundred yards. The second will be a proximity beacon. That is a short range wave transmitter. He will have some kind of earpiece, the louder the pulse, the closer you are. It will guide him right in to wherever you are. I’m afraid the laptop was his trojan horse, and it has worked perfectly.


    ‘You guessed all this?’


    No. We have a tiny camera planted in d’Anville’s study, and we watched him work on the laptop, though of course we couldn’t see exactly what he was doing to it.


    ‘But you guessed. And you cynical bastards, sitting safe in your offices, figured this was how you could lure d’Anville out of hiding. You sacrificed Lisbeth, your own fucking fiancée. You just used her all up, squeezed everything out of her. And now she’s dead.’


    Dr Grzalawicz’s brown eyes were sparkling. Anger? Amusement? Max couldn’t tell. The cursor blinked on his screen, but no letters emerged.


    ‘And now, hey. You’ve got a second chance. Max Carver, some leftover bait. Let’s see if Anvil bites him.’


    You are forgetting that I am here now. I have wanted to see d’Anville again face to face for many years. You and I will face him together.


    ‘Sure! Big help you’ll be in hand-to-hand combat,’ Max muttered, setting the laptop down across Grzalawicz’s knees.


    Calm down, Max. We are safe here, certainly safer than outside. As well as Mary-Anne we have agents Miller and Stevens, both former Navy Seals, posing as the workmen behind you. Agent Kuijper is on the scaffolding outside. Each of them is armed, each a marksman. It was a hurried plan, but we do intend to defend you.


    ‘With your record I’m better off praying for that miracle.’


    The light from the stained glass window above them dimmed, the multicoloured shafts disappeared. The gloom seemed heavy and cold. In the distance thunder rumbled.


    Grzalawicz’s eyes turned away. Max watched the cable inside the clear tube leading to his mouth device twitching rapidly, but no letters came up on the screen. Ten yards away, Mary-Anne was nodding. The doctor was speaking to her. Must have a radio built into the chair.


    Finally Grzalawicz turned back, and fresh letters flicked up, more rapidly than before. I can understand your anger, Max, but it would be more help if you would focus it on the situation in hand. You need to prepare for d’Anville’s arrival. He will be heavily armed and you are the only person he will recognise.


    ‘Great news, just fantastic. If you want a lure next time, try advertising.’


    I apologise that we don’t have any spare Kevlar vests for either of us. It is better that the marksmen have them.


    Max turned away and checked over the shiny Walther, trying out the sight. ‘I’m glad I cleaned this sucker. There needs to be something around here I can rely on.’


    Somewhere high up a window banged and plastic sheeting from outside flapped and crackled in the wind. Max could see Mary-Anne, grimacing and repeating herself into her collar where presumably there was a microphone. Grzalawicz’s head bobbled and his computer screen folded and retracted into a box by the side of the seat. The chair turned with a hum, and moved off steadily towards Mary-Anne.


    Max twirled the Walther around his trigger finger. ‘Speak to me guys. What’s going on?’


    Lightning flashed across the stained glass windows and a deep boom of thunder echoed through the church. Mary-Anne suddenly turned and gestured to the two agents on the platform, a hand flat on her head. Max recognised the command from coast guard training: cover me. The agents lay down on the aluminium platform, automatic weapons with scopes trained on the exit. She sprinted towards the door and disappeared out into the vestibule. Max knelt on the floor behind a choir pew, not to pray, but to keep the Walther trained on the door. For a minute nothing happened. The wind dropped, the plastic stopped flapping. The only sound was the soft patter of rain on the windows.


    Something made Max step away from the loops of power cable on the flagstones. The hairs on his neck prickled and rose, ozone filled his nostrils. The air was charged, almost fizzing with latency. Like animals know when earthquakes are coming, Max sensed the approaching lightning crackling through the air from the gates of heaven itself.


    A violet arc pierced the church and a deafening clap of thunder sounded overhead. Max saw the sizzling cables, incandescent violet snakes fanning out from the doorway and he saw Miller and Stevens hurled like dolls from the aluminium platform. Windows rattled, light bulbs exploded. The church fell into twilight as the agents crashed to earth.


    Max felt his way across towards the awful sound he had heard, the crack of human head on stone. Stevens was lying face down, his skull split on the flagstones and his clothing smoking. Miller was still alive. He had fallen on the wooden roof of a box pew, his burned hands dangling over the edge and twitching. Ozone, and the taint of scorched hair and flesh hung heavy in the air. Max climbed onto the edge of the pew, worn and shiny from a million praying arms, and lifted the man down. He lowered him carefully onto the bench inside. The agent grabbed at Max’s coat and his eyes flicked briefly wide as if some internal mechanism had just jammed. The eyes closed as the body relaxed. The dead hands left a pasty brown residue of burned flesh as they fell from Max’s lapels.


    There was the click of a door out in the vestibule and a cool gust of air entered the church. Heavy shoes moved slowly, gravel in the treads, crunching on the tiles. Not the sound of Mary-Anne’s sneakers. This was another, with darker, deeper purpose.


    There was no other sound except the frantic crack and flap of the plastic from outside. Max lowered himself into the stall which gave him a narrow angle onto the vestibule door. He knelt on the threadbare cushions as if in prayer, just his eyes and forehead showing over the lip, and the gun ready in his hand. Somewhere behind him, Max could hear the whine of Grzalawicz’s chair. It was moving away behind the steep ranks of choir pews at the western end, out of sight of the vestibule door.


    A shape flitted from the door and in one stride had jumped into cover. The only sound was a soft slap of skin on stone. The shoes must be off, no gravel sound. No chance for Max to get a clear shot. All he had seen clearly was the gun in d’Anville’s hand, the silhouette recognisable from Coast Guard training. An Ingram model 11 machine pistol. On full automatic the Ingram sprays twenty bullets a second. Takes all the fun out of aiming. But then Max was being hunted by a professional.


    The Belgian was behind the pillar, out of view. He knows I’m in the church, Max thought, but in this semi darkness he can’t know where. And I don’t have the laptop anymore to give my position away.


    Then Max realised where the laptop was. Right on Grzalawicz’s knees, where he couldn’t get rid of it. D’Anville was being drawn right in to it. It would be as fair a fight as a timber wolf against a Thanksgiving turkey.


    Max listened to the whine of the wheelchair motor and strained to hear the soft sound of bare feet above it. He rested the Walther’s barrel on the stall lip and scanned the 180 degree view along the nave, and the gap to his far left between the choir stalls. A glint of metal showed the wheelchair cross the gap. It headed away north, then stopped suddenly as a silhouette followed.


    A bolt of lightning lit the church brighter than day. Where d’Anville stood, leaning away over the wheelchair in that gap, was almost twenty yards. Twenty long yards when you can barely keep your hands still and when in five years you haven’t shot at anything more than beer cans. Twenty long yards when there will be no second chances, when the enemy has got a Gatling gun to your peashooter.


    In the next lightning flash, a millisecond later, Max saw the Belgian’s gaberdine coat, soaked dark with rain, only a spear of material dry, running up the cleft of his muscled back from the hem, its tip pointing between his shoulder blades. Providence gave him the light and providence pointed out the target. Aim here, it seemed to be saying, and Max did just that. He inhaled sharply and on the exhalation squeezed the trigger.


    The shot echoed with the thunder. D’Anville yelled and twisted, his mouth a slash of agony. Max dived to the floor, pulling Miller’s body down in front. The Ingram roared. Splinters fizzed all around the box pew like needles off a Christmas tree. Max was tucked behind Miller, and the Navy Seal was doing a finer job of protecting him in death than he had when he was alive. Twice the body jerked as it took a slug meant for Max.


    In the echoes of the shots, d’Anville fell, the clack of a gun hitting flagstones, the hissing intake of breath that registers excruciating pain.


    ‘Gotcha!’ Max hissed, shaking his fist gleefully. He stayed down, waiting out the sounds of dying, the clattering and the grunting while the storm raged overhead.


    The only worry was Grzalawicz. Max could hear the hum of the chair’s electric motor, straining and whining, the motor clicking on and off. Maybe because he was blocked by d’Anville’s body.


    Max really wanted to take a look, see the reassuring bobble of Grzalawicz’s head in that gap, but was in no hurry to be early for d’Anville’s funeral. No hurry to confront the Ingram. He recalled Alex’s warning: don’t approach d’Anville’s body, wait for us to arrive. But who was going to arrive? Miller and Stevens had been electrocuted. Mary-Anne had run out of the door and failed to return. Contact with Kuijper had been lost. How many people did Alex have?


    Two minutes passed like an hour, with no sounds and no movement. Max crawled out over the lip of the pew, between the chairs until he reached the nave. Looking left into the gap below the massive pipes of the organ was a patch of darkness. It took the next lightning flash to show it as a pool of blood, spreading around a raincoated body. Max watched closely, cautiously. The head moved. D’Anville wasn’t dead.


    Max lay on the tiles, braced with both arms and fired at the body, watching it twitch with each slug until the gun clicked empty. He hadn’t approached, he had followed Alex’s rules. He had lived and d’Anville had died. He blew out a huge sigh of relief.


    ‘Are you okay, Doc?’ Max called. There was only one reply Grzalawicz could give. Once Max heard the hum of the wheelchair’s electric motor moving freely, he stood up. ‘You were right. This place does deal in miracles.’


    Max could hear the wheelchair moving away from the body, behind the choir stalls. He couldn’t see Grzalawicz but now he was closer he could clearly see the body on the floor. The body he had assumed was d’Anville’s, because it was wearing d’Anville’s bloodstained raincoat.


    The raincoat was over the body, sure. But it had been draped there, not worn. And now, looking down on it, the body underneath was far too thin to be d’Anville. Max kneeled down in the spreading pool of blood and turned the head towards him, already knowing who it was.


    Grzalawicz. Johnny Gee. The man who inspired Lisbeth’s love. The man who had tracked Poul Stefan d’Anville for thirteen years. A man who was still alive when Max emptied the magzine into him.


    Another mistake.


    Max dropped to the floor. If this was Grzalawicz then there was only one man who could now be in the wheelchair. Wounded, but alive. The chair’s hum sounded louder. And Max didn’t have a single bullet left.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Five


    Every day they torture Jarman. Five days now. Each time the generator chugs into life soon after dawn, and he heaves and weeps with fear. Each day he has less strength to resist. The first day they came back for him it took them a minute to wrench him off the grille and out of the cell. They had almost beaten him unconscious before he released his grip.


    Now all I hear is the spatter of vomit before they take him in. Then the pleas. That is the time to squeeze my hands on my ears. Even through them I hear the roof resonating with screams and cries for them to stop. His cries and mine.


    Some days he is unconscious when they have finished. Yesterday he had convulsions in his cell for ten minutes afterwards, his head banging rhythmically against the cement floor.


    But today was the worst day of all. When they brought Jarman back moaning, I called out to him as I always do. I put my arm through the grille to try to reach him, as I always do. This time he didn’t take it. I could hear no movement, only a faint breathing. I called again, stretching my arm as far as I could to reach him.


    Then Jarman spat on my hand.


    (Erica’s Diary 1992)
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    Max crawled rapidly back to the box pew where Miller’s body lay. At his belt he found a Heckler and Koch VP70 automatic pistol and in a leg scabbard a slim serrated knife. He took them both.


    With grim satisfaction Max realised that d’Anville must have turfed Grzalawicz onto the floor because he needed the wheelchair. He may not be able to use his legs, and he would undoubtedly be in a lot of pain, but d’Anville’s cunning and an Ingram on full automatic was still a tough proposition.


    The tell-tale whine of the wheelchair showed d’Anville was moving up the north arcade, behind the pulpit and maybe fifteen yards from the box pew where Max was crouched. The storm was abating but it was now after nine and the remains of the evening light cast only the palest glow inside the church. Max stuck his head above the pew lip, then slid out. Snipers who live longest are those who fire each shot from a different place. Down on the floor he crawled through the chairs and across the nave until he reached the pulpit. The whine of the chair was heading east, towards the transept, from which it would be a right turn then straight south to the vestibule.


    A trail of blood droplets between gory tyre tracks marked the Belgian’s path. Crouching low, Max followed. The tyre marks veered off right, around a thick pillar. Max leaned against the cold stone and listened to the hum of the motor close by.


    Time to finish the job.


    Max checked the Heckler and Koch’s safety was off and stepped out, behind the chair. D’Anville sensed he was there, and pressed the lever to turn the chair, the Ingram tracking round like a tank gun. Max pumped off two quick rounds, low into the back of the chair. Sparks flew as the second shot ricocheted off metal into the gloom. The motor began a high pitched whine, and whirled d’Anville around in a tight fast circle, blood dripping off the frame, the tyres making concentric red patterns on the tiles. There was a hole in the man’s chest the size of a fist, but his eyes were bright and fingers tight on the Ingram. Max ducked behind a pillar just in time as d’Anville sprayed a ninety-degree arc of lead, exploding a stained glass window at the north end of the church.


    D’Anville was cursing, struggling with the controls as the chair continued to waltz, turning him away from the pillar where Max was hidden. Max took his chance and stepped out. He hesitated to fire again. There were things he needed to know, things that only d’Anville could tell him. The chair was a quarter turn away, d’Anville making agonised attempts to swing his head and body back, to pivot on a shattered spine, to keep the Ingram pointing at him. Finally the Belgian yelled in frustration and jammed his fist hard between the spokes of the right wheel, where it was crushed against the frame. The chair stopped dead. Max hurled himself forward, pitching d’Anville to the floor. The Ingram clattered and slid away as Max got a firm grip on the Belgian’s left arm. The other remained trapped in the wheel.


    Max pressed his pistol to d’Anville’s skull.


    ‘You have five seconds to tell me where Erica is.’


    D’Anville coughed, bright blood spilling down his mouth, as he tried to laugh. ‘You can’t do anything to me now but make it easier.’


    Max nodded at that truth. ‘Just tell me. Quickly.’


    ‘I always take my time, Carver. I always have a little fun on the way.’


    ‘Like you did with Lisbeth de Laan? Like you did with Johnny Gee?’ Max clenched his fists.


    ‘Johnny Gee is ancient history, Carver. Who cares?’


    ‘Lisbeth cared. As far as she was concerned Johnny was still alive,’ Max said. ‘He was more alive for her than you ever were.’


    ‘I owned her too.’ D’Anville coughed up more blood. ‘I’ve owned a lot of people, you know. Because of Erica I own you.’


    ‘Where is she?’


    ‘Hey Max! Good shooting on the cripple, by the way. You know the most difficult part of that? It wasn’t hauling him out of the chair, that was easy. The toughest part was getting my coat off to lay on him. Damn, it’s hard when you are missing a couple of vertebrae, when you’re lying on the floor, to get those arms free.’


    ‘I’m happy to hear of your suffering.’


    D’Anville closed his eyes, fighting back a wave of pain. He forced a smile, and fresh red blood slid down his lips. ‘Just a few seconds more, and I’m out of here.’


    ‘Where is Erica?’


    ‘My friend the malaria man is looking after her. A crazy old friend from way back. Lucky guy gets all the money to himself now.’


    ‘Tell me where she is!’ Max grabbed hold of d’Anville’s shirt, and hauled him up off the floor until they were close.


    D’Anville looked up at Max and his face spread into an evil, malicious smile. ‘I win, Max. You lose.’


    Max felt something touch his side and he dropped d’Anville like a hot potato. He had forgotten Alex’s rules, he’d been stupid. Miller’s knife was gone from Max’s waistband. The Belgian’s eyes were closed and he was pressing his left fist into the hole in his chest. Max grabbed the hand and tried to pull it away. Even as he was dying, d’Anville retained the strength of an ox. Max braced a foot on his chest and still needed both hands to do it. When the fist came away, clasped in it was Miller’s knife, red to the hilt. D’Anville was dead.
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    Today when they came for Jarman he fought like a madman. I soon realised it wasn’t hatred of them that had inspired this fury. It was hatred of me.


    ‘You bitch!’ he bellowed as they tried to pull him from the grille. ‘I can’t take any more. Are you just going to let me die for your precious honour?’


    ‘No. Jarman, Jarman, please! It’s not like that.’


    ‘Of course it is! He’s testing you, don’t you see? He told me yesterday. It’s always been your choice, you just close your eyes to it.’


    The truth of his words struck home. In my pain I lashed out.


    ‘If you hadn’t tried to escape this would never have happened!’


    ‘I beg you, Erica…’


    They dragged him out of the cell, beating him as they went.


    ‘If you have any heart left…’


    The door to the torture room banged closed and Jarman’s torment began. I screamed Crocodile’s name, again and again. Immediately I felt a shadow in my cell, a brooding darkness, and looked up. Crocodile stood above me, near the grille, staring down at the animal in her cage.


    ‘Is it true?’ I asked.


    He shook his head slowly, just watching me. A filthy girl, barely this side of insanity, hunched into a corner, rocking backwards and forwards, hands on her ears.


    I snarled at him, and pulled the rag of a dress over my head, so he could see the raw sewer creature he had made of me. ‘Is this about me? Is all this about this little place?’ I pointed at my sex. ‘If this what you want? Is it?’


    He looked disgusted, but said nothing. I grabbed the bars above me, my filthy hands, fingernails like claws.


    ‘If that is what you want, you can have it. It isn’t mine anymore, none of me is. So why not take what you want. But leave him alone! It’s nothing to do with him.’


    ‘Do you really want to save him?’ Crocodile asked, peeling a mango above me.


    ‘Of course. I’ll do anything you say. You can have me, willingly.’


    ‘Ah!’ Crocodile said, popping a slice of mango in his mouth. ‘But that’s not enough any more.’


    ‘What do you mean?’


    He pointed his knife towards the sound of screaming. ‘So very principled, aren’t you?’ He dropping the peel into my cage and walked away, leaving me the jagged metallic echoes of Jarman’s torment.


    (Erica’s Diary 1992)


    Max could hear sirens outside the church. He stepped away from d’Anville’s corpse and headed towards the entrance. Through the partly-open door he could see squad cars, armed cops in helmets hiding behind the vehicles and further back a press of bystanders in the rain. On the ground between two cars were two groups of crouching paramedics. One group was working frantically around a blanketed figure. The second group was lifting someone on a stretcher, covered by a blanket strapped carefully from head to mid calf, leaving only the tips of blue jeans and a pair of pink sneakers visible. Mary-Anne’s sneakers.


    One more thing to do. Max took out the mobile phone and punched up Alex’s number. It rang and rang before the answer machine kicked in.


    ‘Hi Alex, it’s Max. I’m the only one left. D’Anville’s dead, Grzalawicz, Miller and Stevens too. Mary-Anne is under a blanket, I don’t know what happened and the other guy, Kuijper, I never saw him at all. I don’t know what your plans are now, but I would sure appreciate any help you could give me to find that barge you mentioned. I’m going out to the cops now.’


    Max hung up. He took a deep breath, held his hands in the air and walked out into the lights. Five seconds later two burly policeman had him on the ground with his arm so far up his back he was seeing stars. Handcuffed and roughed up he was being bundled into an armoured police van when he saw Stokenbrand. The detective nodded at him and rubbed his hands, anticipating pleasures to come.


    As the van raced away, Max scanned the stony faces of the three cops opposite him and tried to put himself in Alex’s shoes. Alex had no reason to lift a finger to help, now d’Anville was dead. The job was done, at a heck of a price, but it was done. The ex-president could grow old knowing that retribution had been exacted for the death of his boy, the ambassador.


    Against that Max was just the lure, a cheap piece of meat, hung up ready to take the rap for all the carnage. His prints were on two guns and a knife. His bullets in Grzalawicz. Lisbeth’s blood all over him. That is what cheap meat is for. To be thrown to the sharks.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Six


    I have chosen. It is evening, in a day I don’t know in a month I don’t know. Dakka has just brought me a pineapple, hacked roughly into pieces. A last meal. I devoured it like an animal, sucking the juice off my filthy fingers. Dakka, the apprentice rapist and war criminal, looks at me with amazement and even respect. He smiled and nodded at me, then flicked his eyes towards the torture cell. ‘Tomorrow, you?’


    I nodded. Tomorrow, me. Not Jarman, but me.


    (Erica’s Diary 1992)
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    The car bumped up a ramp out of the police station and onto the street. Max, under a blanket on the back seat, saw street lights flash yellow through the fabric.


    ‘You can come out now,’ Alex said. ‘We’re in the clear.’


    Max sat upright and saw Alex for the first time. He was short and dark, with receding hair, not at all as Max had imagined.


    ‘How did you do it?’ Max asked.


    ‘I called in some big favours. Officially, I’m taking you for an interrogation. Voos and Stokenbrand were going to come with me but I guess I must have forgotten to wait for them. I reckon it gives us around a couple of hours.’


    ‘Where are we going?’


    ‘A little place not far from Rotterdam, on a quiet canal. D’Anville’s barge is moored there. Are you ready for this?’


    Max nodded and rubbed his face. The car clock read just after midnight, but it felt like four in the morning. ‘I’m running on adrenaline, but I got a few hours left in me.’


    ‘I want to hear the story of Grzalawicz’s last hour, Max. You are the only one who can tell me.’


    ‘Sure, but later. When this is all over I’ll tell you everything I know. But I can’t tell you much about the others.’


    ‘Kuijper was electrocuted, just like Miller and Stevens. Someone, I guess d’Anville, had ripped the bottom five feet of lightning conductor off the side of the church, and used the power cables from the generator to earth it via the scaffolding where Kuijper was. Of course d’Anville couldn’t have known that he was going to get Miller and Stevens too. That was a bonus for him.’


    ‘What about Mary-Anne?’


    ‘Dead too. Single powerful stab wound from under the left ribcage, commando style. Went straight into the heart.’


    They spent two hours on the motorway, then turned off down a narrow straight road bordered by a narrow canal and quaint steep-roofed houses. They passed through a medieval town, its street cafés still busy, and then down a long flat road cutting through treeless pastures towards a distant line of giant modern windmills, their massive metal propellers turning lazily in the moonlight.


    ‘Look,’ Alex said. They were converging with a thirty foot embankment that marched across the countryside like a wall. Above it Max could see the superstructure of a cargo ship, lit up like a Christmas tree, making stately progress towards them. Alex took the car up a sliproad onto a narrow road on the embankment, and killed the engine. Beyond was the silvery water of a huge canal, a hundred yards wide and straight as a ruler.


    ‘Crazy country where the water is higher than the land, right?’ Alex said. ‘I’m told this goes all the way via the Rhine, right up into Switzerland eventually.’


    ‘Where’s d’Anville’s barge?’ Max asked.


    Alex consulted a map. ‘Just here.’ He looked up and pointed out a low, dark shape moored two hundred yards away. ‘I think this is it. It’s called the Roode Koninkje.’


    They left the car and walked up the towpath. The evening was warm and breezy. Alex slapped a hand against his neck, and then examined it. ‘Plenty of mosquitoes around here.’


    When they were fifty yards away Alex turned and pressed cold metal into Max’s hand. ‘I guess I should be reluctant to do this, but all bets are off now. Call it gratitude.’


    Max thanked him and pocketed the gun. It was a Heckler and Koch, like the one Miller had carried.


    The barge was sixty yards long, with low living quarters towards the stern, a rusting yellow derrick, and an aged Ford Fiesta on the flat foredeck. There was light from only one window, the irregular intensity indicating a television was on.


    ‘You sure this is the right place?’ Max whispered.


    ‘Name matches, place matches. But let’s not go crazy, okay? Just in case,’ Alex responded, tapping Max’s gun.


    Max reached across the three-foot gap to the barge, grabbed the rail and stepped across. Alex followed. They drew their guns and edged along the walkway until they were close to the lit window. Max took a deep breath and slid across until he could see inside.
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    It is a dawn after a sleepless night. I hear the generator starting up. It is wheezing away, and my pee is squirting out of me and running under my feet. I am more scared that I ever have been in all my life. I have never really felt pain. Not unbearable pain, not the pain that makes you beg for death. But I am about to.


    Our Father Who Art in Heaven


    Hallowed be thy Name


    Thy Kingdom Come


    Thy Will be Done


    On Earth as it is in Heaven


    Give us this day our Daily Bread


    And Forgive us Our Trespasses…


    They are at the door. My door. I hear the key.


    Forgive me and be merciful.


    (Erica’s Diary 1992)

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Seven


    Through the barge window Max saw a slim man in T-shirt and jeans, maybe fifty years old, with thinning, wispy hair and heavy stubble. He was slouched at a table with his back to the window. Max felt there was something vaguely familiar about him. He tried to think where he’d seen him before. One look at the face should do it, but he couldn’t see his face.


    The man was reading a magazine while the TV was on quietly in the background. Max’s gaze was drawn to the news bulletin on the screen. A drenched reporter was pointing behind him to a circle of police cars and crouching cops. Beyond, Max recognised the Oude Kerk. Then Max’s own mugshot came on the screen.


    The man jumped up in alarm, pressing the remote control to raise the TV volume. He had recognised Max’s mugshot. That put him a step ahead until Max knew who he was. Max leaned back against the barge rail, bracing himself to kick out the glass. The man turned first, saw Max looming through the window and recoiled in terror.


    Recognition was instant. Max had sat next to him on the jumbo jet all those weeks ago. The nervous, fidgety guy with the fear of flying and the orange tablets. The ordinary guy described by the waitress as sitting with Erica. Old friends not lovers, she had said. Erica’s kidnapper.


    Max could have shot him then and there, but he was sick of death and instead he kicked the window in. By the time Max yelled ‘don’t move’, the guy had ducked out of sight of the window. A door banged. Max kicked out the rest of the glass and slid carefully through the window. Footsteps pounded away in the corridor outside, then the clatter of stairs. Too fast to be up, must be down.


    Once Alex was inside, Max led off into the corridor. The man must have gone left, towards the centre of the barge because the corridor the other way was too short for the number of footsteps he heard. To the left the narrow pipe-fringed passage led ten yards to a wooden door in a bulkhead. A few feet before narrow staircases led up and down. Max chose down.


    A door clanged shut some way ahead. Max and Alex emerged into a grey metal corridor lit by fluorescent tubes. Ahead was a hefty bulkhead, its metal door circled with rivets the size of boiled eggs. Max leaned his head against the cold metal. He could hear nothing, so he pressed the stiff brass handle and pushed. The door opened slowly, restrained by something. Max pushed harder and heard a ripping noise. Now the door opened fully, taking the torn remains of a big net curtain with it. A huge, dimly-lit chamber fifteen feet high stretched away forty or fifty yards. This was the hold, converted into a huge gymnasium. It was lined with Nautilus weightlifting machines. At the far end was what looked like a small swimming pool.


    Behind Max, Alex was waving his arms around. ‘This place is chock full of bugs.’


    ‘Yeah. Mosquitoes.’ Max could hear whining by his ear. ‘No prizes for guessing what they are carrying.’


    Alex found a switch on the wall and strip lights flickered on down both sides of the gym. Only then did they see how dense the clouds of insects were. Already their clothes were peppered with thirsty insects, and there were thousands more swirling above them and speckling the white ceiling. Alex ripped off a couple of strips of the netting and wrapped one around his head. The other he offered to Max who ignored it.


    ‘Jesus!’ Alex swatted at his bare arms. ‘Let’s make it quick, okay?’


    ‘It takes as long as it takes,’ Max muttered, making his way forward towards the pool. He looked in it. The water was shallow and dirty. Dead insects littered the surface. ‘At least we know we got the right place.’


    From the deck above them they heard the creak of footsteps. ‘I’ll go up and get him,’ Alex volunteered. ‘You okay to search this level?’


    ‘Sure.’


    Max crept forward towards a bulkhead at the far end of the gym. He could hear tapping on the metal. He listened, then responded with a few knocks of his own. ‘Erica? Is that you?’


    The tapping became louder and frantic.


    ‘I’m coming for you. Just as soon as I find a goddamn door.’ He looked around, then noticed a metal ladder going up to the top of the bulkhead. He climbed right to the ceiling, where a sliding hatch door was set in the top of the bulkhead. It was held shut with a padlock and short chain. Max tapped on the door, and got a frantic volley of hammering back. He slipped the pistol through the chain and began to turn it around and around until the chain tightened into a knot. One final heave cracked a link, and Max slid the door open.


    The first things Max saw were the tears of joy on Erica’s face. She was bound and gagged, crammed into a shallow bunk space, but she was alive. Max leaned into the space and gently untied the gag.


    ‘Oh Max! Thank God.’ Erica breathed his name again and again, her words finally dissolving into sobs.


    ‘It is so good to see you. So good.’ Max squeezed into the tiny, stale locker and squeezed her tight in his arms, letting her tremble and shudder against him while he untied her. ‘I’m never letting you out of my sight again, never.’


    Outside, there was a noise and Max heard Alex call his name.


    ‘I’ve found her, Alex. She’s up here.’ Max stuck his head out of the bunk space. Alex had the kidnapper up against the wall of the gym at gunpoint, hands tied behind his back.


    ‘What’s his name?’ Max yelled.


    ‘He won’t say,’ Alex replied.


    Max turned to Erica. ‘Are you going to introduce me to your old friend?’


    She forced a thin smile. ‘Max, meet Dr Jarman Herrera.’


    The beach stretches away endlessly to the horizon at either side, and there is not a single cloud above the ocean to soften the equatorial light which dazzles and cleanses and bleaches all things. Everything is bright: My swimsuit, a soft towel, a table with a long drink. And in that drink, ice.


    As I swill my drink, the cage comes seeping back, despite all my efforts to keep that corner of my mind forever dark. In that last day, when the generator began its fearful coughing I was taken to the room which stank of vomit and fear and excrement. They stripped me, and chained me on a greasy metal table. Crocodile came to me and asked me again, as the copper clips were attached to my tongue, my breasts and my clitoris, would I take the punishment to save Jarman?


    ‘Is this electricity for you or for him?’


    I thought long and hard and whispered my answer.


    Afterwards, Crocodile took me to his room. This time I drank the gin and tonic, with plenty of freshly made ice from his new refrigerator, and showered and put on the new dress, and I even tried to smile when he asked me.


    For the next few hours Crocodile used my flesh for his own ends, forcing from me not just acquiescence but the mimicry of love and desire. Everything I did then, I did to punish myself, to burn away my guilt. Afterwards, when Crocodile wept for himself and his crimes, I found my arms around his body. Curiously, I could not cry at all.


    I was released that night, driven by Gaptooth along the rutted spine of a nightmare forest, and dizzy with hunger, dumped outside a government-controlled town. That was seven weeks ago. Physically, I’m healed, but my mind is numb. I know that the Erica who emerged from the cage is not the Erica Stroud-Jones who went into it. I know things about myself that no-one should ever know. Those secrets I can trust to paper, but to no person.


    Yesterday, I heard on the radio that that the KPLA has gained its place at national reconciliation talks and the last western hostage, Dr Jarman Herrera had been released. I could not bear to see him again, could not bear to ask for his forgiveness. In my mind his face will live always. In the end I am only flesh and blood and some burdens cannot be borne. Now I will bear always the expression I saw on Jarman’s face as we passed each other in the corridor of our gaol. Me, leaving the torture cell unscathed. Him arriving to suffer what I had not, at the uttermost end, the courage to face.


    The question always returns: ‘Is this electricity for you or for him?’


    I had replied just one word:


    ‘Him.’


    And the clever, evil Brigadier had smiled, knowing we were equal at last.


    (Erica’s Diary, Kinshasa 1992)

  


  
    Epilogue


    Max and I flew back to New York yesterday. Strangely enough we were allocated the same seats, 38B and 38C that he and Jarman had occupied on that fateful flight three months ago. And like Jarman, we too were taking our little orange tablets. They really do work. Max was lucky, he was never infected on the original flight, he was only bitten while rescuing me from the barge.


    Jarman had injected me with Plasmodium five infected blood the day he kidnapped me. Then I was tied to a bed in the middle of the barge while he released his mosquito colony on me. They were all Dutch Anopheles tigris, all malaria capable, all soon infected from my own blood. When I began to get fevers he cleared my infection with his tablets, and let me recover for two weeks in the locker while the mosquitoes laid their eggs in the barge’s swimming pool. The colony he now had was really huge, tens of thousands of insects. Max got there only one day before he was going to put me out in the hold again, for them all to feed on me. It would have been unbearable. Jarman was planning a mass release of the mosquitoes, to accelerate the epidemic before the summer ended.


    If I have any regrets in life it is that I allowed guilt to weigh too heavily upon me. Jarman’s e-mail, offering to meet me in Amsterdam, seemed such an opportunity for apology, to set right what I had done wrong all those years before. He promised me that his data would add to my thesis. In fact he wanted to remove all trace of my thesis. He wanted no alternative to the cure he was about to offer to the world.


    How had he come upon this cure? It was so simple. He knew that Fowler’s monkeys would get sick from malaria, and many in captivity died of it. However, when he got hold of the fruit of the gwuia trees in which the monkeys lived, and added it to their diet, they recovered. Fowler monkey malaria only affected Fowler’s monkeys so this was, at first, of only academic interest.


    It was Sophie’s death which proved that the Fowler monkey parasite could cross over to humans, and with rapid and devastating effect. It was years before Jarman returned to thinking about this. Perhaps the active ingredient in the fruit would work against other forms of malaria? He tried it in a hospital in Kinshasa and it worked. It was then that he turned to his employers for help.


    Jarman had plenty of time to tell me about the mental hospitals he had been in after he resigned from Pharmstar, and his final idea for taking Iron Jack Erskine at his word: find a disease that kills rich people, to make the world finally take malaria seriously. It was 1995 when he cashed in his savings and returned to the run-down laboratory in Kinshasa to scavenge what equipment he could. It didn’t take long to realise that the faster life cycle of the monkey parasite lent itself to temperate infection, which could breed and mature during the European summer. While in Zaire, Jarman ran into a mercenary who he had met on the road to Zizunga. This was the dreadful Poul Stefan d’Anville who collected rebel ears for bounty and just before my capture by the KPLA had saved my life.


    In d’Anville, Jarman found someone who would listen to his crazy ideas. But it was d’Anville who added the money-making angle. Don’t just get Erskine, he suggested, release it on the world and then sell the cure. They set up Xenix Molecular Solutions together.


    While I could understand Jarman’s hatred for me, I couldn’t at first understand why he hated Pharmstar and Iron Jack Erskine so much. Jarman told me that it took two years to get his audience at Pharmstar’s Atlanta HQ. Erskine wasn’t interested in his discovery, and yet Pharmstar made sure it was patented in case they ever changed their minds or wanted to sell it. Jarman didn’t own his own discovery and couldn’t take it to anyone else. Frustrating and malicious yes, but an inspiration for mass murder?


    When I asked Jarman about this he recounted, word for word, a conversation in Pharmstar’s Atlanta headquarters with John Sanford Erskine III, the only informal talk they ever had. It was a few minutes after Erskine extinguished Jarman’s hopes for funding plans to cure malaria, and now the chief executive was trying to butter him up with small talk. The Pharmstar chief executive, canapés in hand, mentioned that he had visited Jarman’s part of Africa when he was a vice president.


    ‘Yeah, it’s pretty hard to get around out there, ain’t it?’ Erskine had said. ‘You know, a few years ago I was with Tetro-Meyer’s chief executive, stuck in the middle of nowhere at a little dump called Kisangani and I couldn’t get a damn plane to Kinshasa for love nor money. Jesus, the only one was going to some jungle airstrip first in the wrong damn direction. I got on it, but really couldn’t face the extra couple of hours in that God-forsaken country. You wouldn’t believe the size of the bribe I had to offer to get the pilot to forget the jungle strip and go straight to Kinshasa.’


    When Jarman asked him the date he was sure. Erskine had taken the plane that was on its way to save Sophie’s life. If that aircraft had appeared, and if Sophie had got the treatment she needed soon enough, everything that followed would have been different. All those lives would not have been lost. The pain, the anguish could have been avoided. None of it was necessary. Right from the start, all that was required was a bit of luck. At a monkey research station in one obscure corner of a forgotten African country, it all began with a mosquito. And one unlucky bite.

  


  
    Acknowledgments


    I owe a debt of gratitude to Professor P. A. Kager and his staff at the Academisch Medisch Centrum in Amsterdam, and to Willem Takken of the Laboratorium voor Entomologie in Wageningen whose knowledge of mosquitoes is beyond compare. I would like to thank Maria Eswald, the Dutch government’s policy advisor on public health, the Amsterdam Police who kindly (and at my request) imprisoned me in their modern cells, Lianna Janka at KLM, and my old Reuters colleague, Karel Luimes who helped organise some of this research.


    I would also like to thank Professor Chris Curtis of the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine and his staff for all their help and explanation, and the PR department at GlaxoSmithKline. Special thanks to Jackie and Katie for diligent proof-reading.


    Bite has been a work ten years in the making. Malaria is still a killer and there is still no effective vaccine. Nevertheless, where science has moved on since research was undertaken, or mistakes remain, the responsibility is mine alone.


    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters and companies are entirely invented, and any resemblence to real individuals, living or dead, or to existing businesses, past or present, is entirely coincidental. The only exceptions are two real pharmaceutical companies, and their chief executive officers who appear as background and as an intended contrast to the behaviour of the fictional firm Pharmstar.
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