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Chapter 1 - What a Day!

The dock workers, drivers and passing seamen gasped at the limp figure hanging from the anchor chain of the Duke’s Crown, a dark hulled bunker ship in port for a refit.

A crowd of around twenty had gathered port side. In the background, a cacophony of sirens wailed their ever-increasing volume as they drew close. The sun was still relatively high in the sky on this summer’s evening, and it was easy to see that the figure was that of a slim young man with long, dark, swathing hair that clung to his face and head. He was secured to the anchor by his wrists and his body swayed with a slight movement created by the murky harbour waters. He was wearing dark blue overalls tied at the waist by a yellow safety belt.

Three men hung over the side of the ship, looking down at the hanging man. One of the men shouted instructions at the others below, who were desperately trying to reach the chain from a small launch. Their immediate dilemma was that if they managed to cut him free, would he end up in the water?

Suggestions were being called from the port side by the professed expertise of the audience. All of which were magnanimously ignored.

A port police launch approached the dangling chain and pulled alongside the Duke’s Crown. A police officer instructed the ship’s captain to lower the anchor slowly. He maintained radio contact as the chain was lowered and gave the order to stop when the officer could safely grasp the body. One officer quickly photographed the hanging corpse, and then zoomed in to take a close up of the ties that bound him before cutting him free. The body was laid on the deck of the launch and checked for signs of life. As the boat steered towards the dockside, ambulance crews waited, and beyond them, farther up the stone steps, a line of police kept the growing crowd at bay. Reporters and photographers started to appear, and they too were held back.

A paramedic boarded the launch and examined the lifeless body. After the well-rehearsed process, a blanket was placed over the corpse. The paramedic discussed the case with the police officers, after which the scenes of crime officer, CID, and the coroner’s office were requested to attend.

The crowd started to disperse, not because they had been told to, more due to not being able to see anything gruesome. As the group diminished, Kim, a shipping clerk at the freight forwarders office of Pontus Freight Forwarding Limited, started out on her way home. She had to pass the kerfuffle to exit the port via the North exit, the point nearest her bus stop. She’d not heard the commotion as her office faced seaward and continuous telephone calls had kept her busy. But now she paused, curious, and asked a worker, “Hey, Stan, what’s happening?”

“Nothing for your eyes, young Kim. Nothing for you to worry about.”

“Come on, Stan, I’m a big girl now. What is it?”

As she asked, she caught sight of the police and paramedics transferring a body from a stretcher into a matt black body bag. Kim just managed to glimpse the familiar slim face, partly covered by the long, dark hair. She couldn’t believe what she was seeing. And then Kim spotted the fluorescent belt and overalls of her friend, Ian. She gasped, simultaneously clasping her hands to her face in the horrific realisation that her friend lay dead.

Stan continued, “The poor guy was found hanging by his wrists on the Duke’s anchor. She arrived late last night and pulled anchor to move to dry dock about an hour ago. He must have been under all of that time. He must have seriously upset someone.”

Kim left Stan’s side and headed for the bus stop. She thought to herself how she had tried to call Ian the evening before, about 9 p.m. And how someone else had answered his mobile phone. She considered telling the police, but it was all too public a place for that. She would have no idea who was watching.

As she passed through the port gate, two casually dressed men drew near to her from either side, forcefully guiding her to one side and behind some containers. They were out of sight of everyone else leaving the port.

“Hello, Kim. What did you want to speak to Ian about last evening?”

“Who are you? Leave me alone!”

She tried to pull away from their grip to no avail.

“Feisty, are you? Well, we’ll see about that. I mean look what happened to young Ian. Now answer the question.”

She looked at him with disdain before answering, “I was going to arrange a blind date for him. But he didn’t answer.”

“What kind of blind date?”

“What kinds are there? He goes out with someone he’s never met before, and I’ve arranged it.”

The taller of the two slapped her across the face.

“Don’t get gobby with me love. Or it’ll be the last thing you do.”

She held her face, and through her sobs asked, “What do you want with me?”

“Nothing yet, but don’t go far. We may need to speak with you again. You understand?”

“Yes, I understand. I’m going nowhere. I’ve nowhere to go.”

“What, a pretty little thing like you? No boyfriend? Oh, I get it, you’re into girls.”

They flung her to the floor and went on their way. She composed herself and cleaned herself up as best as she could after being on the oil-stained ground. She patted a tissue against the corner of her mouth which was bleeding a little. She cradled her sore face with one hand.

As she entered the open space, she saw that she had just missed her bus so decided to walk. As she started out, she opened her mobile to call her friend, Katie.

“Hi Kim, how are you?”

The walk home passed quickly for Kim as she recounted the events to her Ocean Beautiful activist friend.

Once home, she quickly changed and then made her way on foot to Katie’s place on the other side of the town. She was oblivious to the two occupants of a silver Mercedes watching her as she walked along the windy streets. The passenger aimed his telephoto lens at Kim, recording her every move.

When Kim approached the Giles Hill Community Centre, she was alone. She heaved open the large glass door which was covered by a colourful poster for the Ocean Beautiful Organisation, an organisation to protect and enhance marine life. There was an eclectic gathering of about twenty people inside the hall. They were eagerly awaiting a talk from Doctor Joseph Linden who was busy making preparations to give a talk on research concerning the effect of plastic on marine life.

A few more people arrived just before the doctor was about to commence and, finally, the group of about fifty in all sat attentively throughout the hour-long presentation. As the doctor drew to a close, he invited questions from the audience.

A fresh-faced man in his mid-twenties asked, “How much plastic is actually out there? I mean, is it quantifiable? What are we up against?”

The doctor smiled, “Well, I think that we have three interconnected questions here. Let me address them one at a time. Firstly, let’s get some perspective on the problem and look at how much plastic there is. A recent global study was published in Science Advances July 2017. This study analysed all of the mass-produced plastic that has ever been manufactured. Now think about that for a moment.” The doctor paused to allow the audience to absorb the statement. He continued, “The authors, Geyer, Jambeck and Law, arrived at an estimated figure of 8,300 million metric tons of plastics that have been produced to date, and they further state that the vast majority has ended up in our environment. Some of their main findings include: About ninety-one per cent of plastic isn't recycled, and only twelve per cent has been incinerated, seventy-nine per cent of plastic went into landfills or the natural environment, and I count the seas and oceans as a huge part of our natural environment. So, I think that this data answers the first two questions, does it not? And, how much plastic is actually out there and is it quantifiable? One of the other questions was, if I recall correctly, what are we up against?” He paused and paced in front of the audience, searching for his words.

“The largest market for plastics is packaging. It’s been fuelled by a global shift from reusable to single-use containers, and growth in the consumer population. That’s the first thing, but to illustrate this let’s have some figures that demonstrate that growth. In 2015, the world created 448 million tons of plastic — more than twice as much as made back in 1998.”

A woman raised a hand.

“Yes, please. What is your question?”

She asked, “If we have such growth and it keeps growing, what will happen, not just to marine life but all aspects of life?”

“Excellent question. I have no crystal ball — I wish that I did, but I don’t. But I do have data projections that show that if current production and waste management trends were to continue, roughly 12,000 metric tons of plastic waste would be in landfills or the natural environment by 2050. And when I say natural environment, I count the seas and oceans within that.”

The audience was silent, taking in the scale of what the doctor had just stated.

A middle-aged woman asked, “Are any of the plastics used biodegradable?”

“It seems not… no, not really. You see, without getting too technical, most of what we call monomers are used to make plastics, such as ethylene and propylene, and these are derived from fossil hydrocarbons. This results in one of the commonly used plastics being biodegradable.”

“But why isn’t it being recycled?”

“Well, there are many reasons, but mainly it isn’t seen as a profitable option, and the population and governments haven’t bought into the magnitude of the problem, and therefore there are no incentives. There is no education, and the problem worsens day by day. On top of that, some countries will buy plastics for recycling, but some unscrupulous, greedy profiteers take the money to transport it and then dump their loads at sea, polluting marine life and affecting its habitat. Marine life often cannot determine the difference between food and plastic. For example, fish eat the polymer beads. We catch them for the table, and our food chain is affected. It’s as simple as that in many cases.”

Katie asked, “What can we do to prevent further devastation to marine life?”

“Support our organisation. We are intent on bringing about change through education, lobbying of politicians, and campaigning. We’re also considering the tracking of plastics, many of which lead a signature, origin if you will.”

Kim thoughtfully asked, “And what will happen to those who dump plastics into our oceans?”

“Currently not a great deal happens. There is just not the deterrent that we would like. We plan to lobby for tougher measures, higher company fines et cetera. As an example, I ought to mention a case whereby a company was found guilty of an illegal waste shipment. The company recently appeared at a Magistrates Court facing charges relating to the illegal waste shipment; they hid illegal waste in a shipment which was subsequently inspected. They were fined a mere twenty-three thousand pounds, which is not much more than it would have cost them to dispose of it legally. We intend to change that.” The doctor looked at his watch and announced, “I’m very sorry ladies and gentleman, but we’ll have to close now, we’re over time already. Thank you for coming this evening. I appreciate your support.”

The audience clapped and dispersed for refreshments which Katie and Kim helped make with other volunteers. As they made the hot water they discretely chatted about the day’s events in more depth and Katie was horrified.

“Kim, why don’t you stay at my place tonight?”

“No, I’ll be okay. It was just a bit of shock, that’s all. I didn’t know Ian too well, we just had the odd conversation, and he sent the odd photo on social media. I’ll be all right, honestly.”


Chapter 2 - The Fisherman

As the gathering broke up for the evening, Katie and Kim left together, walking through the lamp-lit streets. They parted their ways near Katie’s home, leaving Kim with a twenty-minute walk home along a main street. She felt safe on the main road as she passes three pubs, a petrol service station, and a small row of shops with a fish and chip shop and a Chinese takeaway. There were plenty of people in the vicinity until the last five minutes of her walk. Turning into her street, where she has a small flat on the first floor of a Victorian house, she could see her home a couple of hundred feet ahead. As she was lost in her thoughts, a car screeched to a halt in front of her. She froze as the same two men who approached her earlier snatched her and dragged her into the back of their car.

Between them they tied her hands with PlastiCuffs and placed a dark-coloured hood over her head.

“Scream and you’re dead. Do you understand?”

Terrified and shaking, Kim nodded compliantly.

“Right, you pretty little bitch, we want to know everything. Why were you friends with Ian? What goes on in that meeting, and what have you told your friends? And one way or another, you’re going to tell us.”

One of the men remained in the back seat with Kim while the other took the driving seat.

They set off and appeared to be driving around aimlessly. Kim had no idea where she was. They obviously stopped at some traffic lights and Kim heard the 10.30 p.m. chimes of the old clock in the docks. She also heard the huge cranes loading the containers. They run twenty-four hours a day and their motorised noise is unmistakable.

The car came to a halt and Kim figured that they must be near the dock.

The driver got out and the two men dragged her into a darkened room. She heard background noise, and it sounded like a pub.

They spread her on her front, belly side down on the top of a table, and tied her hands and ankles to the table legs. They removed the pillow case but gagged her with some cloth. She adjusted her eyes and recognised the worn carpet of the dockside tavern. She’d been there a couple of times, but it was a real rough drinkers’ haunt and not a place for nice young ladies and their friends.

“Right, young Kim, we want some answers to our questions. And if we don’t get the right answers, you’re in more trouble than you can imagine.”

Kim looked the man in the eye defiantly.

“I’m sure that you’ll take that look out of your eyes when we’ve finished with you.”

“Let’s get started. Question one. Why were you friendly with Ian? What was your relationship with him?”

He gently removed the gag and warned, “Scream and you’ll pay for it dearly.”

She went to speak but screamed instead and felt a monstrous blow in her kidney area. The pain seared through her body. She tried desperately to scream again but her cries were muffled for fear of more maltreatment, the torturous pain in her back causing tears to flow freely down her face and onto the carpet.

“I told you so, didn’t I?

“Now, I need an answer!” the other man intervened.

He waited; she had no gag. She was waiting for the pain to subside so that she could speak.

She spluttered out, “We went out for a couple of drinks. He's a nice… he was a nice, shy lad — that’s all. I arranged a couple of blind dates for him but he blew it both times. I was arranging another. That’s all, honestly. I don’t know anymore.”

“Liar!”

“How did he come to be in possession of a ship’s manifest? A manifest that you have access to?”

“I don’t know, I don’t know.”

“And how come he sent you photos of some of the loads on the ship which he worked on? Why would you need those?”

“He sent me random photos, ships, cargo, monuments. He was always sending something. Perhaps it was just his way of being friends, I don’t know why.”

“What happens in those meetings you go to?”

“Have you been spying on me?”

“Yes, we have. Now answer the question!”

“We have talks about the oceans’ cleanliness. Tonight, we had a talk by some doctor about the effects of plastic on marine life. It’s all harmless. But why do you want to know?”

“That’s our business. Now, what have you been telling your friends?”

“About what?”

“About anything, especially about ships and cargo, and your friend Ian.”

“Nothing, I’ve told nobody nothing! I was going to tell the police that I knew Ian, but didn’t want to get involved.”

“Why not? He was your friend.”

“I was scared.”

“Of what? You’ve done nothing wrong… have you?”

She fell silent. They’d touched on a nerve.

They repeated the question and she hung her head in silence.

One of the men replaced her gag.

“Have it your way then.”

Both men then left, locking the door behind them. She tried to wriggle free but was going nowhere with the PlastiCuffs holding her firmly in position. She surveyed the dingy room. It had seen better days. Nowadays, it was a closed-off area to what would have been a thriving dockside tavern years ago. But since the advent of health and safety, most of the daily drinking binges had stopped and reduced trade.


***




She heard the key in the lock and the familiar voice of her questioner.

“Come on in fellas, look what we have for you!”

She realised what was in store for her and panicked, falling sideways while still attached to the table.

“Pick her up now lads. She’ll be no good down there, will she?”

A couple of strong older men heaved her up. They wreaked of ale. Apart from her captors, she counted five men.

Then she felt someone behind her lifting her skirt. She shook her head violently, pleading under her gag for them to stop. Then she felt her underwear being torn from her, leaving her fully exposed. She felt helpless and began to sob uncontrollably.

“It’s no use crying. I told you that you’ll come to your senses. But first a little lesson. Well, four or five to be exact.”

The pair of captors took up position on a table next to the small bar which had its grill closed. They started laughing and opened a bottle of whisky. They were sat right in front of her, about two metres away. They just watched, waiting for her humiliation to begin.

Two scruffy, unkempt men stripped off their clothes.

One stared directly into her face. He was old, unshaven and repulsive. He lifted her by her hair.

“I’m going to remove this gag and replace it with my own for starters.”

Her eyes widened as he untied the gag, and behind she could feel someone taking up position. As the old guy lifted himself to her mouth, she opened her mouth and bit as hard as she could. The man stumbled backwards in pain, clutching his manhood. The group laughed at his misfortune and the door opened.

One of the captors rose from his seat and moved towards him.

“Sorry mate, this is a private party. You need an invitation.”

Her eyes met his for the briefest of moments. He was different. He was scruffy, unkempt but had an air about him that she couldn’t determine. She thought, oh no, not another one.

“I like to party too. Why wasn’t I invited?”

He wandered around the room with a confidence, a presence. He approached her and the men around her. He ran his fingers through her hair, then trailed them across her spine, and said, “This looks to be a fine party. I want to join in.”

Feeling somewhat uncomfortable, the captor replied, “Sure, why not.” He pointed to the old guy who was clutching his manhood. “He won’t be needing any action now and we could do with increasing the numbers. Hey, aren’t you that lone fisherman that’s always out on the quay or out to sea in mad weather?”

“Yep, that’s me. I’m the mad one.”

Noticing that the two men had a bottle of whisky to themselves, he approached them and asked, “What do I have to do to get a drink around here?”

One of them poured him a glass and offered it to him.

“Thanks,” said the fisherman, swallowing the contents in one. Then, in a low tone, he said, “Now, what you’re doing here isn’t nice for the lady. It’s not a nice way to treat someone.”

Surprised, and somewhat entertained, the two men looked at each other and laughed.

The fisherman continued. “Now gentleman, I’m giving you the opportunity to stop this now. Tell these drunken beasts that the show’s over and that you’ll buy them drinks all night long. Then untie her and let her go. And that’ll be the end of it.”

One of the captors put the whisky bottle down firmly on the table and stepped into the face of the fisherman. “I think that you’d better leave if you want to stay healthy. Go on, go! Go while you can!”

There was an uneasy silence.

“Okay, okay,” said the fisherman, who reached over and poured himself another glass, sunk it down in one and headed for the door.

For a brief moment there was tension in the room until all of the men started laughing, “Carry on boys, don’t mind us. Let’s get on with it!”

Kim couldn’t make out what was going on between the fisherman and the pair. She just knew that she was about to endure the most hellish time of her young life, and there was nothing that she could do about it. Her tortured mind wasn’t prepared for anything like this.

They all watched as the fisherman stopped and locked the door. He turned to the group and it started.

The fisherman assessed the men in front of him. He thought, take on the two hubristic captors first, then maybe one or two might join in, and then the remainder will fall by the wayside and disappear. He purposefully walked over to the first captor who by now is leaving his seat, and as soon as he has turned to face the fisherman, he stepped forward to a now running fisherman and received a mighty blow to the jaw. He reeled backwards, knocking over a chair and the small table with a bottle of whisky and glasses. His friend, in the meantime, had pulled out a knife and was in a wide stance approaching the fisherman. He slashed diagonally a couple of times and made no contact as the fisherman expertly evaded the movements. He moved forward, thrusting the blade towards the fisherman who this time stepped inside of the movement, grabbed the wrist of the right hand, and allowed the man’s momentum to continue, swivelling his body with the wrist in his grasp. The man came crashing down to the ground, releasing the knife, and the fisherman thrust his boot into his chest. He was left clutching his chest and gasping for breath. By this time, the first captor had regained his footing and was heading towards the fisherman. He charged, grabbing him with wide arms, and they both tumbled. The fisherman launched a barrage of short jabs to the man's torso and he recoiled in pain. Once on his feet, the fisherman looked over to his audience, all of which were getting dressed and raising their hands as if to say, This is nothing to do with me, leave me out of it. The man on the floor just managed to get to one bended knee before the fisherman unleashed a mighty blow on the back of his head and he crumpled to the ground.

"I guess it’s show over for you guys. You'd better leave."

The unshaven, unkempt fisherman produced a folded blade from his pocket and cut Kim's ties free. He helped her to her feet and she rubbed her wrists and ankles to regain some circulation.

"Come on, let's get out of here."

"Thank you, thank you. How can I ever repay you?"

"You don't need to thank me, and you certainly don't have to repay me. What they were doing was plain wrong and somebody's got to do something about it."

They left the room and made their way down a darkened corridor to an emergency exit. The fisherman pushed the emergency exit bar on the security door and it flung open. They were in the car park near the entrance.

“Oh god, that’s their car, the silver Mercedes. They’ll be coming after us, won’t they?” said Kim in a worried voice.

"Just wait here for a minute, just by the wall out of sight."

The fisherman darted quickly across the car park, knelt down by the side of the Mercedes and punctured two of its tyres before returning to Kim.

He appeared out of the darkness. "It’s okay, come with me. Did say you that have nowhere to go?”

“They grabbed me outside of my flat. Which means that I’m not safe there. I literally have nowhere to go.”

With a slight reluctance the fisherman said, “Look, I have got somewhere that’s safe. You can come with me if you like, it’s your choice."

Kim thought for a moment. She had no choice; she had no plan of what to do next.

She humbly replied, "Yes, please, I need to be somewhere safe, but only temporarily until I figure out where to go and what to do."

"Okay, that's fine. This way then. We need to stay in the shadows."


Chapter 3 - The Revelation

They walked briskly in the shadows of the port, knowing that at every juncture they may be spotted. The fisherman paused to check that the coast was clear and Kim thought that it seemed that he’d done this sort of thing before.

As they walked she asked, "How did you know what was going on?

"No talking, it's easier that way. We have to concentrate. We can't afford to be followed or let them see where we’re going."

They continued past all the containers stacked ready for loading, past the cranes, past the warehouses, and paused at the offices that she knows so well. It was her place of work, where she booked in and booked out all the containers for her boss Van Dooren. This is where all of her problems started.

The fisherman quickly grabbed her hand. "This way, but we’ll have to move quickly. There’s not a lot of cover. Keep your head down lower than the top of the wall."

They started to make their way out along the quayside wall and Kim was wondering where they were going. They stopped at a small stairway leading down to a door for the small harbour lighthouse. Descending the steps, the fisherman opened the heavy, riveted door which gave an eerie shriek. He pulled her inside with him and closed the door slowly to reduce the noise. It was pitch black inside and she didn’t speak until he said it was okay. He flicked on a light. It was red, dim and difficult to see.

"Give it a minute to let your eyes adjust and then you'll see okay."

"Why are we here? I mean, there only seems to be one entrance and exit unless I'm mistaken? And it's not very big for a place to stay."

"You'll see in a minute, it's bigger than you think. Are your eyes adjusting now?"

"Yes, I think they are. I can see a little more now. Can I now ask how you knew what was going on?"

"Let's just say that I've been keeping an eye on those two. They've been up to no good and I've just been watching until now."

"Look, I can't stay here in the lighthouse, and I don't know where to go. They know where I live, they know where I work, and they know where my friends are. It seems that they've been spying on me for ages."

"Don't worry, you'll be safe, they'll never find you here. Shall we go down?"

They descended the heavy stone steps that spiralled into a staircase of about twenty more steps, the end of which broadened into a wide but low passageway that was also lit by a low red light every ten metres or so. The ceiling was so low that they had to walk with bent knees. She deduced that having entered the lighthouse and descended the stairway, they seemed to be walking back on themselves but underground. She surmised that they were under the quayside.

Upon reaching the end of the passageway, they came to a heavy wooden door. The fisherman produced a remote control from his pocket and pressed the button. The door responded by slowly opening, revealing a modern facility with metallic walls and metal-grated floors.

"We go through here," said the fisherman, indicating they should walk along the gantry to the right. He opened a steel door that housed a porthole window. On passing through the doorway, Kim could see to the right that there was a purpose-built modern kitchen and to the left a small lounge area with nautical furniture. In between the two layers was a small dead-end passageway off of which were three doors. She started walking and asked, "Is there a bathroom I can use?"

"Yeah sure, it’s the first door on the right."

Each of the doors possessed a porthole. The one leading to the bathroom was made of frosted glass, the door straight ahead was clear, and the door to the left was blackened out.

She returned from the bathroom and asked, "What are you doing?"

"I'm making some food. Are you hungry?"

"I'm not sure that I’ve got an appetite really, after everything that's been going on."

"Regardless of what's been going on, you have to eat, you have to keep your strength."

"Why are you doing this? Why are you helping me? What's it got to do with you?"

He paused and thought before replying, "Let's just say I don't like injustice. What they were doing to you wasn't fair. They had no right and they’re mixed up in all sorts of things, more than you can probably imagine."

"So, you're keeping an eye on them?"

"I suppose you could call it that," said the fisherman who continued to chop vegetables.

"So, you're not just a fisherman then?"

"No, I'm not just a fisherman. I’m quite a good cook too. Come on, let's eat. It's only a quick stir-fry but at least it's hot and tasty. Would you like some wine? I'm sorry, I've only got red but I have a couple of beers in the fridge if you prefer beer?"

“No, wine would be good, thanks."

The pair sat at the breakfast bar quietly eating their food with hardly a word passing their lips. Each one was deep in their own thoughts, thinking of what the other one was thinking and working out what to say next.

It was Kim who broke the ice. "I don't even know your name. What is your name?"

"You can call me Jago. And you’re Kim, right?"

She smiled, "Yes, Jago, I'm Kim, and I'm very pleased to meet you. More pleased than you can ever imagine."

As she uttered those words she thought about what could have been had it not been for Jago's intervention.

"Listen, Kim, I only have one bed here and you're welcome to take that. I’ll sleep on the couch. I have to go out on the boat early in the morning so help yourself to food and drink. I wouldn't advise going out but there's TV, radio, and plenty of DVDs to keep yourself occupied. Oh, and I wouldn't advise calling any of your friends, the less people involved here the better, and if they don't know anything they can't tell anything. You understand?"

"Yes, I understand. I won't call anyone. I wouldn't want to put them in danger."

She dropped her head and started to say, "Look, can we talk about—"

Jago cut her short. "We can talk after I get back. I'll be gone most of the day, I’ll more than likely be back after dark. There’s a radio over there in the corner, I'll call you up on that when I’m about an hour away. In the meantime, if you have any problems, you can call me on the radio. You know how it works?”

She studied the radio.

"Okay, let me take a look, it might be similar to the one I have at work."

She checked over the radio. “Yes, it’s just like the one we have at work, apart from it seems to have a couple of extra channels."

"Yes, we’ll be using one of those — Channel 9. It's a scrambled radio. It's encrypted, very secure."

"Oh, I see, Channel 9 then,” she repeated curiously.

He showed her to the bedroom and, as she had no change of clothes, he gave her a robe to use and a big, baggy T-shirt as a nightdress.

“Do you need anything else?"

"No, thank you. You've been very kind. Good night, I'll see you tomorrow."

"Good night, Kim. If you need anything, you know where I’ll be.”


***




It was 4 a.m. when the low beeping tone of the alarm woke Jago. He's the sort of man who, once his eyes are open, is immediately awake and alert. He had always been an early morning person, ever since he was young and joined the services. He quickly showered and ate breakfast. He was tempted to look in on Kim — if she was okay — but chose to peek through the porthole of the bedroom door instead. She lay crumpled up in the duvet, in the protective foetal position. He thought about the ordeal that she had endured, and how it could have been a lot worse. He wondered whether it was worth jeopardising his cover.


***




Cautiously, he walked along the quayside as the dock came to life. Forklift trucks scuttled along the dockside with their loads, cranes hauled containers on and off ships, while voices shouted garbled instructions over radios that echoed in the darkness of the morning. As he neared his boat, he expected company. There was none to be seen. He boarded his boat, looking for signs of life. There were no indications on deck and the cabin door was still secure. He checked below deck for that was the only remaining place anyone could be. A quick examination of the latch and micro sensor revealed that all was clear. He scoured the deck for any additional items as he didn't want any surprises when he put to sea. There was only one thing remaining and he went to check the keel. He quickly donned a wetsuit and opened a dark green metallic crate. He took out a long wand-like device — an IED underwater detection device. He switched it on to test that it was working and then slowly slid over the side of his boat, scanning the keel with his eyes and the wand for anything untoward. Upon completion of his sweep, he boarded the boat and slipped the rope from the bollard. He entered the wheelhouse and fired up the engine. He slowly made his way out of the port into open water. Once he was about a kilometre clear of the port, he changed out of his wetsuit into more appropriate clothing for a fisherman.

On returning to the wheelhouse, Jago tuned his radio to Channel 10, a scrambled secure channel.

"Hello zero, this is Alpha-2 one calling, do you read me? Over."

"Hello Alpha-2 one, this is zero reading you loud and clear. You're a little late this morning, aren't you?"

"Alpha-2 one, yes, I'm afraid I had to do some checking after a little incident. I'm sending you a full sit rep on the system. Over."

"This is zero, I'm sorry to hear that. Is all well? Over.”

"Alpha-2 one, I'm fine, I have one visitor staying with me at base. Over."

"This is zero, that sounds interesting! Can't wait to read your sit rep. Over."

"Alpha-2 one, I'll send it as soon as I get chance. I'm out and heading for zone three. Over."

"This is zero, zone three received, Roger that. Over and out."

After an hour and a half at sea following the coastline, Jago scanned his radar and sonar for shoals of fish and decided to lower his anchor. He then set to casting his nets and laying out his buoy flag markers. Anyone around for miles could clearly see what he was doing, and how he was doing it. It was his well-rehearsed routine and had been for the last eleven months. As soon as everything was set for the fishing, Jago hauled anchor and moved his position farther along the coast. He arrived at a predetermined area and went below. This is where he started his real work.

Jago monitored radio frequencies of ships in the area to keep abreast of what was happening, and he took samples of the water at varying depths from within the boat. His brief this week was to undertake the screening of microbeads in his designated area. He would collate water samples and place these in a waterborne drone, ready for delivery to the shoreline where secure couriers would be lying in wait to transit them to the laboratories. This had become necessary because previous efforts to study the marine life and waters in the area had become hazardous, with one scientist losing his life in a supposed accident, and another who had been left in a vegetative state. Some assistants in the local area had been warned off working with the scientists and a laboratory had been burnt to the ground. Something was amiss and it was Jago’s job to find out what that was.

Scientists would then isolate, screen and test for any microbeads and microplastics in the environmental samples. This would allow for the identification of the plastic or polymer materials used, and hopefully the area of insertion into the sea. The theory is that plastic dumped into the sea develops a signature. That signature builds up on the plastic surface over time as a microorganism with a specific makeup. In addition, plastics may become weathered by ultraviolet light. It is hoped that this makeup and other factors may reveal the location of the dumping.


Chapter 4 - Three’s a Crowd

Jago went through the motions of the day and returned to collect his nets. As he approached the area in the twilight, he caught sight of an object in the water on his broadband radar up ahead. It was a small craft and stationary, yet close to his nets. He tagged it as the radar swept the area again. It remained still. It was an alarming signal, and it appeared to be two miles to his front. He scanned the area through his powerful binoculars and concluded that it must be underwater.

As a precaution, he called it in on the radio. “Hello zero, this is Alpha-2 one. Over.”

“Go ahead Alpha-2 one. Over.”

“Alpha-2 one, I have a possible X-ray at my twelve. Over. Am initiating defence protocols. Over.”

“Roger that Alpha-2 one. We’ll keep the channel clear until we hear from you. Do you need assistance? Over.”

“Negative, assistance not required at this time. Over. I’m going to initiate the underwater cams, and you should be able to pick them up on stream. I’ve also linked up the cabin cam for you. Over.”

“Roger, we’ll await your call. Over and out.”

Jago remained on a course not to alert any potential threat. He deployed his live streaming, underwater camera forward and aft, and the cabin cam which slowly rotated giving a 360-degree perspective. He then tested the images on his monitor. They were all good. Meanwhile, he undertook a drill that he’d practised a thousand times. He went to work removing the panels from the wheelhouse doors and the wall panels above and to the side. From the purpose-built shelves and racks, he gathered together half a dozen Anti-Swimmer Grenades (ASGs), his HK HK-MP5SD, thigh holster and four loaded mags. He also pulled a Benelli M3 shotgun with folding stock and positioned that in a convenient scabbard fixed at an easy-to-reach angle to the side of his control panel. Finally, he donned a single optic night vision goggle in case the threat carried on into a low light environment. He was ready, and the radar tag displayed the signature of a small craft on the move, slow, but moving towards him.

As he neared, he slowed to five knots. It was difficult to see anything on the underwater cams due to low light, but then there was a flicker of light. It had to be artificial; it had to be attached to some kind of propulsion device. Jago just needed to know if it supported one or two persons. He was taking no chances and switched his engine to a higher speed and veered off to the right of the craft. As he passed the crafts position, he caught sight of the illumination reflecting below the surface on his starboard side. It was surfacing and a dark figure emerged. Shots were fired from two different directions towards Jago who was now turning into his port side to meet his attackers head on. He boosted his speed as he approached the first attacker who must have been supporting himself in the water. Jago casually tossed in an ASG and then changed course for the propulsion craft whose rider was still engaging Jago’s boat. He thought to himself that it would be better to keep one of them alive if possible to gather more intelligence, but he would have to see how things turned out. If the attacker was insistent on maintaining an attacking posture, Jago wasn’t one to back down. He steered his boat at twenty-five degrees towards his target. This exposed his broadside but also left the angle more acute and allowed for error by the attacker in the water. It also allowed Jago to take up a firing position, while being higher than the attacker and creating some turbulence for them. He returned fire, short bursts at first, and then deliberate shots. The attacking fire halted, and cautiously Jago circled the craft. The attacker was face down but that didn’t mean anything with breathing apparatus. He slowed the boat, grabbed his shotgun, and tentatively approached the craft. As he neared, the attacker’s head rose out of the water, and Jago watched him raise his arms and a weapon. Jago blasted at short range with the shotgun, resigned to the fact that he wasn’t going to get any human intelligence this time. Jago idled the engine and threw a grappling hook onto the craft and caught the lifeless, bloody body with the hook. He hauled it closely in. Jago secured it to his boat, and he set the engine to slow, steering it towards the second attacker. He caught sight of the motionless body floating about hundred metres to his port side and made course to intercept it. Approaching with caution, he kept his shotgun at the ready. He came to halt and called out to the body. He received no response. Using the grappling hook once again, he heaved the body alongside. There was no resistance, no life. Jago was no stranger to bloodied corpses, especially those that he had despatched himself. He slipped into the water, looking for clues on the bodies as to their identities. Jago quickly appraised that they were wearing standard wetsuits and using common aqualungs. They wore no watches or jewellery, and he couldn’t locate a radio. The attacker on the propulsion craft still had his weapon attached to his wrist. Interestingly, it was a Kalashnikov, ADS amphibious assault rifle. He’d never seen a real one, only pictures online and in photographs during a briefing the year before. The attackers both wore a sidearm pistol, and both were choosing an HK P11 underwater pistol. He thought to himself that is was an interesting choice of weaponry, one that indicated a well-trained fighting force. But using conventional suits and gear? Were they trying to appear conventional while discreetly concealing their highly powered weaponry? That may have been the case. Jago noted the black dry bag rolled up and attached to the tail of the two-man craft. He lifted a hatch by the motor of the propulsion craft and noticed a small, flashing tracking device. He busied himself in securing the bodies to the craft and retaining the weapons. He then rigged the craft to propel itself out to sea with the bodies in tow.

Once aboard his boat, Jago contacted Abi.

“Hello zero, this is Alpha-2 one sitrep. Over.”

“Go ahead Alpha-2 one. Over.”

“Alpha-2 one, threat terminated. Over. There’s a tracking beacon attached to the craft that’s heading out southwest of my location. Are you able to identify the tracing source? Over.”

“Yes, I’ll get the technician onto that immediately. Over and out.”

Jago hauled in the nets while thinking to himself that now his cover was blown, he wouldn’t be using them again. Meticulous as ever, he stowed the nets away and then set sail, hugging the coastline along the way. In the mid-afternoon sun, Jago sailed with the sun to his back. Knowing that he would be a sitting target if he took his boat back to harbour, he decided to set anchor around the headland in a quiet cove.

Jago gathered some equipment into a dry bag before sliding into the water on the seaward side of the boat. He put an underwater breathing apparatus into his mouth and submerged safely in the knowledge that, in a few minutes, he would be ashore. 


Once on dry land, Jago quickly changed, put on his holster and comms rig and established communication with Abi in the control room. He climbed the steep path to the top of the cliff where he paused, scanning the area for anything new, anything out of the ordinary. He’d been there to recce a few times and knew the terrain well. The headland was a popular area with tourists, but not generally at that time of year. It seemed clear, and he continued crossing a single-track tarmac road. Jago strided out over the rough ground, aiming for a point just under the brow of the fern-covered hill. All he could hear were gulls screeching as they glided in the sea breeze behind him. Jago arrived at an old shed, possibly once used by local shepherds for cover in inclement weather. It was padlocked, and he produced a key to unlock it. Stepping inside, he walked over to his waiting Stealth Hawk motorcycle which was all prepped and ready to go. He connected his helmet headset and allocated his HK-MP5SD and mags to a fixed holster down to his right side. He was wearing his Sig Sauer pistol in a shoulder holster and reached into the pannier. He donned a tactical vest to wear under his jacket, along with a shoulder sheath for his tactical knife.

After taking the bike outside, he locked the shed. Not wanting to advertise his arrival, he selected the electric mode for silent riding before heading back to the port.

On the way back past the headland, Jago spotted a single man with a rocket launcher positioned well enough on the bluff to have taken him and his boat out. He was lying in wait in the rough on the edge of the cliff. Jago could have stopped to deal with him but thought that it might have alerted others. He told Abi of the man’s location, and she reported that she would send a discrete support team to deal with the man. At least he’d be taken out of action.

Jago rode the winding coast road to the port. Meanwhile, Abi communicated with Kim via intercom in the harbour building.

“Hello Kim, this is Abi.”

Kim starts as the voice emanates from the walls.

“Err… hello? Where are you?”

“I’m not in your location. Jago asked me to contact you. He did tell you, didn’t he?”

“Err, yes he did, but I guess I was expecting a call or something over the radio, that’s all.”

“Okay, I see. I’m sorry if I startled you. Now, Kim, do you know how to use a gun?”

“No, I don’t. I’ve never had cause to.”

“Okay, not to worry. Now listen carefully. Go to the room with the darkened window on the left, the one opposite the bathroom. I´ll open it from here.”

“You can do that?”

“Yes, I can do that… it’s open now, and you can go in.”

Kim entered the room and was bewildered by the array of weaponry in the racks on the walls, electronic equipment, and what seemed to be half a dozen rucksacks full of stuff hung on the wall.

“Open the far door on the right; it’s a wardrobe. There are some black all-in-one suits of different sizes. Choose one and put it on.” Kim did as instructed and went to the bathroom to change, thinking that someone was watching her on camera.

“Don’t worry about that. There’s only me here and we haven’t got time.”


Once in the figure-hugging suit, Abi asks, “Do you know how to fire a gun? In the third drawer down on the left in the middle there is a knife in a sheath holster — grab that. And stash it with your things.

“There’s also a small radio; it’s black with a black clip. Switch it on to Channel 3 and place the earpiece in your ear. There’s a collar microphone there too. Clip that on, and we’ll go through a quick test.”

Within a few minutes, Abi had the young woman up and running on the radio.

“Jago will be with you soon, in about ten minutes to be precise. Go to the main door to the port and stay inside until I tell you otherwise. Just to the right of the door, there’s a couple of crash helmets. You’ll need to try one of those on for size.”

Kim picked up a crash helmet and tried it on. It fitted, and she held it in her hand, waiting in the silence of the night.

Jago announced, “Get ready Kim, I’m just approaching. On the count of three exit the door, ready, one… two… three!”

Kim put the helmet on and dashed for the motorcycle, where Jago indicated that she should ride pillion. “Hold tight, we're going up on the quay wall! Plug this headphone cable into your helmet on the left side, where you’ll find a socket.”

Jago steered the motorcycle up the deep, rough steps and then over the stone harbour wall in the darkness. They’d ridden three hundred metres when two men appeared ahead of them on the quayside. They were firing at Jago and Kim, and the bullets were getting close. They rode off the end of the wall and onto the top of a shipping container where Jago braked violently and turned the bike to his left. He brought his HK around to return fire, quickly aiming, and one of the men fell to the ground. The other shooter took cover as Jago set off over the row of containers.

They were now under the bright port lights and the lights of the cranes, travelling at speed. Kim was gripping Jago tightly. She was not used to being shot at, nor was she used to riding pillion, and certainly not at height. Then, just as it seemed that they were going to run out of containers, Jago steered the bike up and over the port’s exterior wall. They landed heavily on the top of a bus shelter, moving forwards onto the roofs of two parked cars, onto the road and away.


Chapter 5 - Too Many Firsts

“We need to go somewhere safe. But first I need to visit your flat to pick up some of your things for you.”

“But they know where I live. Those men will be waiting for us.”

“Don’t worry; I won’t be going in the front door.”

They passed Kim’s street and noticed a black saloon car parked over the road from her house.

Kim sounded in Jago’s ear, “They’re already there outside of my flat.”

“Don’t worry; I won’t be long. I’ll grab some clothing, toiletries and anything that I can. Do you have a passport?”

“Yes, it’s in my underwear drawer with my other important documents.”

They parked the motorcycle in front of the house behind Kim’s flat.

“Wait here. If I’m not back in ten minutes, walk off towards the east side of town.”

Kim firmly planted her feet on the kerb side and perched her bottom on the bike’s seat as she watched Jago disappear up the path of the house and into the darkness behind it. The night air amplified the sound of sporadic traffic. And Kim waited, alert and utterly aware of her surroundings. She held onto the hilt of the knife that Abi had suggested, ready for any eventuality; she was determined not to be taken so easily again.


***




Having peered over to recce the area, Jago casually scaled the wooden fencing at the rear of the property. He ducked down on bended knee and listened. There were no immediate sounds to concern him. He was at the back of a Victorian house that had been converted into flats and bedsits. It had a fire escape to the east side of the property, and this was Jago’s intended point of entry. He heaved himself up onto the hanging rungs and rapidly arrived on the first floor. The large sash window was easy to slide open, and before he knew it, he was on the landing outside Kim’s flat. He slipped the key into the lock and slowly turned it just as a man appeared from the stairway. Jago casually entered Kim’s apartment as if it were his and the man called out.

“Hey, you, stop there!”

Jago closed the door behind him, ignoring the call. No sooner had he started to scout around the small flat than he heard banging at the door.

“OPEN UP, WE WANT TO TALK WITH YOU.”

Jago ignored the calls and gathered up Kim’s possessions and stuffed them into a bag. The banging continued and Jago looked out to the window. There was another man below looking upwards. He was armed with a pistol. Jago quietly approached the door, set the bag beside it and waited until the banging started again. After the first couple of bangs, he quickly opened the door, surprising the stockily built man and the slim man to his right. Jago grabbed the first man and pulled him in and to the floor, hitting him on the back of the neck on the way down. The second man stepped forward towards Jago who grabbed the man and, with his forward momentum, redirected him towards the floor on top of his colleague. Jago grabbed his abundant hair, lifted his head back and smashed it into the back of the man on the ground. He then punched the man four times in the kidney area before stepping behind both of them. The man on top was out of the fight, groaning and unable to rise to his feet, so Jago kicked the liveliest of the two between the legs, resulting in a lack of movement and a stifled cry of pain. Jago reached over and calmly retrieved the bag. He traced his steps onto the fire escape and lowered himself quietly. He moved to the corner of the building, dropped himself to the ground and peered around the corner. The armed man was still looking up to Kim’s flat. Jago picked up a couple of small stones and tossed them a few metres in front of him. The man spun around and cautiously followed the noise. He’d made three steps when Jago launched himself at him, disarmed him and rendered him unconscious. He didn’t know what or who had hit him.

Jago collected the bag, tossed it over the fence and followed it. He stopped and made a quick call on his mobile before jogging down the pathway to an impatient Kim.

As he fixed the bag on the pannier, Jago said, “Come on, let’s go!”

“Was there anyone there?”

“Yes, but they were fine. Although I don’t recommend hanging about.”

Kim knew what that meant and was relieved that she was with Jago.

They rode east for a few minutes before Kim asked, “Where are we going?”

“I’m going to take you to a friend of mine, Mark. He’s a good man, a journalist, and a good one. He might have some useful information and will be interested in what’s happening. You’ll like him, he’s very environmentally friendly and lives off-grid out in the boonies.”

“Is it far?”

“No, not far, just outside of the city really but seems a world away. Are you hungry?”

“A little.”

Kim thought to herself that she was being economical with her words and realised that the shock of her situation was kicking in and she didn’t know what else to say. She felt numb with fear. Kim had never seen a dead body before, she’d never been abducted and nearly gang-raped before, and she’d never been shot at before. Too much had happened in the last twenty-four hours and here she was now, riding pillion with her saviour — another first — and destined to go to god knows where to meet another stranger. She was overwhelmed and feeling lightheaded and nauseous.

They’d been riding for twenty minutes in the twilight. As they rode down a narrow hedge-lined country lane, Jago felt Kim’s grip loosen around his waist.

“Kim, are you alright Kim? We’re nearly there. Come on, stay with me here.”

Her grip tightened a little.

“Good, that’s better. A couple of minutes to go now. Talk to me, Kim.”

“What’s your name?” Kim asked.

“Jago. Do you remember? I told you last night that my name is Jago. We’re about a mile away. Get ready to open the gate coming up ahead.”

Kim became more alert and gripped Jago tightly.

They left the road, rode slowly down a small track in the midst of woodland, and, stopping at a gate, they could see the lights of a house in the distance. Kim alighted to open the gate. As she neared the entrance, a figure appeared out of the shadows causing her to startle.

“You must be Kim.” He saw her flinch away with surprise. “Don’t worry, I’m Mark. I’m here to help. Here, let me open the gate, it can be tricky at the best of times.”

Mark unhooked the gate and opened it enough for Jago to continue to ride the three hundred metres to the house, allowing Mark to walk with Kim.

She removed the crash helmet. “I’m sorry, Mark. I’m a bit edgy. A lot has happened, and I feel lost in all of this.”

Mark’s tone was irreverent. “I’m not surprised. Jago gave me the basics, and I’m not sure how I would have coped with half of what you’ve been through. Let's go and get some food and drink inside you. Maybe you’ll feel a little better then. How do bacon and eggs sound?”

“To be honest, I’m not sure. But coffee would be good.”

Smiling, Mark replied, “Let’s see how we go, shall we?”

They walked the last few metres to Jago who was waiting with Kim’s bag in hand. He outstretched his other hand to shake Mark’s. Kim thought, they seem to know one another very well.


***




Kim washed and changed and could smell the bacon cooking as she descended the narrow cottage stairway.

As she appeared in the kitchen, Mark walked up to her.

“Here Kim, this is yours,” he said, handing her a plate of bacon and eggs. “The bread is on the table, and Jago is fixing coffee.”

She noticed that this fresh-faced man, possibly in his thirties, was gentle. She thought that he was caring and strong and that his hands were rugged for those of a journalist.

Kim took the plate and sat at the table.

“Here’s your coffee, Kim. Do you take milk and sugar?”

“No, black, just black.”

“Kim, Mark and I have been talking, and it may be better if you stay here at least for a while until this blows over.”

“But I have to work; I have to earn money to live.”

Jago threw a look at Mark before replying, “Look, Kim. It’s the living part we’re concerned about. They’ve killed at least two, maybe three people so far; one more won’t matter to them. It seems that you may have some information about them and or their activities that you don’t realise you have. And they’re not taking any chances. They want to prevent something coming out at all costs. Can you think of anything that you might know that would put you in danger?”

Kim finished eating her bacon before replying, “Ian used to send me random pictures on my mobile, and he posted some online and shared them with me. But they were all of the random things that I paid no notice to.”

“Let me see,” said Jago.

She opened up the photos on her phone. “Here, there’s about fifty, I guess. I deleted a load a few weeks ago.”

Jago flicked through the photos with Mark joining him and taking notes of anything notable, such as ships’ names, container numbers, and identifiable locations and people.

“Mark, take note of the dates and times. Let’s see if we can establish a pattern.”

“Yes, that’s a good idea.”

Jago turned to Kim who was finishing off her bacon, eggs and coffee. “Can I take your phone for a while? My team will be able to retrieve the deleted photos and messages. And it’s probably best that you call no one, not even your best friend. They’re bound to be watching and listening out for signs of you.”

“Yes, take it. Take it for as long as you like. Is there anywhere I can sleep? I’m exhausted.”

Mark interjected, “Yes, of course, how rude of me. Follow me; I’ve set up the spare room for you.”

Jago touched her arm before she ascended the stairs. “I’m going now, and I’ll be in touch over the next few days. Mark’s a good man. If you need anything, let him know.”

Looking at him directly in the eye, she replied, “Thank you for what you’re doing, Jago. I do appreciate it. I really do.”

“Don’t worry, we’ll get this sorted.” He turned to leave and stopped to ask, “Oh, by the way, do you have any family that we can contact for you?”

“No, nobody.”

“Abi, I need to get a mobile phone to you asap. Do you have anyone close by? And can you discreetly run a check on its owner? I don’t want any surprises.”

“Hi Jago, I have Dom not too far away; he’d be able to take it from you. He could be with you within the hour.”

“That’s great. I also need whatever you have on the firm that Kim works for, Pontus Freight Forwarding Limited. I need to know all of the personalities involved and all of the stakeholders. There’s a disproportionate level of security for a normal shipping company. I don’t know many that carry arms. And I’m guessing that the local police are on the payroll as none of them turned out to our little incident last night, and it was loud enough.”

“Okay, Boss. I’ve got it. I’ll get on with it now. Where will you be?”

“I’m going to visit their offices tonight to see what I can find.”


Chapter 6 - Information is King

It was 11 p.m., turnout time at the port’s Dolphin Tavern. Jago selected this time as the noise of the drunken revellers would provide sufficient background noise to cover his unannounced visit to the office where Kim worked. The guards would be used to the noise and their guard would be down for a short period of time. The office, situated in a part of the port, had been made into an independent compound within the north side of the port. Its perimeter was formed with six old shipping containers, with the remainder comprising of temporary fencing — the type with concrete feet and panel clamps. The office was housed on stilts with space for parking below, the height of the office providing uninterrupted views of the port.

Atop a container, Jago waited for the guard to disappear to the other side of the compound before stealthily dropping down onto the concrete. He bent down, listening for anyone close. It was quiet. He moved in the shadows to the stairs leading to the office and climbed them at speed. Within seconds, he had entered the office, his arms outstretched and high holding a dark, lightweight piece of material that obscured his face and torso. He approached the lens of the small CCTV camera and promptly placed a couple of post it notes over the lens. He then applied a couple of pieces of sellotape to them.

He made for Kim’s workstation, knowing its position from her description of the office layout. She’d also given him the passwords to the computer system. He fired up Kim’s computer and started a rapid download onto a portable hard drive. He then moved to the manager’s desk and repeated the action on a separate hard drive. Jago scanned the walls and photographed all of the maps and charts. All three filing cabinets were unlocked and he rifled through them while the downloads were taking place. Most of the paperwork seemed straight forward but he photographed a number of files for checking. He then came across one folder marked ‘The Mazu Project’. Inside were numerous Chinese documents and lots of photos. He recorded the contents and, in doing so, came across photos of the dead man, Ian, and Kim and her friend Katie.

Jago heard a noise. There were voices outside and they were getting more animated and seemingly closer.

The downloads were ready to disconnect and he tucked them safely into the pouches at the back of his utility belt. The voices were now fast approaching. Jago calmly moved to the back of the office, slid open the window and leapt onto the roof of a container. As he landed, he set off a smoke canister to cover his getaway.


***




Jago returned to his team’s base, commonly known by the team as the Ranch.

“Hi Bernie, here are the hard drives and photos that I need analysing asap.”

“Okay, Boss. Will do. Abi and I will get onto it immediately.”

“There’s obviously something awry there and I need to put a stop to it before someone else gets killed. Do we know what the post mortem on Kim’s friend, Ian, has revealed?”

“Apart from the obvious death by drowning. He suffered a number of non-life-threatening injuries consistent with having been tortured, multiple cigarette burns, electrical contact burns, and the soles of his feet had been badly beaten.”

“Do we have any timings?”

“He drowned about ten to twelve hours before being found and the injuries took place about the same time. It’s possible that he may have been unconscious prior to that as there was bruising around the area of the right temporal lobe. At least I hope that he was unconscious. I couldn’t think of anything worse.”

“Was Ian working on the Duke’s Crown?”

“No, he was due to work on the Mandurah Princess but never showed up. They set sail at 2359 hours the day before yesterday.”

“Then he was grabbed and held somewhere before being tied. Have the police got any CCTV footage?”

“Not that I know of.”

“Get Abi to see if she can access any CCTV from the area. Let’s see what turns up.”

Jago paused in thought before asking, “Do we know what the Mandurah Princess’ cargo manifest was?”

“I don’t know, but I can check with customs.”

“Okay, by the way, where is Abi?”

“Oh, she’s on one of her six-monthly checks at the hospital. She’ll be glad of the tasks when she returns to take her mind off things.”

“Oh, I see. Keep an eye on her, will you? She’s been through a lot.”

“Of course, Boss. That goes without saying.”

“Right, I’m going to make a drink before I go out. Do you want one? Coffee, milk and two sugars, right?”

“You got it, Boss, that’d be great.”


***




Jago rode his Stealth Hawk motorcycle along London’s Oxford Street and turned into North Audley Street, past a couple of red telephone boxes, and a row of shops and cafes. And then he was in Grosvenor Square, the site of the old US Embassy. He rode around the Square into South Audley Street. He was looking for 68a. He found it and parked his bike and secured his helmet to it. He was outside some shops on Mount Street and made his way to the office on foot via Mount Street Gardens. While standing in the doorway, he read the brass plaque beside the front door.

A.S. MARINE INTELLIGENCE SERVICES.

He pressed a button on the video entry system. “This is Jack Jago to see Robert Hogg.”

After a moment, a voice boomed over the intercom, “Hello, Mr Jago, come on up. We’re on the second floor, first door on the right. Mr Hogg will be with shortly.”

A buzz signalled the opening of the door which Jago pushed. As he ascended the stairway, he looked at the old paintings of ships that were hung every five stairs and along the corridors.

Jago knocked and entered. The mainly open plan office was bright and airy, with contemporary furnishings giving the impression of modernism. There were two glass meeting pods close to the doorway. Jago approached the reception desk.

“I’m here to see Robert Hogg. Do I need to sign in?”

“Good afternoon, Sir. Please sign here,” replied a young woman opening a leather-bound book to a page.

There were three names above his — Gough, Stowe and Van Dooren. He mentally registered them before signing in himself.

“Please take a seat and Mr Hogg will be out shortly. Would you care for a tea or coffee while you wait?” She stood with some empty bone china cups waiting for his response.

“A black coffee would be good, thank you.”

Jago watched the woman as she headed to the kitchen area. She was about thirty and tall with long, auburn hair that was tied back in a pony tail. She wore a pencil-style skirt which accentuated her shapely curves, and a short-sleeved blouse. He’d already noted that she wasn’t wearing a ring. He picked up one of the many shipping magazines and flicked through its pages. He wasn’t reading it; it was more of something to do.

The woman returned with his coffee. “There you are, Mr Jago.” Jago cut in, “Call me Jago, just Jago.” He smiled at her and she reciprocated.

“Well, Jago, I was going to add that I’ve given you a couple of our scrumptious cookies too.”

“That’s very nice of you. May I ask if you have plans for dinner this evening?”

“My, Jago, you are very forward. You have only been in the building ten minutes.”

“I like to seize opportunities. They may not come around again. When I see a woman that I’m attracted to, it would be stupid of me not to ask her out. I mean, I’m not going to have a meeting here every day.”

Having made his point, he stopped talking, waiting for a reply.

She looked at him and smiled, embarrassed but flattered at the same time.

“As it happens, I do have plans, but you can pick me up afterwards if you want?”

“Just tell me where and when, and I’ll be there.”

“Peace and Pilates on Lupus Street, Pimlico at 7.30.”

“Okay, I’ll be there. Whereabouts on Lupus Street is the studio?”

“I’m sure that you’re very resourceful. You’ll find it okay.”

As they finished speaking, the familiar tone of Robert Hogg could be heard. He walked past Jago as he was seeing a client off after a meeting.

The gentle giant turned and extended his arm to shake Jago’s hand. “Long time no see my friend. How are you? You look in good shape. Come on in to my office, we can chat there. I see that Sue has made you a coffee. Oh, and you get biscuits too!” He smiled and faced Sue. “Would you mind making me a coffee please?”

“Yes, of course, Mr Hogg.”


***




Jago scanned Hogg’s office. It was sparse save for a desk and two chairs. There was one small filing cabinet and safe in the corner of the room. An omnidirectional microphone hung in the centre of the room. Hogg clocked Jago looking at it. “Don’t worry, it’s not on. I only record client meetings and I’m guessing that you’re not a client, at this stage at least?”

“That’s true, Robert. It must be ten years since we’ve seen each other. Was it in Afghan or Iraq, I can’t remember?”

“It was in Afghan, we passed each other. You were going on the chopper to a god forsaken place that I’d just left. I think that we spoke for about five minutes, no more than that. But as I see you today, it’s as if it were only yesterday that we were in commando training together.”

“Yes, I know what you mean.”

Both men knew that they could only engage in small talk until the coffee had been delivered. And after Sue left, they got down to business.

“I know that this isn’t a social call, so how I can I help you, Jago?”

“I need some shipping intelligence. More specifically, I need some intelligence regarding a ship called the Mandurah Princess, and any of its sister ships. Who owns them, who their customers are, origins and destinations, dates and times in the last two years; you know pretty much anything and everything about them.”

“That shouldn’t be too difficult. I can get you a report drawn up in twenty-four hours. I’m sure that you’ll understand that I’ll have to charge though. I need to use an analyst and that flags up a charge.”

Jago reached into his pocket. “That’s no problem. Just send the invoice to the email address on this card. Oh, and one other thing. I’d like some discreet information on a company by the name of Pontus Freight Forwarding Limited. Does the name mean anything to you?”

Hogg pondered before replying, “I can’t say that it does. Can I ask what your interest is in the company?”

Jago thought that this was a strange question as ex-colleagues wouldn’t normally pry. So he tucked away the comment for further digestion.

“Nothing really. I have a client that’s come into a bit of money and that was one company that caught their fancy. I just thought that while I was here asking for the other stuff that you might know something that would make it a safer investment, or not, depending upon the information. You know, are they compliant, consistently busy, growing, et cetera.”

“I’ll certainly have a look, although it may take a few days.”

“That’s fine, I’m in no rush. Like I said, it was an opportune moment. Anyway, it was good to briefly catch up. I don’t want to take up any more of your time. I’d better be going.”

“Maybe we could go for a beer sometime when you’re back in the city. Do you visit often?”

“Only when my work dictates really. But I’ll take you up on that the next time I’m over here.”

Hogg stood to let Jago out.

“Don’t worry, I can see myself out.”

As Jago left the office he faced Sue and, instead of talking to her, he made a gesture pointing to his watch and left the building.


***




Hogg picked up the phone and made an internal call. “Jim, I want you to follow the man who just left and report back to me only.”

Jim responded, “I’m on my way now.”

Jim was a slim, clean-shaven man in his mid-thirties. He leapt out of his chair and ran to the front of the building. Pausing by a window, he caught sight of Jago who was walking at a moderate pace. Jim rapidly descended the staircase and exited the building. He looked left and saw that Jago was up ahead, about forty metres away on the opposite side of the road. He was drawing level with Grosvenor Chapel, a simple yet imposing building. Jim followed at a distance.

Seeing that the main blue chapel doors were open, Jago entered. He went through the glass panelled doors and waited to one side. He spied Jim lurking over the road. Jim reluctantly passed the chapel but loitered nearby. Jago casually passed through the chapel and entered the rear of the building. He exited into a small courtyard and took a run at the six-foot brick wall, heaving himself easily over it into Mount Street Gardens. He swiftly crossed the gardens, located his motorcycle and took off into the city traffic, all the time keeping watch in his rear-view mirrors.


Chapter 7 - Book Covers

Jago decided to check on his wharfside apartment. He hadn’t been there for a few months and as usual his cleaner, Mrs B, had left it immaculate for him. On the pristine kitchen counter was a pile of backlogged mail. He looked around and opened the patio doors that overlooked the river. He made himself an Earl Grey tea and was sitting on the balcony sifting through his mail when he received a call from Abi.

“Hi Boss, you’re going to like this. It seems that Ian had high levels of asbestos contamination. The pathologist reckons that he’d been exposed to either major amounts of the material or had had regular exposure to significant amounts. He said that Ian’s lungs contain positive pleural plaques of around thirty-five per cent, according to the concentration of asbestos bodies and uncoated mineral fibres in his lungs.”

“I see, so we’re talking about toxic waste then?”

“Yes, and there’s more. We have recovered some photos that Ian sent to Kim. It seems that the ships that he was on were also subcontracted to carry on board containers and pallets for another shipping company, one that has a history of dumping. One of the photos features a large quantity of broken electronic devices. It seems that the pallets are weighted with concrete blocks which can only mean one thing — dumping. But here’s the thing, the cargo manifest for both ships involved stated that they were carrying plastic waste destined for Ghana, Africa.”

“So, who owns the ships and who manages the cargo manifests?”

“It seems that the ships change hands during the voyage. Both of the ships involved sail under the Liberian Flag, and their owner is a tax resident in Monaco. The commonality is that one name keeps appearing as either buyer or seller, or something called the exponent owner.”

“What name keeps reappearing?”

“Van Dooren, Luis Van Dooren. He owns PAS Pacific, a Dutch-based holding company. Also, he has interests in some other businesses including Pontus Freight Forwarding Limited.”

“Abi, that’s very interesting, not least because his name was on the visitors’ book page that I signed at AS Marine Intelligence earlier. Interestingly, they claimed not to know too much about Pontus. Then they put someone on my tail as I left. Where will I find Luis Van Dooren?”

“We’re trying to locate him now. You don’t happen to have a time of his meeting, and any meeting afterwards, do you?”

“He signed in at 1030 hours.”

“That’s good. We can try and trace him from the building. I’ll have photos and files sent over to you within the hour.”

“Okay, I’ll be staying in the city tonight, so let’s hope that he is around for a while.”

“Okay, Boss. I’ll update you as soon as we have something more.”

“Thanks, Abi. Say hi to Bernie, will you?”


***




Jago easily found the Peace and Pilates studio on Lupus Street. It was

7.15 p.m. He was early and kept watch of the steady stream of multi-coloured clothing entering and leaving the converted building. And then Sue appeared, walking with half a dozen girlfriends. He held back until they had finished talking and parted their ways. She looked around for him, and he approached from behind.

“Are you looking for someone?” Jago asked.

She didn’t turn. “Only a dark, handsome stranger who I met today. That’s all, no one special.”

“And when that stranger appears what will happen next?”

“Nothing until I get home and take a shower. Are you coming?”

“I’m with you,” he replied, smiling.

She turned, grabbed his hand, and they started walking.

“It’s two minutes away. Just up the street.”

“I thought that I was taking you out to dinner?”

“Later, much later,” she replied.

They walked in relative silence and turned into Sunderland Street, a row of Georgian terraced houses.

Sue broke the silence. “Mine’s the second on the right. I’m on the first floor.”


***




They entered the elegantly furnished flat which Jago thought was definitely above her pay grade, but he also knew that there could be countless reasons for that. So, he’d learned not to judge. Standing in the hall, Sue pointed to the lounge area. “Pour yourself a drink if you want, and I’ll have a gin and tonic.”

His eyes swung to the lounge and then back to the sight of her undressing as she walked, presumably to the shower. He entered the room, taking in the titles of her books on the large oak bookshelf that covered the whole length of a wall. They were mainly referencing books of art and history. A range of autobiographies sat on the lower shelves showing her interest in the likes of Churchill, Thatcher, Montgomery, Branson, Malcolm X and Maya Angelou. A single bust of Napoleon took pride of place on the mantelpiece above the fireplace. The brown soft leather sofa looked well used, and one of the accompanying two chairs was positioned so that a reader sitting in it would gain maximum light from the large window. The other appeared untouched.

He poured himself tonic water and Sue’s gin and tonic and took it through to where he could hear the shower in full flow.

“Your G and T is served, madam.”

“Oh great, bring it in.”

“But the waiter will get wet.”

“Then tell the waiter to sort that little issue outsmart.”

Jago needed no more encouragement and promptly removed his clothing. He picked up the gin and tonic and entered the shower.

“Here’s your drink as ordered.”

She looked him up and down, took the drink, placed it on a shelf, and kissed him in a passionate embrace.


***




It was 10 p.m. and they were leaving the flat in Sunderland Street.

“What shall we eat? What do you fancy — Thai, Indian, Greek, French?”

“I don’t mind, as long as they have decent wine. You choose, you know the area better than me,” replied Jago.

They arrived at a nearby Thai restaurant, ordered and started eating and drinking.

“What do you do, Jago? Something mysterious?”

“No, not mysterious at all. I work in security. I have clients in different industries, and at the moment I have a client in shipping.”

“Do you know Hogg well? I mean, are you best buddies or something? I mean, I’m guessing not from his greeting today.”

“No, we were in the services together, that’s all.”

“Oh yes, the old boy's network. I see it all of the time. But it was different today.”

“Why was it different?”

“Well, after you left, one of our henchmen — that’s what the office call the gofers — left in such a rush. I thought that he might be following you.”

Jago was unsure as to where the conversation was going.

“Really? I didn’t see anyone.”

“But you’d be trained to evade surveillance, wouldn’t you?” she asked.

“Yes, that’s true. But I can’t say that I expected or saw anyone. Maybe he was late for an appointment.”

“I don’t think so. He returned a quarter of an hour late and got a right telling off from Hogg. I guess you saw him off quickly.”

Jago opened up. “Maybe I did.”

“Why did you ask me out? To get information?”

“No, I asked you out because you are beautiful and life is too short to miss opportunities. When I entered your building this morning, I didn’t even know if anyone could help me with what I wanted. So why would I have an ulterior motive?”

“Oh, that’s nice to know. But don’t get me wrong, I don't mind if you do have an ulterior motive or not. They don’t pay me that well to keep quiet. If you want to know anything you can always ask me, for a price that is.” She smiled and touched his hand.

“And would that be in pounds sterling?”

“Not necessarily.” She kissed him and pulled him near to her.

“You wanted information about Pontus, didn’t you?”

“I did. I want to see if they are a worthwhile investment for my client. Why do you ask?”

“Where Van Dooren is involved it’s all bad, trust me.”

“What do you mean?”

“He’s always meeting with Hogg. I think that Hogg provides private security for him on some sites. And there always seems to issues.”

“So not a good investment then?”

“Definitely not. I mean, where does Hogg get his money? He has a penthouse apartment, flash car, Breitling watch, luxury holidays, the works. And it can’t just be from SA Marine Intelligence. He’s not even a director. And there’s not that much business.”

“You appear pretty clued up for a receptionist if I may say so.”

“I’m not just a pretty face, you know.”

“I know that. I've seen your bookshelves. What are you doing working there?”

“After a messy divorce, it serves a purpose until I can find myself again. It pays the bills. I’m lucky that I only have bills to pay. The apartment’s mine.”

“Hey, I’m not prying, and you don’t have to explain to me.”

“I know, but for some reason, I wanted to. I feel safe with you, and I don’t want you to doubt me. I knew that you’d wonder how I could afford the apartment. Go on, admit it. You did, didn’t you, even for a moment?”

“Yes, I did for a moment. But I also know that there can be many explanations, and it’s not my place to judge. But thanks for telling me about Pontus, I appreciate that. And my client will appreciate that too. It may not stop him from wanting to explore this a little further as he’s not averse to risk.”

“Oh, that’s easy. He needs to speak with Van Dooren himself. He always stays at the Highland Palace. Apart from spending unhealthy amounts of time in a plush Turkish bath, I think that he practically lives in the hotel sometimes.”

“Okay, enough of work. What’s for dessert?”

“The same as starters if you’re game?”

“That sounds good to me.”


Chapter 8 - It Pays to Snoop

“Good morning, Abi,” said Jago brightly.

“Morning, Boss. I don’t have much more on Van Dooren yet apart from a photo of him and his personal protection, and vehicles. I’ll send them over to you now.”

“Why the plural of vehicles?”

“Video footage shows that there was a second car behind with two occupants. They never alighted, and I don’t have a quality image to give you, just the vehicle and its plates.”

“Okay, that makes sense. Anyway, a little bird tells me that Van Dooren’s staying at the Highland Palace and I’m going to pay a visit while I’m in the city.” Jago paused to view the message that Abi had sent.

“You don’t have a better image of his protection, do you? He looks familiar.”

“I’ll check now if you can wait?”

“Yes, I’m good to wait.”

Abi scanned the images on file and selected three.

“I’m sending you three more specifically of the protection.”

“Received.” He carefully scrutinised the images. “Oh yes, I thought so. It’s Tiny Lewis; he used to work closely with Hogg many moons ago. His real name is Claude Lewis; he’s an ex-paratrooper. He used to be handy to have around in a contact, although he’s aged a bit now. Abi, see what you find out about his recent life and any associates?”

“Will do, Boss. By the way, which little bird told you where Van Dooren would be?”

Jago smiled and replied, “Abi, you know that I can’t reveal my sources.”

“I know, I know, but a girl has got to ask. I’ll speak later.”


***




Jago entered the Highland Palace Hotel and headed for the concierge.

“Where would I find a nice Turkish bath close to here? I bumped into one of the guests last evening, and he was telling me how marvellous the one he goes to is; I can’t remember the name though. Can you help?”

“Yes, certainly, Sir. Do you know the name of the guest?”

“I’m afraid not, although I think that he was a Dutchman and had a tall guy with him.”

“Oh, that sounds like Mr Van Dooren. He uses the Turkish Delight Spa in Belgravia every day at 2 p.m. I’ll get you the number and address. Would you like me to book you a session, Sir?”

“No, thank you. I have some meetings to schedule first. I’ll have a better idea of when I’m free later today.”


***




It was 1.30 p.m. as Jago watched Van Dooren get into his limousine, closely followed by a high-powered executive car with two occupants. The setup was virtually the same as the pictures Abi had provided. The only thing missing was Claude Lewis — a younger, more alert protector had replaced him. Jago wondered, Where’s Lewis then?

Jago made his way to the side entrance of the hotel where the deliveries arrived and the staff took their smoke break. He entered into conversation, and ten minutes and one hundred pounds later Jago was in the hotel with a passkey for Van Dooren’s room. As Jago rode the lift to access the penthouse suites, of which there were four, Jago felt uneasy about the missing Lewis. He nevertheless proceeded with his plan to see inside Van Dooren’s suite. He’d noticed that Van Dooren didn’t have a briefcase with him when he left the building but had had a black leather one in the photos provided by Abi.

He reached the floor and exited the lift to an empty hallway which was small and contained five doors, one for each apartment and one for the emergency stairway. Jago disabled the camera that was trained on the corridor before it could get a full view of him. He arrived at the door of penthouse suite number one and listened for sounds of movement. There were none. He knocked on the door. “Hello, customer service, is anyone in?”

There was no reply.

He placed the key card against the door and it flashed green. He entered slowly and shut the door behind him. Before he entered the spacious lounge area, he took out his phone and switched it to video mode. He made a quick video of the room, sweeping from left to right. He stepped silently and purposefully, scanning for anything resembling documents or information. There were holiday brochures on the table, and Jago photographed them before touching them. He then opened each of the three, one at a time, to look for any notes or clues as to Van Dooren’s plans. He then placed the documents in their original position, carefully checking his photo for their exact location.

Jago moved onto the master bedroom where a circular, rather opulent bed occupied the centre of the room beneath a round of mirrors. He quickly took another photo before rummaging through the wardrobes with sliding doors. Jago had opened the second wardrobe when he came upon the briefcase. It was open, and he flicked through the files. A leaflet describing an investment meeting caught his eye, and Jago snapped a photo of it and sent it to Abi. He moved some high-quality suits to one side, revealing a wall safe. It was locked, and Jago captured it on camera. Time was passing and it was time to leave. Jago carefully positioned everything as he found it, married up the photos that he’d taken and set to leave. Then he noticed a discrepancy in the main lounge photo. A couple of cushions on the sofa had been depressed as if someone had sat against them. They weren’t like that when he entered, and he knew that he hadn’t sat there or been on the sofa. That could only mean one thing: he wasn’t alone. With only one exit, he assumed that someone would be waiting for him at the main entrance door and a quick look through the spyglass in the door confirmed his suspicion. He caught sight of two persons, one either side of the wall of the recessed doorway. And he didn’t know if anyone was in the suite or not. Before drawing his pistol, he secured the door from the inside, being as quiet as possible. He thought that, should the men outside have card access, they would be slowed down. He then moved through the suite, room by room. Everything seemed okay, but he couldn't be sure. He entered the master bedroom once again, thinking that its structure lent itself to having an emergency escape stairway to the floor below. He opened the doors towards the outer corner wall and pressed panels, and looked for switches, levers and buttons. And then he found one on the underside of a shelf. There was a round red button. He pressed it, and a panel to his left, behind some hanging clothing, slowly swung open revealing an exit. He passed through, taking care to reposition the clothing before closing the panel. He cautiously descended the staircase to the next floor which was clear. He heard the unmistakable sound of suppressed gunfire and assumed that the men above were trying to access the penthouse suite before their boss returned.

Jago then slipped out of the hotel unnoticed.


***




“Abi, does Dom possess a suit, I mean a good suit, and shoes to match?”

“How should I know, Boss? I mean, he scrubs up well at times, but I don’t know the quality of his gear. Why?”

“I need him to attend an investment meeting, and he’ll be there with some real heavyweights. Anything short of a Saville Row suit would stand out a mile.”

“I’ll check with him and get back to you. Oh, and if he hasn’t got one, what do you want to do?”

“We’ll have to get him one pronto.”

“Okay, Boss. Leave it with me. Is this to do with the leaflet you sent over to me?”

“Yes, that’s the one.”


***




Jago was on his way back to the Ranch when Mark called.

“Jago, she’s gone. I got up this morning, and she’d left, no note or anything.”

“Did she mention anything to you over the last couple of days? Anything that would indicate where she might go?”

“No, nothing, nothing that stands out. We covered a lot of topics. I suppose the only thing was to try and find a relative. She didn’t say who or where.”

“That’s strange; she told me that she didn’t have any relatives.”

“I’ve done some digging since she left and it looks as though she changed her name by deed poll five years ago. Her name used to be Kimberly Greenslade. There is a rather rich shipping magnate named Henry L. Greenslade. Do you think that it’s a coincidence?”

“No, Mark, I don’t. I don’t believe in coincidences. Do you know where he’s based or what his current location is?”

“According to my sources, he lives in Bermuda. But travels extensively so could be anywhere. I’m sorry that I can’t give you any more help than that.”

“Don’t worry, Mark, what you gave is great. And don’t worry about Kim; she’s a big girl and knows how dangerous the situation is. I just hope that she doesn’t walk into the lion’s den before we catch up with her. I’ll call you later.”

Jago called Abi. “Abi, I want you to pin down all of the cameras for a five-mile radius of the coordinates that I’m going to send you. I want you to scan for Kim’s whereabouts. Let me know what you find. I’ll make my way to the port area. I have a feeling that she may have gone to see her friend. She hasn’t got her mobile back yet, has she?”

“No, I still have her mobile.”

“And Mark hasn’t got a landline, but he has got a computer and mobile. Call Mark and check the log for both devices. Maybe Kim logged into one of her social media accounts and contacted her friend or vice versa.”

“I’m on it now, Boss. Is there anything else?”

“Yes, Kim changed her name five years ago by deed poll. He previous name was Kimberly Greenslade. Find out what you can about her background, and there may or may not be a link with a shipping magnate called Henry L. Greenslade. I’d like to know where he is and I need visuals asap. And I need the address of her friend Katie. Can you send it over while I’m on route?”

“I’ll get Bernie on to this immediately.”


Chapter 9 – A Friend in Need

Katie was walking home from an evening out with friends in her local pub. She hadn’t seen the man earlier. He was watching her from the other side of the bar and was close enough to hear the conversation between her and her friends. He was alone, slowly drinking a pint of Guinness. The man with short, black hair was wearing a white shirt, denim jeans and a black leather jacket. So, when he stepped out from a pathway on her left, she didn’t recognise him.

“Hi, it’s Katie, isn’t it?”

She looked bewildered.

“Oh, I was at the bar earlier with some of my friends, and we were next to you and your friends. One of them knew my mate Greg; I think his name was Damon. You know the one who just spoke non-stop about saving the oceans.”

“Yes, his name’s Damon. I’m sorry, but I don’t remember you being there at all.”

“That’s okay, I’m a bit quiet and tend to blend into the background. Truth is I’m a bit shy really. Anyway, fancy bumping into you here. Do you live near here?”

“Yes, just over the road. And you, do you live here?”

“I’m renting a room just around the corner in Blenheim Court.”

He’d planned his legend well and was convincing.

“That’s nice; it’s a nice street, that is. Nice and quiet being a cul-de-sac and all.”

“That’s good to know. I’ve only been there a week. So I don’t know much about the area. Anyway, I’ll let you go home and say goodnight.”

“Okay, goodnight. Nice to meet you. Sorry, what’s your name?”

“Tony, call me Tony.”

She smiled, more relaxed now, “Okay, goodnight then Tony. I’ll see you around.”

“Yes, goodnight Katie.”

As she stood on the kerbside, she watched him walk away towards Blenheim Court. She crossed the road, walking the ten metres before opening a gate, and walked up a garden pathway to her three-storey block of flats. She took out her keys to enter the communal doorway but found, unusually, that the door was ajar. She pressed the button for the light which was usually on a thirty-second timer, but the light didn’t come on. She looked up and saw that the light had been smashed, with glass littering the floor. She hesitated and then entered, glass splinters crunching underfoot. She climbed the first few steps, then heard a banging noise and froze. And then she heard nothing. She continued warily up the stairs, knowing that she only had a single corner to turn and eight more stairs climb. She would then have a mere three feet to the door of her flat to cover, but something was holding her back… and she didn’t know what.

As she turned and ascended a couple of the eight stairs, she heard the main entrance door open behind her. She thought this unusual as all of her five neighbours were elderly and didn’t venture out at night. She dared not look back and rushed up the remaining stairs before reaching her front door. It was open, halfway, but it was open. And then she heard footsteps ascending the staircase at speed and Tony came into view.

“How did you get in here?”

At that very moment, a hand grabbed her by the neck and dragged her back into her flat. She was kicking and clawing at the figure, but Tony had caught up with them and had grasped her legs in a powerful grip. She was lightheaded from the grip around her neck, and they deliberately dropped her on the floor to knock the stuffing out of her. Her shocked body slowly writhed in agony for a few seconds before they hauled her up onto a prepared chair. The men tied her wrists with gold braided curtain cord so that her arms were at her side, at seat level of the chair. Then they were connected underneath the chair. Her ankles were bound to the chair legs by a couple of her belts, and a gag placed in her mouth. They added a binding of electrical cord, cut from her vacuum cleaner, around her throat, down the back of the chair, and attached it to the horizontal support underneath. They were ready to question her.

Tony stood at her front, and the other man, whose face she hadn’t yet seen, stood behind.

“Katie, do yourself a favour and listen to what we ask. We want clear, full answers to all of our questions. If we don’t get answers, my friend here is a little bit sadistic, and he loves to play with household appliances and design new uses for them. He’s very creative. Oh, and the way he uses them is to inflict pain. So please do understand that he will not hesitate to give you unbearable pain if you don’t cooperate. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

Tony wanted to make sure that she was not entering a catatonic state and duly slapped her hard across the face a couple of times. She screamed through her gag.

“I asked if you understood me?”

She nodded, tears streaming down her face, finally absorbed by the gag tied around her mouth and face. Katie could hear the other man behind her going through her kitchen drawers. Tony sat in silence staring at Katie. After a few minutes, the more substantial man of the two put her iron, coffee grinder and hand blender on the table with an electrical extension cable. He plugged all the appliances in. He then disappeared, she thought, into her bedroom, and returned shortly afterwards with a pair of hair straighteners and a razor. She was uncontrollably perspiring, crying and shaking all over.

Meanwhile, Tony had set up a video recorder on a tripod. It was facing Katie.

Tony faced the other man. “Mick, we’ll be recording in a couple of minutes. Cover your face. Are we ready then?”

As Mick tied a bandana around his face and mouth like a cowboy in a wild west hold-up, he replied, “We sure are, this might just be a bit of fun.”

Tony covered his face in the same fashion and put his face close to Katie’s. “Shall we begin?”

Katie stared, wide-eyed and fearful.

“Katie, you’re friends with Kim, aren’t you? Nod if you agree.”

She nodded in compliance.

“Good start. Did Kim tell you what happened in the port?”

Katie nodded again.

“Did she tell the police?”

Katie shook her head.

“Are you sure?”

Confused, Katie started to shake her head and then changed it for a nod.

“You don’t seem sure. I’ll ask again. Did Kim tell the police?”

Katie shook her head.

“Did she tell anyone else?”

She shook her head again.

“Okay, I’ll believe you. Do you have a computer?”

She nodded and indicated a direction to the corner of the room with her head.

“It’s over there, is it?”

She nodded.

Mick opened the cupboard in the corner of the room and found her laptop.

He switched on the laptop.

“No password then.”

“How do you communicate with Kim? Facebook?”

She nodded and then swayed her head from side to side.

“What does that mean? Do you mean that you use something else too?”

She nodded, and her eyes took him to her handbag that lay in the passageway.

“On your mobile phone?”

She nodded.

Tony picked up her handbag and opened her mobile phone. He searched her phone with a gloved hand and discovered that she used a chat application with Kim. He scanned the messages and found nothing of interest.

Mick finished his check. “There’s nothing on the laptop either. And we won’t need passwords either.”

Katie looked towards him, wondering what he meant by that. Her eyes rapidly focused on Tony as he drew close again.

“Now Katie, the big question is, where is Kim? And I know that to answer this that I’m going to have to remove your gag. But, I don’t want you to scream. I’ve also been in this game long enough to know that if I remove that gag, you probably will unless you have an incentive not to. So, Mick here is going to provide you with a little sample of what’s to come if you do scream. Away you go Mick; she’s all yours.”

Mick stared at the items on the table and picked up the hair straighteners. He bent down beside her and held her hand, fingers extended, and slowly placed the hot straighteners over her fingers and clasped it shut. Katie’s muffled screams couldn’t be heard outside of the room. Her whole body tensed, her eyes scrunched up tightly closed, as she shook and perspiration poured out of her. She couldn't comprehend the pain that she was feeling.

Mick had removed the appliance and placed back on the table. Katie opened her eyes wide and, in seeing him, couldn’t reconcile the fact that her body continued to be in agony.

Tony spoke gently to her. “Now do you understand what will happen if you do scream?”

She nodded repeatedly.

“Okay, good girl. I’m going to remove the gag now.”

She gasped for air; her mouth was dry and saliva had dried at the corners.

“Here’s a drink of water,” said Tony, bringing a cup to her lips, gently tipping it.

“I really don’t know where she is. It’s like she’s disappeared off the planet. I thought that the people who killed Ian had her.”

“Why do you think that they would have her?”

“I don’t know. Perhaps they thought she knew something… but she didn’t.”

“But what about all of the photos that Ian sent her?”

“They were strange. Kim thought that he was a bit simple and keen on her. She thought it was his way of giving her something.”

“With whom did she share the photos?”

“She showed me a couple now and then. They were of nothing, sometimes the sea, other times rubbish, other times boxes. And food, he sent photos of his food. Like I said, they were strange but meant nothing to either of us.”

“Did she show them to anyone in the group you go to?”

“I don’t know, not that I’d seen.”

“Liar!” came Tony’s angry response as he punched her face and then her stomach. She reeled back in pain, almost toppling the chair which Mick steadied. The right side of her face felt as if she’d been hit by a train. It started swelling immediately, and she could taste blood. Her stomach knotted, stifling her breathing.

Mick replaced the gag at Tony’s instruction.

“Katie, can you hear me? Because you need to know what’s going to happen now. I don’t believe a word you’re telling me, so here’s what we’re going to do.” He paused, letting his words sink in. Katie's head started to shake from side to side.

“Mick here is going to give you his undivided attention while I use your social media to connect with Kim.”

Tony gathered the laptop and mobile phone and headed to her bedroom, and Mick drew close at her front with a knife. He pulled her sweater forward at the neck and, with the blade close to her throat, cut downwards, exposing her bare front and bra. He pulled the bra outwards and cut it in between the cups.

“You won’t be needing this,” he said, looking at her bare breasts.

He then went behind her, cut off the remains of the sweater and ripped the bra from her slender body. He bunched her long, flowing hair in his hand and, with a tight grip, pulled it tight and then cut it from the nape of her neck. After placing the cut hair on the table in front of her, he selected the coffee grinder and removed the top plus another inner piece, thus exposing the mechanism.

“There, we’re ready to begin. Are you sitting comfortably?”


Chapter 10 - Pure Waste

“Boss, Kim’s social media was active last night. She received three messages from her friend Katie, all asking her to meet at the community centre at 1900 hours. It seems that Kim wasn’t sure about the messages as her replies were trying to establish if the sender was Katie. But it all seemed good in the end, and she agreed to meet her there. Katie could have sent them under duress and been luring Kim into a trap.”

“Thanks, Abi, I’m not far away now. Give me Katie’s address. I’ll go there first. If she’s suspicious, she’ll go there first too.”

“Okay, Boss, the address is coming through now. Do you want me to call the local force for you?”

“No, we can’t trust who is and isn’t on the payroll. I’ll play it by ear.”


***




Jago arrived and parked his motorcycle alongside the small block which housed Katie. As he approached the main entrance, an elderly couple exited slowly.

“Good morning, I’m looking for Katie?”

The man looked to his female companion. “What did he say?”

She spoke louder for his benefit. “He’s looking for Katie.”

“She’s on the first floor, first on the right.”

They held the door for him to enter.

Jago politely responded, “Thank you, thank you very much.”

As Jago climbed the stairs, he felt a familiar feeling. It was an instinct that he’d developed over the years, and he was rarely wrong. No matter how many times in his life had he felt it, there was no way of shaking off the feeling of death close by.

He reached the door to Katie's flat. Rather than ring the bell, he turned the handle and gently pushed the door open. He could hear sobbing in the distance.

Jago drew his Sig as he called out in a hushed voice, “Katie, Katie, are you there, Katie?”

He proceeded down the hallway and glimpsed a figure curled up on the floor, shaking with every sob. He turned the light on, revealing that it was Kim on the floor. He looked over to see Katie’s tortured body still in the chair with her head pushed back, held in place by the cable. She was unrecognisable from the photo of her provided by Abi. Her now short hair had been singed, and her body was full of multiple burns, blisters and severe bruising. A closer view revealed that her hands and fingers had been severely burned, and what was left of the fingers on her left hand were bloodied stumps, presumably caused by having been inserted into the coffee grinder that lay on the floor beside her. Her chest was extremely burned, and her breasts bore the marks from iron-like branding on the swollen, burnt flesh.

Jago had seen enough; he quickly took a video of the scene and approached Kim.

“Kim… Kim, come on, we’ve got to leave her in peace. We’ve got to leave this place. I’ll contact the police, and they’ll take care of her. But we have to go now. You’re in danger, and I have to get you to safety.”

“But why would they do this to her? She was beautiful inside and out. She wouldn’t harm anyone. There must be something in those photos that Ian sent. Something significant.”

“We’re looking into that, and we’re getting experts to look at them just in case we’re missing something.”

He helped her to her feet, and Kim went to take a last look at her friend.

“Don’t do that to yourself; you don’t need it. Come on, let’s leave and preserve the scene for the police.”

She took his guidance and led the way out of the flat, with Jago closing the door behind them.

“Kim, can you wait just outside the main entrance and get some fresh air. I’ll call the police. And please don’t disappear.”

“I won’t, Jago. I only came here because her messages sounded authentic after some checking. I’ll do whatever you say.”

Jago kept her in sight and called Abi. “I’ve found Kim, and she’s in a bit of state. The girl’s dead in her apartment. She’s suffered a horrible death at the hands of some real butchers. I’m sending you a video of the scene. Can you get it analysed? Also, can you get hold of Doctor Joseph Linden of the Ocean Beautiful Organisation and bring him to the Ranch for his protection? While he’s there, get him to look at the photos that Ian sent to see what he makes of them. Give him no details that would shroud his judgement. I’m going to drop Kim off at Mark’s and then go to the meet.”


Chapter 11 - It’s in the Detail

After a little resistance, Doctor Joseph Linden was secure at the Ranch. Abi was briefing him about the situation.

“Well, that’s about all I can tell you at this stage. You see, we’re not sure if these people would have come after you next as a way of getting to your organisation, Doctor Linden.”

“Oh please, do call me Joe, everyone does. Look, we’re a peaceful organisation. We lobby politicians based on our research and that of organisations similar to ours. We would never hurt anyone.”

“May I ask what you’ve been researching lately, say over the last two years?”

“We have a team of researchers across the world who are interested in the effects of plastic pollution in the ocean and its effect upon marine life and the human food chain. They’ve been compiling papers regarding the origin of plastic and putting a table together of the countries/companies whose plastic has found its way into our oceans and the marine life. In a nutshell, they’re starting to be able to trace the constituent ingredients of the polymers found and their composition. From this, they can determine and trace the plastic footprint. There’s obviously more to it than that, for example, tides and currents play a huge part in distribution. We also search for and trace toxic waste, anything from dumped white goods to computers and hazardous waste, chemicals et cetera.”

“Do you not think that this sort of research might upset a few people?”

“My dear Abi, we’re not naive. We know that our work has the possibilities to expose and, shall we say, ruffle some feathers. But it’s the only way in which governments will respond.”

“So let me get this right. You learn who makes the plastic and then where it’s marketed or sold. That would then give you a prime zone of disposal. And from there you can analyse the disposal chain?”

“Yes, crudely put, but yes. Let’s say some fish are caught as a sample off the nearest coast to here and its found that they have plastic inside them due to consumption of polymer beads from some household items. Our researchers are working to determine who made it and where, and where it would have been sold. From that, they are looking at where it may have been disposed. We then cross-reference that data with the fish habitat and can establish how the plastic came to be in the ocean. We’ve been placing various forms of tracking devices in plastic waste for the last two years, sometimes successfully while other times not so.”

“And you have evidence?”

“Oh yes, we have evidence.”

“Don’t tell me, Ian was one of those, either in your group or helping your group?”

“Yes, Ian was passionate about the ocean and its wildlife. May he rest in peace. Ian worked hard and took many risks to get evidence. Although, he greatly reduced his activity in the last few months. He stopped sending the images and data to the burn phone that we have. We do of course have other helpers around the globe doing similar good work.”

“This evidence that you have, who does it implicate?”

“Oh, many companies and many governments. I have a draft copy of the report here on this USB drive. Would you care to see it? In confidence of course.”

“If that’s possible, it would be great. It would be good to cross-reference any names with those in our investigation.”

During the next hour, Abi and the doctor cross-referenced the list of eighty-three companies and seven governments worldwide. The persons and companies of interest emerging from the record revealed Pontus Freight Forwarding Limited and no fewer than six other companies directly related to Luis Van Dooren's holding company, PAS Pacific. Interestingly for Abi, there were two of Henry L. Greenslade’s companies on the list: Ria Corps Inc. and Pine Line Shipping Inc.

Joe explained, “Van Dooren’s activities have attracted a lot of attention over the years and, to date, no evidence produced against one of his companies has ever stuck. He has friends and investors in high places that want him to continue in his evil trade. They must get terrific returns or are paid off in some other way. He also has quite a brutal security team around him. We have had evidence of witness intimidation, evidence tampering, conspiracy, fraud, as well as assault and burglary. There’s probably more than I care to remember.”

“And these companies belonging to Henry Greenslade?”

“They’re basically companies who rely on union workers and the union is to some extent controlled by Van Dooren’s little gang. To all intents and purposes, he’s a shipping gangster, and nothing more. I certainly would not call him a businessman, at least not one with any ethics or scruples. I’m sure that they’ll continue to function as they have been, and they’ll probably get stronger unless somebody can tackle them.”

“I guess they haven’t dealt with my boss before. They’re about to get a rude awakening. Being a part ex-marine part military policeman, he’s passionate about the ocean too, and he’s also passionate about justice. Unfortunately, most of those that we’re up against at this level have a certain mindset that prevents them from acting rationally when confronted.”

“So, what happens?”

“Jago, my boss, gives them every chance to be taken alive and brought to justice. However, unlike other agencies, we have an advantage in that we have no rules to follow and the situation is handled professionally and expeditiously, preventing further loss or harm to life and, in this case, we can include marine life as well as human.”

“Oh, I see, or at least I think that I do. Am I safe here?”

“Yes, we’re in a secure location, that’s why you're here. Do you think that you could look at some photos for me? They’re the last ones that Ian sent to a friend.”

“Why certainly, can you put them on a screen so that we can blow them up?”

“Yes, sure. Is there any particular reason for the enhancement?”

“Yes, it’s rather simple. Our field workers tend to take photos, and it’s usually the background that contains the message. If anyone looks at the photo on a mobile phone or tablet, they wouldn’t necessarily have the resolution to see the detail or the message.”

“Oh, I see. Right, let’s get them for you on that monitor over there.” She pointed to a monitor on the other side of the room. “Would you care for a coffee or anything?”

“A black coffee with three sugars would be greatly appreciated.”

Abi wheeled herself out to the kitchen while Joe studiously examined the photos, taking notes as he did. A short time later, Abi called out, “Joe, your coffee is ready. It’s here on the kitchen counter. Can you come and get it please? I have difficulty in carrying these days.”

“Sure, no problem, I’m on my way.”

As he entered the kitchen, Abi asked, “Are the photos of any consequence?

“Indeed, they are. Ian managed to be very creative. In one photo there are a couple of pallets of plastic waste, and in the background there’s a drum, much like an old oil drum, which appears to be sealed. Ian’s message tells us that it and forty-eight others contain asbestos waste. He’d also managed to place a tracker in the plastic waste and the message says that they’ve started dumping in a new location. He’s managed to give coordinates too in what appears to be the label of an old computer tower. He was very resourceful. I’m sure that there will be more information.”

“Would you let me have the coordinates so that we can plot them to prevent more dumping?” The phone rings. “Please excuse me, I have to take this call.”

“Sure, I’ll be over at the monitor if you need me.”

Abi answered the call. “Hi Dom, how did the presentation go in your nice new suit?”

“We ate like kings. And it was some slick and fancy presentation. I’ve covertly recorded it. They tell the potential investors and clients that, although the Chinese have formally stopped taking plastic waste, they have granted licences for some essential waste to be imported over a twenty-year transition period. Van Dooren stood up and stated that he has — at a great cost regarding commitment, time and money — managed to obtain one of those twenty-year operator licences which has an exemption to the rule. He and his team have effectively presented a falsehood and wined and dined everyone into either investing in his company or contracting Van Dooren’s companies to take their unwanted plastic waste. I’ll send you the video.”

“Thanks for the sitrep, Dom. Can you go and support Jago? I’ll send you the location, but I warn you it could be all over by the time you arrive. By the way, you’re in the hire car still, aren’t you? The Aston?”

“I sure am, and it’s a dream to drive. I’ll get going as soon as I have—” He cut his words as the bleep on his mobile phone announced Abi’s message which he opened.

“I’m on my way now.”


***




“Kim, I’m taking you back to Mark’s. Can you ensure that you stay with him, please? It's a safe place for you.”

“Yes, I know. I’m sorry. I will stay with Mark.”

“That’s good,” he said thoughtfully. “Oh, and I meant to ask you why you changed your name?”

Shocked, she replied, “I’d had enough of being daddy’s little girl. I wanted to do things for myself.”

“So, you are the daughter of the shipping magnate, Henry L. Greenslade, then?”

“Yes, but he doesn’t know where I am. And I don’t want him to know.”

“You think that someone so rich and powerful wouldn’t know where his daughter is and what she’s doing?”

Deep down she knew that he was right and that the name change and her efforts to live an independent life were token actions. She was kidding herself. She would always be her father’s daughter.

Jago continued, “You know, you could do with his support right now. What about your mother?”

“She died in a car crash when I was ten. He never married again. He was devoted to her and took it hard. He threw himself into work, and I had a string of nannies. He took care of everything and, although I did see him often, it had changed him. He wasn’t the same man. And I think that he had business difficulties that didn’t help.”

“Do you want to contact him, or for me to contact him?”

“I don’t want to, but you can if you wish,” she replied in a sombre tone. “But I don’t want to see my father, not yet anyway.”

“Okay, we’ll see how things pan out. Can you get the gate? We’re about to reach Mark’s place.”

“Yes, of course.”

They turned into the track leading to Mark’s house and saw Mark at the gate already waiting for them. He had a shotgun in his hand.

As they came to a halt, Kim alighted the motorcycle and walked to Mark timorously.

“Hello, Kim,” said Mark in a quiet voice.

She lifted her head slightly. “Hello, Mark.” She paused, thinking of how to express herself. “I’m sorry that I left you in an awkward position.”

Mark’s eyes widened upon hearing this.

Jago watched the pair, choosing to hold back a few minutes.

“I wasn’t worried about being in an awkward position, Kim. I was worried witless about you.”

As he looked her in the eye, she observed a single tear down his face. She reached out and touched it. “What is this?”

“I think that this is love. I know we’ve only known each other five minutes, but I can’t keep you out of my head, you’re in my every thought. I’ve never experienced this before in my life. I want to protect you, hence the shotgun is out and ready.”

“That is so sweet, Mark. Can I stay with you? I won’t run off again, I promise.”

“That’s why you’re here, isn’t it? You can stay as long as you want.”

“Even forever?”

“If you want.” He held out his hand and she took it. Then their attention moved to Jago. He pulled up beside them. “Look, I’m off to a meeting, and I need to prepare. Mark, you have the emergency number, don’t you?”

“Yes, I have it. We’re going to stay indoors until this is over. Take care, Jago.”

“I will. I’ll see you both soon.”

“Jago?” called Kim as he turned around. “You’re going to the community centre, aren’t you? Kill them for Katie and me. They can’t be left to do this to anyone else. Just kill them and be done with it.” She started crying, and Mark held her tightly as he guided her to the house.


Chapter 12 - Professional Dramatics

Giles Hill Community Centre was situated a mile away from the Port of Fitton Bridge. It was half a mile away from the homes of Katie and Kim. It was a 1970s style single storey building. It had red brick walls and lots of long glass windows with coloured panels below. It was a well-used community facility, and its walls featured an abundance of posters and leaflets of what was on offer. It was

4.25 p.m. as Jago rode passed the centre that appeared closed. The lights were off, and the main door closed with a padlock and chain around the handles. Jago rode around the block twice and then along a path that ran above and behind the centre. He parked his bike on the track under the cover of some shrubbery and secured his helmet to his motorcycle. The position was perfect for observing the centre's access points: the main door and the two fire exits. A silver Mercedes approached, and Tony alighted. He positioned himself in an alleyway opposite the centre's main entrance. The car continued onwards, and Jago watched it make a three-point turn about three hundred metres farther along. It returned and parked in the street a short way from the centre. The chunky figure of Mick headed for the centre. He was carrying a pair of bolt croppers. A few seconds later, Jago heard the snap of the chain being broken on the main door. Tony immediately crossed the road and entered. They were both lying in wait for Kim. A light went on in the entrance passageway and the main hall, making it look inviting.

Jago drew his Sig Sauer from its holster and screwed on the suppressor. He was ready to take them on and keen to stop them at all costs. Jago couldn’t let them continue their horrific spree. Under the cover of trees and shrubs, he descended the incline into the centre’s carpark where three vehicles were parked: two small cars and a high-sided van. The van was closest to the centre. The side of the truck read ‘Giles Amateur Dramatics’. Jago was level with the truck now and decided to tuck his weapon into his waistband under his jacket. He walked calmly into the centre.

“Mr Harding, are you there Mr Harding? We've got a lot of props to bring in for the rehearsal.”

Jago came upon Tony first.

“Oh hello, are you Mr Harding, the caretaker? Only we’ve got lots of props to bring and little time to do it. That’s us, the Giles Amateur Dramatics.” Jago pointed to the van outside the window.

Tony replied, “No, I’m not Harding. He isn't here yet. We’ve hired the hall for a meeting. You can’t come in now. I’m afraid that you’ll have to wait outside.”

Jago went to walk past Tony.

“Oh, okay, but I just need to see how much space we’ll have.” Jago raced past him, scanning the area for the other man. “I won’t be a moment, promise.”

Empty handed, Tony grabbed Jago’s arm, and Jago sprang into action, turning the grab to his advantage by misdirecting the energy of his pace and the grab hold. This action put Tony off balance, forcing him to stumble yet regain control of his feet quickly. He launched himself at Jago who stepped aside and deflected Tony’s attack, thrusting him into a wall and the low pipe that ran along it. This time, Tony came to his feet, pistol in hand. His eyes met Jago’s, and Jago dropped to a bended knee at the same time as drawing his gun from his waistband and shooting a double tap to the head. That was Tony’s last view. Jago watched as blood splattered the cream-coloured wall behind Tony. He rapidly rifled through Tony’s pockets, taking his wallet and mobile phone. Jago paused, took a photo of Tony, and listened, waiting patiently for any sound. And then he heard it. A creak of a door to his right, along a long passageway which housed toilets, offices and various rooms. Jago peered around the corner into the passageway. It was silent. He waited again. He heard another small sound, and it came from an office on the right. The doors to the offices and rooms all had a vertical pane of glass above the door handle and, as Jago angled a view, he could just make out a silhouette created by the exterior centre lighting and the figure of Mick waiting in the unlit office. Jago retreated down the passageway.

Jago started opening and shutting the doors to the offices and rooms under the pretence that he was looking for Mr Harding again. He travelled down the corridor.

Jago repeated this room after room. “Hello, Mr Harding, are you there? It’s Derek from the theatrical group. Can I have a word?”

He uttered the same words as he opened the office in which Mick had waited.

He switched the light on and saw Mick wince at the brightness. He took advantage of this momentary lapse and shot him once in the shoulder. Mick fell against a filing cabinet but managed to lift his pistol which was in his other hand. Jago fired again, and Mick’s gun fell to the ground.

Jago spoke. “So, you’re one of those psychos who killed the girl?”

Mick’s pained rely came. “I suppose you’re the boyfriend, are you?”

“No, not the boyfriend.”

“Then it’s got nothing to do with you. It’s none of your business. But I can tell you this though. I enjoyed every minute of it.”

Jago shot him again. This time in the thigh. Mick cried out in agony as the wound poured with blood. He reached for it with his hands which, in turn, multiplied his pain.

“Enjoy that, did you? You see, without a tourniquet you’ll slowly bleed to death. You might be able to grin and bear the pain of applying one, but with a wound in one shoulder and another in a bicep, that might not happen. Anyway, I’m asking the questions. Who are you working for?”

“Go to hell!” spat Mick.

Jago closed in and stood on his leg wound, resulting in Mick screaming. He went to grab Jago’s leg, and Jago pushed his pistol’s suppressor into his shoulder wound, Mick recoiling in agony.

“I asked you a question.”

Mick managed to splutter out angrily, “And I said, go to hell!”

Jago turned to leave, paused and turned back, aiming at Mick’s other leg. “Have it your way.” He fired another round and saw Mick’s trouser leg turn an instant crimson.

Mick was fumbling in his pocket, and Jago saw him produce a grenade. He ran at Mick, easily tearing the grenade from Mick’s grip which was weak due to his wounds. Jago swung to one side of Mick, who was still against the filing cabinet in the corner of the room. He gave Mick a hefty boot on the side of his torso, forcing him to double over on one side. As he did, Jago pulled the pin and shoved the grenade down the back of Mick’s tucked-in shirt.

Realising what had happened, Mick desperately tried to untuck his shirt, however, his arms pained and restricted him in doing so. Jago calmly and swiftly left the room commenting, “You won’t be hurting anyone ever again.”

Closing the door behind him, Jago picked up the pace and ran down the passageway, just reaching the main entrance as the explosion rang out.


***




“Abi, what have we got so far?”

“Well, I’m in the process of running the guy’s photo that you sent over. By the way, did you have to use a headshot? It doesn’t make facial recognition easy, you know.”

“Needs must, Abi, needs must.”

“Anyway, you might be interested to know that Henry L. Greenslade is in town. He’s not far away. I’ve spoken to him about Kim, and he’s happy to meet you. He’s given me his direct line which is on its way to you now along with his location. Bernie and I have also done some digging, and it appears that Greenslade is at the mercy of the unions and the people who run the union, namely gangsters. And would you believe the one name that keeps appearing again is Van Dooren, who incidentally has been telling potential investors huge falsehoods about his Chinese connections and a twenty-year operator’s licence that doesn’t exist. I’ve put details on the secure drive for you along with the covert recording that Dom made.”

“Thanks, Abi, good work. I’d like to keep tabs on Van Dooren. I want to know his whereabouts at all times. Can you keep me posted hourly?”

“Will do, Boss. Where are you off to next? By the way, Dom’s on his way to you in the Aston. I tasked him just in case you were in need of support, but I see from the phone messages, pictures and the police report in the area you’re in that you don’t need that.”

“That was a good idea, it could have gone either way. You never know. Can you get Dom to go over to Mark’s and babysit the pair? I don’t want them to be on the receiving end of anything like Katie had to put up with. I’ll make my way over to Greenslade and see what information I can get there. Does he appear legit?”

“Dom is on his way to Mark’s, and yes, Greenslade does appear legitimate. He’s diversified in recent years. His main business is still shipping, but he has a couple of factories in Asia, three restaurants and a hotel near Heathrow which is where he’ll be staying. I also have some intel on the photos that young Ian sent. Evidently, he planted information in the photos that, when enlarged, provided coordinates of dumping, details of cargo manifests, and personalities involved. There may be more intel on its way. Joe and I are in the middle of checking the details now. Also, the Ocean Beautiful Organisation has been compiling a report, naming and shaming governments and companies who have been flouting the laws and international treaties. Some of those named were from the fleet of Henry L. Greenslade.”

“Oh really! That’s worth knowing. Carry on and let me know how it develops. I’m off now.”

“Okay, Boss. Oh, before you go, how is the new Stealth Hawk performing?”

“It rides like a dream. I’m very impressed, and you can go ahead and order the other two now.”

“Brilliant, I’ll get them ordered.”


Chapter 13 - Manipulation

“Good afternoon, this is Jack Jago. I’ve been given this number to arrange a meeting with Mr Greenslade.”

A man with a strong American accent answered, “Hello, Jack, this is Henry Greenslade. When can you come over? I’m free for the rest of the day and can be at your disposal.”

“Oh, I thought that I’d be speaking with one of your assistants?”

“Hell no, I gave him the day off. We’re quite informal around here.”

“I see. That’s good because I’m outside your hotel now.”

“What you waiting for? Come on in.”

“I’ll be with you in a couple of minutes.”

“See you then.”

Jago dismounted his motorcycle, secured his helmet and walked into the lavish lobby area of the hotel. A tall, grey-haired man in a pinstripe suit walked up to him with a hand extended ready to shake. The stretched-out arm bore the hallmarks of wealth as the Rolex sat snuggly on his wrist.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Jack. I’m Henry.”

“Good to meet you, Henry. You can call me Jago, just Jago.”

“Very well, Jago. Shall we go somewhere a little more private?” said Henry Greenslade as he led Jago towards a lift.

“Yes, that would be good. I take it that you undertake frequent countermeasure sweeps?”

“Every day, at least once. You have to these days. Don’t you agree?”

“Yes, I completely agree.”

They entered the lift and, as the doors closed, Henry asked, “Is she safe?”

Jago looked him in the eye. “Yes, she’s safe.”

Henry nodded in appreciation and fell silent until the eleventh floor was announced.

“Here we are, I’ll get Maria to fix us some drinks. What would you like? Bourbon, Cognac?”

“Have you any red wine?”

“But of course, we’re in a hotel you know. What sort would you prefer?”

“A nice Rioja would go down well, if that’s alright?”

“Sure, no problem.” He called Maria who dutifully arrived within seconds. “Maria, please order a bottle of the finest Rioja that we have.”

Jago interrupted, “Honestly, just one glass will do nicely. I’m still working.”

“Very well, order a large glass of the best Rioja, and I’ll have a glass of my usual.”

Henry led Jago to a small glass-walled room with a view over to the airport.

“We can talk in here. How can I help you, Jago?”

Jago explained about the plastic waste, Ian’s death and Kim’s involvement. He waited for a response from Henry.

Initially, Henry absorbed the information. Jago felt that the information wasn't news to him, merely confirmation of what he already knew.

Then Henry spoke. “It’s unfortunate that some have lost their lives in this mess. From a selfish point of view, I’m glad that it wasn’t Kim, although I know that she must be suffering having lost two friends. I will help in any way that I can. It’s time that all of this comes to an end.”

“I’ll cut to the chase. What do you know about the activities of ships in the fleet of these companies? Ria Corps Inc. and Pine Line Shipping Inc.”

“Why, I think that they’re in my portfolio of companies, under my holding company you understand. What about them?”

“Do you know their operations?”

“To be honest, not really. I own them, but others manage them for me. I only listen to the finance these days. Why, is there a problem with them?”

“It seems that they’re about to be named in a report stating that they’re dumping plastic waste and toxins into the oceans. There may be some union issues relating to cargo.”

“I see. Well, I can make some enquiries.”

“You mean to tell me that you don’t know what your companies are being used for and why? How will your investors take the news when it goes public?”

“Does it have to go public?”

“Of course it does. People have given and risked their lives for this exposure, your daughter included, albeit unwittingly.”

“But—”

“There are no buts in this game, Henry, just facts and plenty of evidence to substantiate the claims.”

“I see. If you know all of this, what do you want from me?”

“Let’s suppose that I had the name of the people controlling the unions that in turn control your shipping operations, you know, those that you were bullied by, forced to comply with. That cooperation might make certain names leave the list.”

“You think that this could happen?”

“I’m confident that it would go a long way in building bridges along with some other form of generous offer of aid. And I’m sure that Kim would appreciate the gesture to an organisation that she fully supports.”

“Kim supports it?”

“And here’s me thinking that you would have kept up to date as to her activities from afar.”

“I have intermittently, at least that’s what I thought I was paying for. I expect you think me such a fool?”

“I’m not here to judge anyone. My sole aim is to keep people, and the marine life in our oceans, alive. I want results.”

“I’m just going to make a secure call.” Jago stood as if to leave the room.

“No, stay where you are. I have nothing to hide.”

The video monitor came alive.

Henry spoke. “Robert, how are you doing? I’m at two in the afternoon here in London. What time do you have in Houston?”

“Good morning, Henry, we’re at nine in the morning here. What can I do for you today?”

“Robert, I need to know about the activities of two of my companies, Ria Corps Inc. and Pine Line Shipping Inc. And I want to know everything — operations in the last twelve months, persons in charge, union issues, cargos, the whole monty.”

“Okay, Henry, I can do that. When do you want it?”

“I need that information by the end of your office hours today.”

“Today?”

“Yes, you heard me, today. And I don’t want any excuses. I’ll speak to you later.”

And with that, Henry cut the line. At that moment, Maria appeared with the drinks, and they toasted to each other’s health.

Turning to Jago, Henry said, “That’ll set the cat among the pigeons, I’m sure. In the interim, one name I can give you regarding union control and wrongdoings is someone you may or may not yet know. It’s a guy by the name of Van Dooren, Luis Van Dooren. He’s a real piece of work with his private army. He’s extremely bad news.”

“How do I find him?”

“I’m not sure. He tends to stay in the background and let his minions do his dirty work. I’m sure that if you rattle enough shipping containers they’ll come out to play.”

“That’s fine with me.”

“I’m sure that it is. What about Kim? May I see her? Do you think that she’s ready to see me?”

“I’ll be honest with you, she didn’t want to contact you directly, but she was okay with me contacting you. I believe that now would be a good time for you to get together. She is in need of support from different quarters. Would you visit by yourself or with a driver?”

“Does it make a difference?”

“It does if you want you and your driver to stay alive.”

“In that case, I’ll be using a driver, and I can get the vehicle details to you.”

“Good, I’ll call my man who is with them and give them an ETA.”

“ETA?”

“Estimated time of arrival.”

“Oh, yes of course. Thank you, Jago. I do appreciate your time. If there’s anything that I can do for you, just let me know?”

“I might take you up on that. I have two motorcycles that I want to import from the US. Can I get my colleague Abi to call your office?”

“Yes, by all means. Get her to ask for Michael.”


***




“Abi, I’m heading for the port with an ETA of sixty minutes. I’ll park the bike at RV 3, go in on foot and by sea. I’ll use Hatch 4 to enter the harbour apartment and I need a few minutes to get tooled up. I’m going after Van Dooren.”

“Isn’t that just the coincidence of the year so far?”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning Van Dooren and his cronies were spotted by our eye in the sky approximately an hour ago. They’re in the compound within the port. And there is quite a lot of boat activity, not ship — I repeat, not ship.”

“What type of boats?”

“To me, a boat is a boat, although they do look as if they can go fast.”

“In light of that sparkling piece of intel, I’ll also prep the Seabreacher. Can you ensure that the tracking is up and running?”

“I can do that. Do you need Dom or someone else to assist?”

“Not at the moment. You could put Fi on standby in the vicinity. She’s available, isn’t she?”

“Yes, she’s finished her last assignment. I’ll call her up.”

“Okay, I’m setting my personal tracker now. Have you got a signal?”

“Yes, but if I have it, it’s possible that others do too. You know that?”

“That’s the idea.”

“Okay, you’re the boss. Take care.”


Chapter 14 - Into the Lion’s Den

Jago arrived at RV 3 at 4.10 p.m., parking the motorcycle undercover. He swiftly covered the mile or more to the water’s edge where he slipped into the water and swam out, heading for the harbour wall. Upon reaching the wall, Jago submerged and located a pushbutton entry pad providing access to a hatch leading to the harbour wall apartment. He punched in the numbers and entered the chamber. After flushing out the seawater, he entered the apartment when Abi’s voice came across the tannoy. “Jago, it seems that Mr Van Dooren is leaving the compound. He’s heading for the boats, and at the last drone pass he has two bodyguards with him.”

“Thanks, Abi, I’ll tool up and take the Seabreacher. I should be ready in five minutes. Can you make a couple more discreet passes?”

Jago entered the kit room and selected an all-in-one black suit, combat vest and body armour, a utility belt and a thigh holster. He also grabbed a couple of combat knives, placing one in a sheath on his vest and another in a sheath to sit above his right boot. As he was putting on his boots, Abi answered, “Sorry, Boss. I was tied up on a call. In answer to your question, yes, I’ll make another couple of passes, and I’ll send you updates and coordinates as you launch.”

“Thanks, Abi,” said Jago, selecting an H&K MP5SD with five loaded fifteen- round magazines. He transferred his favourite Sig Sauer P239 pistol to his thigh holster before making his way down to the Seabreacher in the boat bay.

Abi announced, “Boss, they’re starting off, and it looks as though they’re going across the bay in a west, south-west direction. I’ll send you the coordinates now.”

“I wonder what’s there? Are there any ships in the path of their current bearing?”

“No, nothing appearing at the moment. I’ll keep you posted.”

Jago unhitched the blue and green Seabreacher from its mooring, climbed into the craft’s cockpit, and set the coordinates before powering up. Remotely opening the bay door, he steered the now semi-submersed craft out into the open sea. He could see the distant wash from Van Dooren’s boat in the distance from his bubble-top panoramic canopy. Advancing, Jago remained semi-submerged to close the gap. Knowing that he could dive five feet in thirty seconds gave him the confidence to push at speed, at around sixty miles per hour, whereas submerged speed would significantly reduce to twenty-five miles per hour.

As Jago closed in, he slowly submerged, allowing the snorkel cam to be his eye.

“Abi, do you have anything else to report?”

“There’s a ship at anchor about a mile and a half out to sea. A motor launch has just set off for there on the same course as Van Dooren’s boat. They should converge in about five minutes. I’ll position the drone at a discreet distance and record.”

“Okay, I’ll hold off. Let’s see what transpires,” said Jago, coming to a halt about half a mile behind. Remaining submerged, he observed the two boats meet. Then suddenly there were flashes of gunfire, first aboard Van Dooren’s boat, and then from boat to boat as the launch retreated towards the mother vessel. Van Dooren’s vessel turned about, heading directly for Jago.

“Abi, keep the drone around, I’m going to surface.”

“I’ve just watched the footage of the launch. They have two men down. Take care.”

“Will do, here goes.”

Jago surfaced, opening the cockpit and placing the MP5SD in position starboard side. Van Dooren’s boat changed course slightly to avoid the Seabreacher and, as it drew close, one of Van Dooren’s men opened fire in Jago’s direction. Jago immediately returned fire, taking out the shooter and propelling him into the water. Jago peppered the boat for good measure as he veered the highly manoeuvrable craft to the right at the stern of the other boat. He manoeuvred the Seabreacher to an astern position from which he could make out two silhouettes against the distant harbour lights. The boat appeared to slow. A series of flashes emerged from within the boat, and the distinct sound of incoming fire erupted around Jago. Unperturbed, he sped up, all the while returning fire. He carefully aimed, taking account of the swell and felled the second shooter. At slow speed, Jago approached the now still boat from which emitted a strong smell of fuel.

Jago called out, “Come to the side! Do you hear? Come to the side!”

Van Dooren came to the port side of the boat.

“Place your hands where I can see them!”

Van Dooren stared at Jago and the weapon trained on him.

Jago calmly spoke, “Do as I say now, and I won’t shoot.”

Van Dooren raised his hands, one of which was holding a pistol. He quickly turned the pistol towards Jago and Jago fired a burst before Van Dooren had a chance to level the pistol at him. He fell into the boat. Jago waited for signs of life. He heard movement.

“Stand up and come to the side. Do it now!” commanded Jago.

A hand grabbed the boat’s gunwale followed by another. Van Dooren was struggling to get to his feet.

Jago called out, “Don’t move, I’m boarding. I repeat. Don’t move. You’ve got some leaking fuel, and I could be tempted to ignite it. So don’t push your luck.”

Jago pulled alongside and tied his craft with a loose tie on a stern cleat. He stepped into the boat, all the while maintaining visual contact of Van Dooren. Jago trained his weapon on him while tossing the PlastiCuffs. “Put this on and secure it with your teeth.”

He watched him obey his instructions and then checked the bodyguard’s body on the deck of the boat. He was dead.

“Do you have anything to say?” asked Jago.

“Like what? I mean, who are you? What are you even doing here?”

“I’m concerned about some recent murders, fraud, and the dumping of plastic and toxic waste in the ocean. What do you know about any of that?”

“I am aware of certain events, and that from some perspective, I may, from the outside, look to be accountable in some way. I can assure you that whatever I have done, I have done as someone who was merely following orders. I am, as you say, a little fish in a large ocean.”

“Are you telling me that you are accountable to someone above you? I mean, you own your holding company, and are responsible for the actions of those companies?”

Van Dooren started laughing. “How naive you are! My name is on the company paperwork as the owner because we need to adhere to the law of the land. It doesn’t mean that I own the company.”

“Then tell me, what it does mean?”

“It means that a person pays me to own the company. It’s as simple as that.”

“And why would they do that?”

“Because if their existing empire were to get too large, the competition commission would get involved and recommend breaking them up as they would have too much market share and that would be anti-competitive in today’s world.”

“So, who pays you?”

Van Dooren laughed again. “Someone you already know. I’ll give you three guesses.”

Jago immediately thought of Greenslade. “You mean to say that Henry L. Greenslade owns your holding company — you, the competition?”

“BINGO, you got it in one.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

“Look, my bodyguards are dead, you probably took out Tony and Mick too, and my boat’s leaking like a sieve. He pays me well, but not enough to die for him. I’m not that loyal. He’s your man; he plans everything. He’s way ahead of all of the competition, and he’s probably way ahead of you. Everything he does, he does for a purpose that will benefit him and only him. He lets nobody stand in his way. Nobody.”

This last statement resonated sharply with Jago. He kept thinking that Kim may be in danger from her own father. With no time to lose, Jago got to his feet and physically tipped Van Dooren over the side of the boat and threw him a life jacket.

“Hold onto this.”

Jago then untied his craft, keeping the rope in hand, and set fire to Van Dooren’s boat, creating a vision like a Viking's funeral pyre.

Climbing into the cockpit, Jago tossed Van Dooren the rope. “Hold this, and I’ll tow you back to shore.”

Jago remained semi-submersed and maintained a slow speed back to the shoreline. He dragged Van Dooren out of the water and walked him to where he’d parked his motorcycle. With PlastiCuffs, Jago attached Van Dooren to the metal uprights supporting the wooden structure.

“I’ll send someone shortly to pick you up. Don’t think of going anyway.”

“As if I could,” said Van Dooren, raising his arms to show off his restraints.”


***




Jago called Dom before mounting his motorcycle. “Dom, can you speak? Are you alone?”

“I will be in a moment, wait…” Dom moved to an empty room in the cottage. As he moved, Jago started his motorcycle and set off; he didn’t want to waste any time.

Dom replied, “Okay, I’m good to talk. What’s going on?”

“To cut a long story short, Kim’s father or men of Kim’s father are coming over. But they are not, repeat not, what they purport to be. You have to get Mark and Kim out of there fast. I’m ten to fifteen minutes away, and I’m on my way to your location.”

“Roger that, we’re moving now. Give me updates when you can?”

Dom quickly called out to Kim and Mark, “Get a coat, we’ve got to go, and we’ve got to go now. Mark, you said that there’s a track out the back of the cottage into the woods. Where does it take us?”

“Shocked, Mark responded, “It takes us to Orchard Farm. Why?”

“We’re going to have unwelcome company and need to get away. Jago is close but may not get here in time for our visitors. Let’s go.”

Mark grabbed his shotgun and filled his pockets with cartridges.

They left the lights and music on, and the curtains were drawn shut. Anyone visiting would think that they were at home but couldn’t hear them.

Mark led the way as the three ran at speed along the overgrown pathway towards Orchard Farm. Dom took up the Tail End Charlie position, pistol at the ready. Once they were about one hundred metres into the woods, Dom spotted two sets of headlights approaching the cottage. One held back, extinguishing their lights in the dusk, while the other advanced to the cottage gate.

“Come on, let’s get going, but slowly and quietly.” Dom then called Jago. “There are two cars, one at the gate and the other up the track about fifty metres behind. I can’t see how many occupants though. Shall I get this pair to safety and return and support, or should I stay with them?”

“Stay with them, Dom. I’ll call you if I need support. I’m pretty sure that they’ll go all out to get Kim. They think that she’s the key to the Ocean Beautiful Organisation. I’m just a few minutes away. How far away from safety are you?”

Dom turned and saw that Mark was waiting with Kim at the edge of the woods. He could see the illuminated farmhouse and some barns east of the house.

“It looks like we’re nearly there. I don’t want to drag more folks into this, so we’ll head for one of the barns on the east side.”

“Roger that, wait for my call. Over and out.”


Chapter 15 - Under Threat

Jago switched the motorcycle to the electric silent mode and rode slowly along the track without lights. He stopped some twenty metres away on a slight curve covered by low hanging trees. Bringing his MP5SD to the ready position, Jago advanced towards the rear of the vehicle. He could make out one person in the driver’s seat and guessed that at least one other would be close by. He lowered himself to bent knee and scanned the area. He rose, moved position and studied the area again, this time catching sight of two men crouched beside some large tree trunks bordering the cottage perimeter. The light of the other vehicle was now clear, and its engine was running. Jago could see three figures walking around the outside of the cottage, one of which was trying to peer into the windows. He held off to see what their next move would be and he didn't have long to wait. One of the three men started kicking the cottage’s front door while another was poised, weapon at the ready to enter. The other remained at the side of the house but in the headlights of the car. They made a considerable noise kicking the door, and this was Jago’s chance. He crept up to within six metres of the pair.

“Here fellas, over here.”

They turned, weapons in hand, and Jago fired two quick bursts. The men slumped to the ground and Jago relieved them of their weapons before dragging them into the bushes where he bound and gagged them. They weren’t dead, but significantly incapacitated. They were still working on kicking the door open, and the noise masked Jago’s approach to the lone driver. Fortunately for Jago, the driver had his door window down and open, an invitation for Jago to stick his weapon in the man’s face.

“Don’t move.”

The man froze.

“Put your hands on the dashboard and keep them where I can see them.”

Jago opened the door.

“Get out, and on your knees and facing the gate. Hands on your head.”

The man slowly complied.

Jago handed the man some PlastiCuffs from behind, placing them near his hand.

“Put these on. And be quick about it.”

The man hesitated and Jago knew that, if he was going to try and strike, this would be the moment. The man grasped the PlastiCuffs and pretended to put them on his wrist, then turned with a roll on the floor towards Jago’s feet. Jago had anticipated the move, sidestepped and swiftly kicked the man in the side of the torso.

Jago whispered to the man, “Don’t mess me around or I’ll put a bullet in you. Now get it on.”

The man tried one last time to evade being cuffed and Jago pulled the trigger. The first bullet hit the man’s body armour at close range and the second bullet seared all the way through his upper arm. His cry of pain was drowned by his companions kicking the door. Jago quickly tied, gagged and searched the man, leaving him lying behind the wheels of the car. He trod and smashed the man’s mobile phone and half expected a radio. There wasn’t one. Taking the car keys, Jago threw them into the dark and dense woodland.

Jago entered the gate to the property and walked along the edge of the tree line, providing him with a dark backdrop. Two of the men were now in the house. He knew that it was only a matter of minutes before they realised that Kim wasn’t there. They would then start searching more widely. Jago skirted the property and waited in the shadows at the rear beside the escape track. He could see the angled car and its driver and the man at the side of the building from this position. Mark’s car and the Aston remained in the driveway, so the men would deduce that they could have only left via the track at the rear. They would be along soon. He changed his magazine.

Hearing some shouting in the otherwise quiet night, Jago expected the pair from the house to come running around the corner into his field of fire. They did, and the other man simultaneously arrived at the track. Jago took out the front two, and the third ducked back under the cover of the house. Jago fired a couple of shots to pin him down and then turned his attention to the car and its driver. He fired three short bursts into the car; being at an angle provided an opportunity to take out a wheel. The driver scrambled into the back of the car and exited a rear offside door.

Jago waited and changed his position to the opposite side of the path. He couldn’t see anyone. The only way that the two could escape now would be on foot. Jago ran to the side of the building with the now redundant car. The driver was in the process of closing the boot and picking up a weapon as Jago spotted him.

“I’d put it down if I were you. Know went to quit, and you’ll live longer. But it’s your choice.”

The driver stilled himself and dropped the weapon.

“Move slowly to the side of the house facing me.”

The man complied.

“Lay down and place your hands behind your back.”

As the man started to lower himself, his companion came into view, aiming his weapon at Jago. Jago rolled and fired twice, bringing the man down. When Jago looked up, the driver was already on the ground as instructed.

Jago cuffed him and asked, “How long have you worked for Greenslade then?”

“Who?” came the nervous response.

“Listen, what is it with you people? I haven’t got time to play around. Just answer the question.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

Jago fired a round into the man’s calf muscle.

“Answer the question!”

“Six months, I’ve been with Greenslade six months.”

“So not too long then. Where will I find the old man? Airport, or seaport?”

“We were told to bring the girl to his hotel.”

“And the others?”

“Take care of them.”

“You mean kill them?”

The man writhed in pain. “If you like, they’re only words.”

“How are you supposed to let them know that you’ve got the girl?”

“We’re to call them to tell them that we’re on our way with the package, no more than that.”

“Then call them now.”

The man looked away, and Jago pushed the barrel of his pistol against the other healthy calf.

“Okay, okay, I’ll call them!”

“Who is them, specifically?”

“Greenslade has two of his most trusted bodyguards with him at all times.”

Jago thought the comment interesting as he remembered his visit to Greenslade and there wasn’t a bodyguard to be seen. He stored the information away.

The man started to call on his mobile phone, and Jago instructed, “Put the call on the speaker.”

“John, this is Kevin. We’re on our way back with the package.”

“What’s your ETA?”

“Let’s see, it’s 2105, we should be back by 2230.”

“Okay, see you then.”

The phone line went dead, and Jago took the mobile from Kevin and pocketed it.

“You’ve been cooperative Kevin. Thank you. I apologise for the gag. But I’m sure that you’ll understand.”

Jago made to leave the scene and called Dom. “Dom, all is well here. Why don’t you return and collect the Aston and take Mark and Kim to the Ranch? I’m off to see Greenslade. Don’t tell Kim though, and keep her out of earshot at the Ranch.”

“Will do, Boss.”


Chapter 16 - Head of the Snake

Jago stopped across the main road from the hotel. Guests were entering and leaving infrequently, and late diners were enjoying their meals. On the far side of the restaurant, half a dozen travellers were enjoying nightcaps at the bar. The lights in Greenslade’s apartment were illuminated. A tall man stood watch out of the window. He appeared relaxed. Greenslade passed by a window and sank down to sit in a chair. Down on ground level, a single male with radio in hand stood at a side entrance and kept watch of the road. Jago arrived at

9.55 p.m. and observed that the man radioed at five-minute intervals to the man in the window.

As a large executive car arrived to drop off passengers, Jago made his move towards the hotel. He mingled with the twenty or so travellers in the melee of them collecting their luggage. He sidled along the side of the building. The man was focused on the road, presumably so that he could open the side entrance without delay. Jago waited on the corner against the wall and behind the conifer trees.

Jago heard the man on the radio to his colleague say, “John, there’s still no sign of them.”

The noise of the travellers died down as they entered the hotel and, under the cover of the coach’s departure, Jago broke cover and struck the guard from behind. He was unconscious in a moment, and Jago dragged him behind the conifers, then took his radio and a bunch of keys. After setting a timer for four minutes, Jago entered the side entrance. He could see a lift on the far wall and around the corner from that a staircase. Jago made sure that the door to the stairs was open and then called the lift. He set the lift to visit each of the floors in turn and, as the door closed, Jago sprinted up the stairway to the top level. He stopped, regaining his breath, and could hear the lift arrive at the floor below. It was time. Jago took a deep breath and then consciously regulated his breathing. He removed the safety on his Sig and stepped towards the door. The arrival announcement for the lift sprang into action and Jago could hear the bodyguard.

“Sir, get into your office, sir. We’re not expecting anyone right now. Move now, sir.”

Jago opened the door ever so slightly. He could see the bodyguard poised, waiting for someone to exit the lift. When nobody did exit the lift, he walked towards it more relaxed, and Jago moved out into the open.

“Stay where you are and don’t move. If you want to remain healthy, that is.”

The man froze, not even daring to look around.

“Toss your weapons over here using your forefinger and thumb,” commanded Jago.

The man slowly reached for his horizontal shoulder holster, grabbed the pistol grip and tossed it along the floor. And then a knife from a sheath on his other side.

“And the ankle pistol and knife?”

“I’ve only got the pistol.”

“Toss it then.”

The man complied.

“Now drop your trousers and use your belt to secure your legs.”

The man looked at Jago in disbelief.

“You heard, get moving!”

The man followed Jago’s instructions.

“Kneel and place your arms behind your back.”

Jago then shifted behind the man, applied PlastiCuffs, and kicked the man’s back so that he fell face first onto the polished marble floor. He hit the ground with a terrific force. Jago grabbed a decorative material runner off a piece of elegant furniture and stuffed one end in the man’s bloodied mouth.

“Now, stay and be quiet.”

Greenslade was sat in his office sipping a cognac when Jago entered.

“Ah, you made it. I was beginning to doubt your talents since your first visit. I take it that you have charge of my daughter and that these morons failed their task.”

“Kim is safe.”

“Splendid, then the only question is how much you want for delivering her to me?”

“You are used to getting your way, aren’t you? You think that money talks. Well, I’m sorry to disappoint you, but not this time. You can’t buy me, and you’re not going to get access to Kim or the Ocean Beautiful Organisation. You’re not going to be able to shove the report under the carpet anymore. You’re coming with me.”

“Come now, Jago. Don’t be dramatic. Everyone has their price. Okay, so I offer one million, what say I double it to make it worth your while?”

“Empty your pockets out onto the table.”

Greenslade complied at a leisurely pace, placing a couple of pens, wallet, mobile phone and some coins onto the table.

“And the tracker,” instructed Jago.

Greenslade reached into his breast pocket and pulled out a small electronic device about the size of a credit card.

“There you go, young man. Now you have everything.”

Jago wasn’t too sure and stepped forward to search Greenslade one-handed.

“Hold your arms up.”

He searched him thoroughly and, stepping back, asked, “Take off your shoes and socks.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“You heard. Take off your shoes and socks.”

The years were showing signs of strain and Greenslade had to sit on the chair beside him to remove them.

“Toss your shoes over here.”

As soon as they landed on the floor, Jago picked up one of the burgundy brogues, took out a knife and sliced the heel open. There was nothing inside. He sliced the other and revealed a tracking device built into the heel. Jago smashed it with the hilt of his knife and threw the shoes back at Greenslade.

“Put them on, we’re going.”

As Greenslade replaced his shoes, Jago picked up a cushion from the armchair. He removed the covering and motioned for Greenslade to hold out his hands. Jago placed the cover over Greenslade's wrists and calmly cuffed Greenslade’s hands together. He then grabbed him by his jacket, leading him to the lift, passing the trussed-up bodyguard. Greenslade walked gingerly in his heelless shoes.

“Get in!” said Jago forcefully as he shoved him through the open door.

Greenslade was looking at his bodyguard and not concentrating. The shove caused him to hit his head against the wall of the lift. The jolt reminded him of his predicament, and a profound sense of loss of power was dawning upon him.

“Where are we going? What are you going to do with me?”

Jago didn’t answer.

“I have the best lawyers in the land, you know. You can’t lock me up.”

Jago looked at Greenslade up close and in the eye. “You won’t need a lawyer, so forget all of your ramblings. It’s not worth bringing a case against you. It would cost the country millions, and it would be a waste of time. You ought to know that we do have undeniable evidence against you and people willing to testify.”

Greenslade didn’t reply. Not a word was spoken until they arrived at the car park level where Jago guided Greenslade towards his car.

He clicked the key fob and opened the boot.

“Get in,” commanded Jago.

“I will do nothing of the sort.”

Jago punched his captive in the pit of his stomach. He doubled over, gasping for breath. And Jago pushed him towards the open boot and into the dark cavity. Lifting Greenslade’s legs, he bent them at the knee to finish placing him in the boot.

Jago slammed the boot lid. “Now, stay put and shut up!”

Jago pressed the start button, turned on the radio with the volume up and drove.


Chapter 17 - Show Time

Greenslade had given up shouting and banging a quarter of an hour into the hour-long journey. He laid in the dark, contemplating his plight. Greenslade wondered if Jago was going to take him to the authorities or was Jago going to kill him? He couldn’t be sure either way. He did know, however, that if he were to be taken to the authorities, he would be finished; ruined. His reputation would be lost along with his crucial investors, and with that his life’s work in creating his shipping empire. If he was alive, this would matter; it would matter hugely. Yet, he thought, if he were to be killed, nothing would matter. There would be no reputation, no business and no need to face how he had treated Kim since his wife had died. Greenslade thought a great deal during his confinement, for there was little else to do.

Then the car slowed, travelled over rough ground, then metal, and then it abruptly stopped. It had stopped a few times before, presumably at traffic lights, but this time the engine cut and the radio had been switched off. Greenslade heard familiar noises, making him aware that he was in a port. He was nervous, sweating like never before. His breathing became more rapid as his anxiety level grew, and then the car door opened and shut. Hearing that footsteps were getting closer, he held his breath and then the boot opened. It was Jago, pistol in hand.

“Get out.”

Adjusting his eyes to the artificial lighting of the night, Greenslade swung his legs clear of the aperture and struggled to sit up. He slowly moved forward so that he was standing. Greenslade stretched his legs that had spent the last hour half bent and rolled his neck from side to side. As he did so, he could hear and smell the rain.

“What are we doing here?”

“I thought that you would appreciate this environment. Let’s walk.”

Jago indicated a steel walkway that edged the water.

“Are you going to kill me?”

“I don’t know; I haven’t decided yet. Do you have any reason why I shouldn’t?”

“Oh, I have probably had plenty, but none that you’d care to hear.”

“Try me.”

Greenslade looked downwards, searching for the words.

“Very well. I know that I haven’t been perfect, far from it in fact. But I’m a man driven to succeed. I can’t be blamed for that.”

Greenslade paused, half waiting for some kind of condoning response from Jago. There was none.

Greenslade continued, “I realise that I have not been a good father since my wife died.” Then he corrected himself. “Well, I’ve not been a good father ever. I mean, I provided for her with my wealth, but I was never there for her. You know, school concerts, sports days, all those sorts of things. I never made time for her; I guess it just wasn’t productive, it didn’t generate more wealth. I see that now. I’m not sure that if I live, how I would turn that around? I’m not even sure if I could, I mean… to leave my world that I’ve loved all of these years. I don’t know.”

Greenslade fell silent in his thoughts and, without waiting for a response or further instruction, started to walk as indicated by Jago previously.

He turned to Jago. “Can these be removed, please? I pose no threat to you.”

Jago stepped forward, cut the cuffs and removed the material before placing them in his pockets.

Jago asked, “Do you love your daughter?”

They walked a good few metres before Greenslade responded, “To be honest, I don’t know. I consider that I’ve lost all of that side of me. I don’t believe that I know what it takes to love anyone any longer. She’s better off without me.”

“But you exist, and she knows that. She needs support, and not just financially.”

“Then I can’t help her. It’s too late for me. I mean, I was quite willing to use her to get access to the organisation, to protect my wealth. I’m no use to her.”

They walked along the wet gantry with Jago indicating that they climb the stairway onto the higher level. Greenslade ascended slowly; he was older and too used to another kind of high life to have breath for an activity such as this. The upper gantry provided a walkway to the ship to shore container cranes. They arrived at the access point to one of the six cranes that was at rest. Looking down, Jago observed the movement of trucks, loading vehicles and workers on the concrete about one hundred and fifty feet below. To the right was a straight drop into the sea, save for a steel handrail.

“What now? Are you going to shoot me?”

“These ships. There’s one two, three, four, five, six… no, seven. How many are yours?”

Greenslade surveyed the port.

“I think that four of them belong to my companies. Why?”

“Does this make you feel proud, looking out over a small part of your empire?”

Greenslade was caught off guard. “Err, yes, it makes me proud.” He didn’t know where Jago was going with this.

“Take a look at just how many lives are affected by the activity here, and beyond that, and think about the responsibility that the controllers of this have. Then think about the impact of all of that plastic and toxic waste that you have dumped for profit. Think about the effect of that on the same people, on the environment, on our planet.”

“But they’re only fish. They don’t need wealth.”

Angered, Jago instinctively raised his pistol, aiming at Greenslade’s head. “No, they need a life and so do we. I mean they eat the plastic, and we eat them. That’s your greed affecting our lives. How do you feel about that?”

“It’s business, just business. There is always some collateral damage in any business; there’s always some element of risk.”

Jago didn’t answer, lowered his weapon and altered his gaze towards the sea.

Greenslade sighed a sense of relief and then out of the blue said, “Kim will be wealthy and powerful if I’m dead. She will not have my love, but she will be the sole heir to my fortune. She will have control of all of my shipping companies with fifty-five per cent ownership.”

“And?” asked Jago as he turned to see that Greenslade had climbed over the rail and was hanging precariously off the edge.

“And, it’s better this way. She will get what she deserves, and you won’t have my death on your conscience.”

As Greenslade uttered his final words, he released his grip on the rail, falling seaward. Jago peered over the railing to see the tumbling body’s rapid descent. The body struck a steel protrusion at speed and terminated with a minute splash in the swirling sea. Jago pondered for a moment, holstered his pistol and made a call.

“Abi, can you inform the coastguard that a body has been spotted in the water close to this location, please? I’ll be back shortly.”


Chapter 18 - Time is a Healer

“Hi, Jago how are you? Do you realise that it’s a whole year since we’ve seen you?” asked Kim as she flung her arms around him.

“Yes, time passes quickly, doesn’t it? And to answer your question, I’m good… no, better than that. I'm perfect. And what about you?”

She grabbed hold of Mark’s hand, squeezing it tightly. “Oh, I’m perfect too. It’s so good to see you. Mark and I have been dying to tell you that we’re getting married and we want you to come to the wedding. And, I want to ask if you can bring Abi with you? I’ve never met her, but she helped me so much, and we have had the occasional conversation since. She’s lovely.”

“That’s fantastic news, and of course I’ll ask Abi.”

Mark stepped forward to shake Jago’s hand.

“How are you doing, buddy? It’s good to see you.”

“You too, my friend, you too. And congratulations. Although I’m not surprised. I saw the way that you were so concerned about her going off that time, and only after what… twenty-four hours?”

They both smiled at the memory.

Kim asked, “Shall we go inside? It’s warmer in there.”

As they entered the cottage, Jago noticed some differences. “I see that you’ve brought Mark into the modern world, Kim. Well done you,” he said, smiling. “I love what you’ve done to the cottage. Are you both going to stay here?”

“Oh yes, we love it. It’s the place we first met and fell in love. What’s not to like about it?”

“I can’t argue with that,” replied Jago who was going to sit on a smooth orange- covered chair at the glass-design table. He took in the changes around him.

“I see that you’ve made more changes in the shipping world too,” said Jago.

“Oh yes, things are changing for the better. I’ve also sold some assets, and those funds have boosted Ocean Beautiful’s activities. Now they can get their message out more effectively. They can employ some of the best people in the world and, more importantly, they can lobby governments. So much so that Joe, Doctor Linden, is now addressing the UN on marine pollution and protection. I’d say that things are improving a lot. We’ve also established some worldwide cleaning programmes to gather plastic and recycle it properly. And the best part is that we’re now introducing marine pollution and protection into mainstream education on a cross-curriculum basis. The premise is that if we can get the young people on board, we will have a great future. And let’s not forget that, to some degree, it’s the kids that educate the parents in this area.”

“Kim, I’m sure that you’ll make your mark and make this world a better place for all of us. I’m very pleased to know you and, you know, if you ever need my help, you only need to call.”

“I know Jago, thank you. Thank you for everything. You know that I’ve reverted to my old surname of Greenslade.”

“Yes, I know.”

“Well, the name still opens some doors. After my father’s accident, I visited his lawyer for the reading of the will and there were some letters addressed to me from my father. They were written about a year apart from each other and started one year after the death of my mother. He wrote what he couldn’t bring himself to say. He was strong in business and weak in love. After everything that has happened, and everything that I’ve read in those letters, I intend to be strong in all areas and live for today, to enjoy my life. I’m going to use what I have to help many others, and I’m going to be happy in doing that. And in large part, that’s all down to you, Jack Jago, my fisherman. I owe you everything; I owe you my life. And I’m going to say the same to you. If you ever need my help, please just call Mark or me, and we’ll be there for you.”



THE END
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