
  [image: BrannansRunEbookCover450]


  BRANNAN’S RUN


  



  



  



  BY


  STEPHEN CORD


  Brannan’s Run


  Copyright © Stephen Cord, 2014


  First Published 2014


  



  DCO Books


  Second edition published by


  Proglen Trading Co., Ltd., 2019


  Bangkok Thailand


  http://www.dco.co.th


  



  ISBN 978-616-456-015-4


  



  All Rights Reserved


  



  This book is a work of fiction. All names, characters, and other elements of the story are either the product of the author’s imagination or else are used only fictitiously. Any resemblance to real characters, living or dead, or to real incidents, is entirely coincidental.


  For Victoria and Daniel


  CONTENTS


  - 1 -



  - 2 -



  - 3 -



  - 4 -



  - 5 -



  - 6 -



  - 7 -



  - 8 -



  - 9 -



  - 10 -



  - 11 -



  - 12 -



  - 13 -



  - 14 -



  - 15 -



  - 16 -



  - 17 -



  - 18 -



  - 19 -



  - 20 -



  - 21 -



  - 22 -



  - 23 -



  - 24 -



  - 25 -



  - 26 -



  - 27 -



  - 28 -



  - 29 -



  - 30 -



  - 31 -



  - 32 -



  - 33 -



  - 34 -



  - 35 -



  - 36 -



  - 37 -



  - 38 -



  - 39 -



  - 40 -



  - 41 -



  - 42 -



  - 1 -



   



  As far as Joe Brannan was concerned, the best thing about owning and running a dive boat in Pattaya was that you could operate all year round. In other parts of Thailand there were definite dive seasons and, most of the year the prevailing weather conditions prevented people from diving. So why then, he asked himself, was his business struggling to survive? He was barely making enough money to keep his boat running. He knew the answer of course; lack of customers and not enough charters. People came to Pattaya for a lot of reasons, but scuba diving was never at the top of their list. Sighing heavily, he eased open the throttles of the big motor cruiser and as the engines’ beats changed beneath him he felt the boat surging ahead, her bows lifting. Glancing around in the early morning sunshine he took in the view from the Betty’s flying bridge with a great deal of pleasure. He was running her northwards from the Bali Hai pier. One kilometre to starboard, Pattaya town sprawled along the coastline, its shopping malls, bars and hotels gathering themselves for another long day and night of making money. Over to port, where the blue sky merged into the blue sea, lay the offshore islands of Ko Larn and Ko Sak. It was only as he turned to look astern out over the Betty’s creamy wake that Joe realised he was grinning like an idiot. What the hell, he reasoned, this was better than being back in the UK struggling to make ends meet.


  He heard Gan climbing the curving steps from the cockpit. The big Thai man pulled himself up onto the flying bridge while balancing a mug of coffee in one hand. Without speaking he handed the mug to Joe, who took a sip and smacked his lips. Gan made good coffee.


  “You happy?” Gan asked.


  “Sure. It’s a lovely morning.”


  Gan grunted non commitally as he inspected the flybridge as though checking to make sure that Joe hadn’t made a mess. Joe took another sip of coffee, savouring the fresh taste. Gan and his teenage son Sarawut had crewed for him for the past two years, ever since he had arrived in Pattaya. Gan was an anomaly for a Thai in that he hardly ever smiled and he was a big man, as tall as Joe, who towered over most other Thai men. He also loved the Betty. Joe might be the Skipper, owner and operator but as far as Gan was concerned the Betty was his boat. Joe couldn’t blame him. The Betty was a beauty. Even if, like many beautiful things, she was expensive to run.


  Placing his coffee mug in a cup holder, Joe turned his attention back to steering the fifteen-meter motor cruiser, making a tiny adjustment of the wheel to avoid a returning night fishing boat. The grinning fishermen waved at them and shouted something in Thai. Gan waved back, bellowing a reply. “Plenty prawn,” he translated for Joe, who had never managed to learn more than a few Thai words.


  “Maybe we’ll get to try some tonight when we get back.”


  “Maybe,” Gan nodded thoughtfully. “Who we taking out?”


  “A party of Russians from the Halcyon Days Resort.” He noticed the corners of Gan’s mouth instantly turn down. Russians were not his favourite cup of chai. Joe took a heavy mouthful of coffee to hide his amusement.


  Pivoting around, Gan shouted down into the cockpit and Joe heard Sarawut begin scrabbling to rig the fenders. The Halcyon Days had its own private beach along with a neat wooden jetty and Gan was thinking about the Betty’s paintwork. “How many?” he asked sullenly.


  “Three - and you be nice because they’re paying top dollar. Go check the scuba sets and ready the gear,” Joe said, before turning away to concentrate on rounding the Rachvate headland.


   



  *


   



  Striding across the white sand beach with his battered captain’s cap tilted at a rakish angle, Joe flashed his boyish smile at every semi-naked female he passed. His deck shoes raised small puffs of talcum powder sand at every step. Imported sand he realised, not the local stuff found on the town beach. Behind him the Betty was tied up to the jetty looking right at home with her gleaming white superstructure and clean lines. Ahead of him, surrounded by immaculately landscaped gardens, graceful palms and turquoise lagoons, loomed twenty stories of balconies and glass. Halcyon Days he reflected - you can keep it.


  The air conditioning enveloped him the instant he stepped into the impressively large lobby and he shivered slightly. Marble floors, hand woven rugs and teak panelled walls greeted him but nobody else did so he threaded his way between islands of overstuffed leather couches aiming for the long reception desk. He never made it. A little man in an expensive lightweight suit intercepted him with expert ease.


  “Can I help you sir?”


  Joe could see the man’s eyes flicking over his faded cargo shorts and T shirt. Hotel security, he guessed, reminding himself to keep smiling. “Yes, I’m here to collect a charter party, name of Vetrov, I’m from Brannan diving.”


  “I see.” The dapper little man’s mouth twitched into a smile but his eyes didn’t join in. He wanted Joe off his marble floor.


  “My boat’s tied up at your jetty,” Joe taunted him and saw the little man tremble, doubtless as visions of a diesel belching bum boat polluting the white beach filled his head. Squirm you little toad, thought Joe, as he gave him a big grin.


  “I’ll let your party know you are here. Perhaps it might be more convenient for you to wait at the jetty. I’m sure they’ll be right down.”


  Joe thanked him, gave him a thumbs up sign and left the lobby still smiling.


   



  *


   



  Fifteen minutes later he was lounging in the helmsman’s chair up on the Betty’s flybridge with the canvas canopy over his head sheltering him from the heat and glare of a tropical morning. Beneath him the Betty was snug against her fenders, tied up on single lines to the jetty with both engines idling.


  He saw them coming, three of them, two men and a woman climbing the steps onto the pier. The two men flanked the woman who moved with the fluid grace of a fashion model, as if the scrubbed wooden planks beneath her feet were a Parisian catwalk. Although her face was partially obscured by the wide brim of a sun hat, the sleek, strong body undulating beneath a tightly wrapped sarong held his attention. Tearing his eyes away, he glanced at the older man to her right. He was a head shorter, robust and barrel-chested, stomping along like a rhino in a gaudy shirt and Panama hat. Switching his attention to the man on her left, Joe’s eyes narrowed. He was tall and narrow hipped witha cotton T-shirt pulled tight across his shoulders and chest accentuating an upper body that was hefty with muscle. Such was the controlled threat of violence that emanated from him that Joe mentally ticked the presence of the Colt revolver he kept hidden down in the main cabin.


  Joe descended to the cockpit just as they were coming aboard. Sarawut was helping the woman cross from the jetty, a big smile plastered across his handsome young face. The teenager was clearly impressed with the long-legged western woman. The big man jumped nimbly from the jetty to land sure footed on the Betty’s deck, where he dropped a heavy dive bag. Gan meanwhile struggled to help the older sweating man over the gunwale.


  Joe stepped forward, smiling professionally. “Welcome aboard the Betty.”


  At the sound of his voice the woman turned and swept the sun hat from her head and Joe knew he was in trouble. She stood regarding him with astonishing green eyes, her thick red hair rippling as she tossed her head.


  “Good morning, Captain.” She greeted him in Russian accented English.


  “Captain!” The big man, a sneer playing on his lips, stepped right up into Joe’s face.


  Up close the sheer size of the man overwhelmed Joe for an instant but with his smile stitched firmly in place he calmly stared back up into the coarse Slavic face. “That’s right,” Joe told him, keeping his tone even. Mean eyes returned his stare from beneath a ridged brow.


  “Do you have air conditioning?” The older man asked in a gravelly voice.


  “Indeed we do.” Joe answered, stepping back and motioning the trio into the saloon.


  The older man flopped heavily down onto a couch, plainly relieved to be out of the heat. “My name is Vassily this is Irina and Nikolai.” He indicated the others who were looking around them taking in the cabin’s fittings.


  “Call me Joe.” Joe leant forward and shook hands with Vassily, taking note of the faded blue tattoos covering the man’s forearms, the gold Rolex wristwatch fat as a shackle on his wrist, and the solid gold rings on the thick fingers. Vassily was the money then, pushing fifty and running to fat, but still hard underneath. The middle-aged man stared back at Joe with lifeless eyes.
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  Joe ran the Betty out through the islands close enough to see the beaches of coral sand lined with umbrellas and sun loungers. Gan occupied the companion seat next to him up on the flying bridge, an extra pair of eyes a good idea at this stage of the trip because of the constant stream of speedboats and ferries bringing tourists out to the islands on day trips.


  “Spit it out then.” Joe could sense waves of disapproval emanating from Gan and knew it was better to let him unload. Thai people will never complain outright because that would allow you to see that they were uncomfortable and that would incur a loss of face. Joe knew he had to invite Gan to share his opinion.


  The big Thai lowered his binoculars and nodded in the direction of the cockpit. “Russian mafia, bad news,” he said softly, before raising the glasses back up to his eyes.


  Joe took a deep breath and shrugged. “We’ll survive. They’re only with us for one day’s diving.” When Gan didn’t respond he went on. “They’re paying well above the going rate and we need the money. We need to settle our outstanding fuel bill for a start.”


  Gan grunted and Joe gave up. “OK, we’re clear of the traffic. You take over now and I’ll go check on our guests.” He gave Gan the wheel before descending to the sun-bright after deck.


  Irina was sitting on one of the cockpit seats with her chin lifted, gazing out over the sparkling ocean. She turned to Joe as he clattered down the small curving staircase that led from the flying bridge. “You have a lovely boat, Captain.”


  He walked over to join her. “Thank you. Yes, she is lovely.” And so are you, he thought to himself. Her face, devoid of cosmetics, had a natural beauty.


  The breeze from Betty’s twelve knot passage fluttered the Russian woman’s wavy copper hair so that it danced playfully about her face. “How long have you had her?” she asked.


  “Just over two years. I bought her in Singapore at auction after she was repossessed from a banker who went bust.”


  She crossed her legs and the sarong wrap fell away to reveal long tanned thighs. “How much did you pay?”


  “Two hundred and fifty thousand U.S. dollars,” he told her, realising he was talking too much, but the thighs had thrown him. “So, are you here on vacation?” he asked, changing the subject.


  “No not a vacation, I’m here in Thailand working.”


  Joe hesitated before responding. “I see.”


  Her head tilted, sharp green eyes lasered him over the top of her Oakley shades. “Do you?”


  Joe was stuck for an answer, but luckily Sarawut arrived at that moment with a glass of iced water for her. He stood up. “Anything you need, just let Sarawut know.” He smiled down at her before peeling away towards the main cabin.


  Vassilay and Nikolai looked up as he entered the saloon. “How long before we get to the dive site?” the older man asked.


  “Around an hour. I’m taking you out to the Ko Phai group of islands 23 kilometres offshore. There’s a wreck site there I think you’ll enjoy,” Joe answered, while helping himself to a bottle of water from the galley fridge.


  “What wreck?” the muscle asked, scowling.


  “She’s called the Hardeep, a 68-metre-long cargo ship and a genuine war wreck, sunk by British bombers during World War Two while she was under the control of the Japanese.”


  “What depth?”


  “Twenty metres.”


  He looked unimpressed. “Is not challenging.”


  Joe twisted open the bottle and raised it to his lips. “Like I said, it’s an enjoyable day’s diving.”


  “You were in military?” Vassily’s eyes were fixed on Joes raised forearm where a parachute with spread wings tattoo was clearly visible.


  “Yes, the parachute regiment, a long time ago,” he answered, making a dismissive gesture.


  Vassily took a sip of his own drink and looked shrewdly at Joe. “Where did you serve?”


  Joe kept his face expressionless as he stared back and composed his reply. “The Gulf, Balkans - here and there.”


  “What battalion?” Nikolai chipped in, a thin smile playing on his lips.


  “First.”


  The muscle snorted disparagingly and leaned back into his seat. “I was special forces, Spetsnaz. You heard of them?”


  “I’ve heard of them.”


  “Good,” he said, his eyes drilling
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  Floating on the surface, Joe raised his arm and made a winding gesture. Aboard the whaler the winch engine started up with a couple of hard piston slaps, blowing blue smoke across the water, and the second drum started on its way to the Russian vessel. The zodiac arrived just as Joe began his descent, its crew dropping another bundle of nets and slings that sank quickly to the bottom. He followed it down watching it land in a cloud of sand far too close to the unexploded bomb. He’d have to tell those idiots not to drop the bundles just anywhere, for if it had landed directly on the bomb it could have gone off. He froze, floating dead in the water, his body tense, eyes staring. An idea had just pinged into his brain, a plan so outrageous and crazily dangerous it could hardly even be called a plan. There was no time to think it through, and in any case he couldn’t afford the luxury of planning. Plunging forward, he unhooked the digging tool from his harness and went to work.


   



  *


   



  It was a small cabin in the aft accommodations with one locked door and a porthole that looked out over the deck. Irina sat on the single bunk with her elbows propped on her knees and her head in her hands, eyes staring at a metal bulkhead, her mind playing over different scenarios, all of which ended badly. Her bottom lip trembled and she bit down hard on it as her eyes flooded. She knew she was going to die today. “I’m so scared,” she whispered. The noise of the diesel winch starting up again drew her to the porthole where she peered down the length of the deck to where an excited knot of seamen were standing. The crane was swinging the third plastic barrel across the rails, water gushing from its netting. She could feel her anger rising at the sight of Vassily and Nikolai congratulating each other but she fought for calm. Not long now, only one more barrel.


   



  *


   



  This time the helmsman was waiting on the swim step when Joe reached the Betty. He reached down to help him with his gear, taking it away to change over the cylinder. Joe grabbed a bottle of water and chugged it down while notch-ear curled his lip at him from the folding chair. Walking over to the seated man Joe snatched the hand-held radio from him. Notch-ear surged up out of the seat but Joe pushed him back down and, raising the walkie-talkie to his mouth clicked the talk button. “Nikolai, Vassily are you receiving?”


  Nikolai’s harsh voice filled the cockpit. “What do you want?”


  Notch-ear had kicked the chair away and brought the Kalashnikov up into the firing position. Joe ignored him. “Before you get the last drum I want to see Irina unharmed and aboard the Betty.” There was a long silence. “You receiving?”


  “Nyet! No deal. We return the whore to you when we get all the stones.” Notch-ear tightened his finger around the trigger, his eyes fixed on target.


  “Listen muscles, I want Irina off that fucking ship before I raise the last drum. That is non-negotiable!” Confidence wavering, he took his finger off the talk button and waited.


  There was a burst of static then Vassily began speaking in a flat, almost bored voice. “This is what we do. We put Irina in the small rubber boat and it will wait halfway between the bigger boats. When we confirm the contents of the last drum the rubber boat will take her to your boat. Our men will then leave your boat and you can carry on with your cruise, no hard feelings eh?”


  Joe grimaced. Vassily was a terrible liar, or maybe he was more convincing in his own language. “I guess that will have to do,” he responded, grudgingly as though he were falling for Vassily’s bullshit. Breaking the connection, he tossed the walkie-talkie back to notch-ear who caught it awkwardly with one hand.


  Smirking, Vassily lowered the radio and looked over at a frowning Nikolai. “This Englishman is a fool. What difference does it make what boat she is on. As soon as we have the last barrel aboard take her all the way to his boat, kill them both and sink the fucking thing with their bodies aboard, so they won’t be found.”


  Nikolai’s frown deepened. “He’s up to something.”


  “What can he do?” Vassily laughed. “He is alone and in love so he can do nothing so long as we have Irina. Take as many men as you want with you and don’t forget to make a video and bring me back her head. My sponsors want to see hard evidence that she is dead.”


   



  *


   



  Irina heard heavy footsteps approaching the cabin. She stood very still, her pulse thumping in her ears. Were they coming to kill her now, before they had the last drum? A key turned in the lock and the door swung open to reveal a glaring Nikolai. “Come with me,” he growled and began turning away.


  She could feel her fear rising but she fought it down so that when she spoke her voice was even. “What’s happening?”


  Nikolai swung back to her and she saw that his face, hard at the best of times, was now set in granite. “Your boyfriend is being an idiot,” he snapped.


  “Oh, thank God,” she breathed.


   



  *


   



  The zodiac with three armed men aboard was tied to the bottom of the pilot ladder. Joe floated in the long swell a little way off, watching them carefully. His heart skipped a beat when Irina appeared at the top of the ladder and swung a leg over the rails. She looked unharmed and climbed quickly down to the inflatable. Nikolai followed and gave the signal to cast off. The zodiac peeled away from the side of the whaler to a point mid-way between the two vessels where it wallowed to a stop, the helmsman using the motor to hold it in position. Joe swam closer, squinting against the sun which was bouncing off the surface of the water. He saw Irina watching him closely through the strands of her tangled hair, her anxious eyes searching his. He held her gaze, striving to transmit some hope to her, trying to give her something to cling to, but he could feel his eyes wavering as his thoughts began circling the hopelessness of their situation. Abruptly he pulled his mask into place and jack-knifed below the surface.


  Tugging at the hook attached to the end of the crane’s cable he secured it through the rope hoop on the netted bundle. Kicking away he ascended and made the winding gesture to the whaler. Without waiting, he dove beneath the surface again and began swimming frantically towards the zodiac.


   



  *


   



  Nikolai’s head came up at the sound of the cranes winch bursting into life. He hadn’t seen the Englishman give the signal but he must have done so as the crane cable was now shuddering and heaving as it took the strain. His eyes narrowed when the note of the diesel engine changed, labouring more than it had done with the previous loads. The last drum must have dug itself deeper into the sand than the others.


  Irina sat slumped in the bottom of the boat, chest heaving, eyes burning, engulfed in a sick despair brought on by the defeat she had seen in Joe’s eyes. She knew he was running out on her now, trying to save himself. It was her own fault, she had expected too much of him.


  The final load broke through the surface of the ocean, water cascading from its shroud of netting to swing free alongside the whaler. Shouldering aside crewmen, Nikolai leant out over the inflatable’s side straining his eyes to examine the sodden bundle. “Bozhe Moi!” His eyes widened in horror. “Radio, quickly give me a radio!” he screamed.


  The bundle was winched higher, its swing becoming more pronounced. Sailors were leaning over the bulwark with hooked poles attempting to snag it. Vassily looked on, smiling. The bundle hit the side of the whaler with a hollow clang. After a seventy-year delay the bomb exploded with an ear-splitting detonation. The massive explosion lifted the whaler bodily from the ocean, tearing the vessel in half. In the same instant the ship’s bunkers ignited so that a dirty yellow and black fireball rolled into the sky. A blast wave swept outwards, whipping the sea into a frenzy, swatting the zodiac, sending it fluttering through the air like a wind-tossed plastic bag. Further out, the Betty dragged her anchor heeling over at a thirty-degree angle, berserk waves almost swamping her. A shower of human body parts, burning metal and hull plates rained down, dimpling the surface of the ocean.


   



  *


   



  Beneath the water Joe was kicked forward and then pulled violently backwards. The regulator flew from his mouth and his mask was ripped from his face and he flopped around like a rag doll until he oriented himself and struck out for the surface. On surfacing he was appalled to see vast billows of black smoke being carried into the clear blue sky. Beneath this rearing smoke column the remains of the whaler sank in a hissing, bubbling cauldron of burning sea. The bow had almost disappeared with only the harpoon remaining in view pointing forlornly up at the sky. The stern of the vessel with the aft accommodation block was also sliding beneath the waves. Joe caught a glimpse of the whaler’s single screw glinting in the sunlight. For an instant he was lost in abject awe at the scene of devastation, then his mind focused on Irina, and he spun desperately around until he spotted the low shape of the zodiac bobbing upside down on the water. He set off for it swimming strongly, cutting a channel through a carpet of twitching fish to reach the inflatable’s shredded remains. Clinging there, catching his breath he cast about for Irina shouting her name but there was no sign of her. Ducking back under he swam beneath the boat to see a pair of familiar female legs dangling there. She was hanging on to the other side of the zodiac. She didn’t react when he surfaced right beside her, not even when he began pushing away the sodden hair that was plastered across her face. Looking in her eyes he saw a vacant stare, and that blood was coming from her ears. She was breathing, but suffering from concussion. Prising her fingers from the wreckage he gently turned her into his arms and began swimming with her towards the still floating Betty.


  A body drifted by them face down and unmoving, one of the zodiac crew, dead but completely unmarked. How big was that bomb? Joe’s brow wrinkled in thought. He had estimated 500lbs of TNT but the thing went up like Krakatoa so maybe it was a 1000lb bomb. His head bumped up against the Betty’s swim step, and he managed to twist around and boost Irina’s inert body up out of the water. Shedding his gear he heaved himself up next to her and without pausing, carried her quickly across the after deck and into the main cabin. Passing through the wrecked saloon he took her down to the master cabin and laid her carefully on the bed. As he did so her eyelids fluttered and she began to moan. He left her there to begin a careful search of the boat. He had no desire to repeat the Pit Bull incident. There was no sign of notch-ear, who must have been blasted over the side. Up on the flying bridge Joe found the helmsman, he was quite dead, his chest crushed by a jagged piece of hull plating that protruded from his smashed sternum. Joe tipped him over the side then checked the control console. Everything looked to be in order. The keys were in the switches and it seemed that the Betty had survived the explosion relatively unscathed. He heaved a sigh of relief, satisfied that they were good to go, which was just as well because the Thai coastguard would be on their way to investigate the explosion. But first he had to make Irina comfortable. He took the steps leading down to the cockpit, heading for the first aid box in the main cabin.


  Reaching the bottom of the steps he stopped dead, a cold noose tightening around his heart at the sight of the apparition that was heaving itself out of the ocean. Nikolai, his skin burned and blistered, naked from the waist up and little more than naked from the waist down. He had obviously been caught full on by the blast. His hair was scorched away, his ears were bleeding and the whites of his eyes were filled with burst blood vessels. He swayed, wide-braced on his mighty legs looking like a monster risen from the deep. The scorched head on its thick neck swivelled towards Joe the crimson eyes fixing on him. For a single heartbeat the tableau froze then, with an incoherent bellow of rage the monster charged.


  Joe exploded forward meeting the Russian half-way, snapping a vicious straight right into the burnt face that had no effect. Nikolai, swinging wildly came straight on like a Soviet army tank. Desperately back-pedalling Joe went in under the gigantic swings to rip both hands to the Russian’s body, his knuckles tearing burnt skin from the big man’s ribs. A twisting uppercut came from nowhere to snap Joe’s head back. Darting lights filled his vision and he felt like his neck was broken. Blind instinct made him fall into the Russian and clinch before he could strike again. They were locked together tightly now and Joe could feel the brute power of the man as they lurched about the deck until Nikolai threw him off. Managing to keep his feet, he saw the big ape haul back to throw a killing right and leaned to let the huge fist buzz past his ear. He straightened with a left hook that cracked on the side of the grotesque head but it was high and Joe felt his knuckles crumple. The Russian crowded in with a crashing, bone-crunching attack that Joe could not altogether avoid. Seeing Nikolai’s face before him Joe head-butted him full on the nose feeling it pop under his forehead like a ripe plum. The big man reeled back, face scrunched up in pain. Joe plunged forward to launch a low, rib-cracking right, following it up with a vicious left that crushed flesh and compressed bone. A fist the size and weight of a bowling ball scythed in hard and fast to catch him square on the cheek. Joe’s legs came out from under him and he fell to the deck stunned. He looked up shaking blood and sweat out of his eyes to see the monster looming over him, shoulders bunched, great chest heaving, breath coming in panting gasps. The Russian’s lips were smashed and pulped, one eye had closed and blood was snaking from his nose. Joe drove his heel hard into the big man’s knee and distinctly heard the bone snap. Roaring, the Russian went down, hands reaching for Joe, the fingers of one big bloodied hand clamping onto his throat. Their faces were now so close their noses were almost touching. Glistening red orbs glared directly into Joe’s bulging eyes. Hydraulic fingers began to dig into his throat, inexorably closing in a murderous constriction around his windpipe, crushing his flesh like some industrial machine. Realising what Nikolai was intending to do Joe thrashed about like a wild animal. The Russian was going to tear Joe’s windpipe out with his bare hands.


  Something hummed through the air like a giant mosquito. A look of shock and disbelief manifested itself upon Nikola’s face. The hydraulic fingers released their grip and with a choking gurgling sound the big man wrenched himself backwards. Free of the ape’s weight Joe rolled aside. Sick, dizzy and weak he looked back to see the Russian struggling upright on his one good leg, his hands tugging at the shaft of a spear that had impaled his neck. Dull-wittedly looking around him Joe saw Irina, face screwed up with effort standing in the doorway of the main cabin holding Nikolai’s spear gun in her shaking hands.


  Pushing slowly to his feet while sucking in gigantic gulps of air Joe stumbled past her into the saloon, knocked open the hidden compartment and took out Pit-Bull’s Beretta. Slamming the magazine into the handle he flicked off the safety, pulled back the slide and let it go before staggering back outside.


  Anger and agony contorting his features, Nikolai’s hands were scrabbling with manic fury at the shaft of the stainless steel spear which had passed completely through his neck. He would have succeeded in pulling it free but for the barbs on the spear’s point which had caught and held in his flesh. Blood pulsed from his ruined neck. His mouth was a wide open spluttering pit of gore.


  Left hand supporting his right, legs shoulder width apart Joe brought the Beretta up into the firing position. “Get off my boat!” he snarled, as the automatic kicked twice in quick succession, double-tapping the big ape. The first bullet hit the Russian in the chest and the second struck him in the face, exploding the back of his head out over the ocean in a fine red mist. The impact of the bullets snatching him out of sight over the gunwale.


  Joe lowered the handgun and, putting one arm around Irina, pulled her close. The spear gun clattered to the deck and she gave him a hollow-eyed look.


  “What about Vassily?” She asked, in a weak voice.


  “Don’t worry about him, there isn’t enough left of Vassily to fill an egg cup.”


  She smiled and put an arm around his waist so that they were supporting each other. “So, you did have a plan after all.”


  He gave her his lop-sided grin. “You know me baby. I always have a plan.”


   



  THE END
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