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            A wind is ruffling the tawny pelt
Of Africa. Kikuyu, quick as flies,
Batten upon the bloodstreams of the veldt.
Corpses are scattered through a paradise.
Robert Walcott, 1930, A Far Cry from Africa
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Prologue
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Hannelore kept her eyes on the ground. If she looked up, if she gave them anything—fear, anger, tears—they would take it and use it.

The prison van doors yawned open behind her and heat spilled out, thick with sweat and stale breath. Sunlight hit her like a slap. She blinked hard, drew in a lungful of clean air and almost gagged anyway; the stink of the van clung to her skin, to her hair, to the inside of her mouth.

Seven hours from Nairobi. Metal cuffs biting her wrists the whole way.

She’d been the only woman in the van. Thomas and three other men—separate cages, same air. The odours had threaded through the vents and settled into everything.

She hadn’t heard the verdict when it came. Fear had filled her ears, a roaring that drowned out the courtroom. But she remembered the sentence two days later with obscene clarity, the judge’s voice neat and formal as a typed page:

Hannelore Friedmann, Thomas Dennie and Patrick Redman in absentia... you are hereby sentenced... to be hanged by the neck until dead.

Not knowing the date was its own kind of torture. A rope might be waiting tomorrow. Or weeks. Or months.

And Thomas—God, Thomas. She could live with what they’d done to her, but not with what she’d dragged him into. Fifty years old, West Indian.

It had started with the Eye. With her decision to hide it, and to persuade Patrick Redman to carry it out of Kenya, a British sailor with more decency than sense—and guilty of nothing.

Patrick didn’t know. If he did, he would come back and hand himself over. She believed that the way you believe in gravity.

‘Move,’ the guard snapped.

Hannelore stepped down onto the yard. Somewhere a latch clanged. Somewhere, very close, someone laughed.

Angela Otiega, the advocate appointed by the West German Embassy to defend the pair, had assured Hannelore she would fight tooth and nail to start an appeal, but first there would need to be ‘significant new evidence’ to support the motion.

It was excruciatingly ironic that the most important person in Hannelore’s life had, by his terrible death in a shark attack, been the cause of a totally fabricated case against the three friends. The evidence would have been entirely circumstantial, had it not been for a certain receipt for photographic services and Nikie’s wristwatch mysteriously being found at Thomas’s house. 

And while Hannelore still missed Nikie terribly, she had, since her partner’s tragic death, become aware of growing feelings for the absent Englishman.    

They had offloaded the male prisoners first. After a sorrowful goodbye through the cell door, Thomas was herded out of the van with the other men. Then the short drive to the women’s prison. 

Shino Wing—the women’s wing—sat apart from the rest of the prison like a punishment within a punishment: a huddle of one-storey blocks behind a double fence, razor wire flashing in the sun.

A female guard in green fatigues marched Hannelore into reception and yanked the cuffs from her wrists.

‘Strip.’

Hannelore froze—just long enough for the word to sink in—then obeyed. Men were watching. They didn’t pretend otherwise. Their eyes moved over her tattoos as if ink could be read as evidence. The hall smelled of sweat and old disinfectant, a sour chemical trying and failing to mask the human stink.

Humiliation climbed her throat. She swallowed it back. If she gave them a reaction, they would keep it.

A blue-and-white striped smock hit her chest and slid down, heavy and shapeless, the hem grazing her knees. The fabric was damp in places, as if it had never quite dried, and it stuck to her skin the moment she started to sweat.

Two women took over—uniformed, efficient, bored. One was slight and sharp-faced, all angles and spite. The other was short and heavy, her mouth set in a permanent frown as she worked through a form at a tall counter.

‘Welcome to Shino Wing,’ the slight one said. ‘We find you a place in quarters.’

Her clothes were shoved into a bag and carried away. The drawstring rasped shut. Final as a lid.

The slight guard produced a pair of scissors.

Big. Blunt-nosed. The kind you used when you didn’t care what you ruined.

‘No,’ Hannelore said—or tried to. It came out as breath.

The first cut sounded absurdly loud in the close air. Metal chewing hair. Another cut. Another. The blunt blades snagged once and tugged at her scalp before letting go. Golden-brown lengths slid off her shoulders and fell around her feet in heavy, dead coils that clung to damp skin.

She didn’t move. She didn’t fight. She would not give them that.

Tears came anyway, silent and hot, spilling without permission.

The heavy guard tutted as she wrote, as if the only tragedy in the room was paperwork.

‘Face forward.’

A flash. The afterimage burned behind her eyelids. Her picture taken as if she were already a corpse.

‘Step on.’

The scale creaked. A number was written down.

‘Stand straight.’

Height. Another box ticked. Another label applied.

Hannelore’s scalp prickled where the rough hacks left skin exposed. Sweat beaded at her temples and ran down the sides of her face, caught briefly at her jaw, then slid into the collar of the smock. The air in the hall didn’t move; it sat on her tongue, warm and stale. Her wrists still throbbed. Her throat felt lined with dust. She hadn’t eaten since before dawn.

‘Please,’ she said, keeping her voice even. ‘May I have a drink of water?’

The two women looked at her without interest.

‘When you in de quarters,’ the small one said, pressing an empty tin mug into Hannelore’s hand and then a folded blanket. The mug was warm from someone else’s grip and smelled faintly of rust. ‘Now sit quiet till we ready.’

The blanket was grey and thin but smelled of soap. She gripped it and took the small comfort like contraband.

Finally the stocky guard looked up, frown set. ‘Who your next of kin, girly?’

She gave Lisbeth’s name and address.

The woman wrote it down, then looked up and smiled without warmth. ‘We tell her when you dead, yanoo.’

‘But there will be an appeal...’

‘Forget appeal,’ the guard said. ‘You gonna be executed. Fix that in your head.’

Hannelore felt bile rising into her parched throat.

‘We never hang no mzungu before,’ the slight one added. ‘Your pretty white legs gonna be kicking air soon.’

Hannelore looked down at her bare feet sticking out from the blue stripes and forced her breathing to stay steady. Whatever had happened to these women, she couldn’t fix it. She could only refuse to feed it. No fear. No tears. Nothing they could keep.

They marched her back out into the sun. Heat hit like a hand on the back of her neck. Across the grey courtyard, boots and sandals scuffed dust into the air as they steered her toward a long block with black steel shutters and close-set bars. Between the shuttered windows, palm trees had been painted on the white stucco—cheerful lies on a hard face.

Women loitered in knots outside this block and others around the dirt square. As Hannelore crossed, she felt their eyes follow her—curious, flat, assessing.

Somewhere a baby was crying, an incongruous sound in these bleak surroundings.

‘You have babies here?’

‘Execution delayed if you pregnant or nursing, yanoo.’

Keys chattered in a fist. Metal answered metal. Hannelore kept her face blank and followed, letting the heat and glare swallow whatever came next.

When the door clanged shut behind her, the cell seemed to shrink. The sound bounced off concrete and bodies and died into a humid hush. The air was thick with stale sweat and damp fabric; breathing felt like pulling warmth through cloth. Hannelore picked her way between sprawled bodies and folded blankets to a strip of bare wall. She laid her blanket down and sat on it with her back against the cool concrete.

A sea of faces watched her without curiosity or welcome—just the flat, exhausted attention of people with nowhere else to look. Somewhere in the dark a woman coughed, deep and wet. Someone else whispered a few words Hannelore couldn’t place. She didn’t mind being the only white woman. It was the feeling of being boxed in by other people’s breaths that unnerved her.

Her eyes adjusted. In the corner stood a metal drum with a ladle hooked over its rim. Water. Hannelore gripped the tin mug and crossed the cell, shoulder brushing cloth and skin. She dipped the ladle, poured, and drank without stopping.

The water was warm, with a stale metallic tang that made her stomach roll. She swallowed anyway. Then she poured a second mugful and forced that down too, eyes watering as she fought the gag.

When she returned, her place was empty.

A grunt came from further along the wall, followed by a brief scuffle. A young woman wrestled Hannelore’s blanket from the grip of an older prisoner and held it out to her with a small, apologetic smile.

‘Thank you,’ Hannelore said, and took it back to the wall. The girl followed and sat beside her.

A few women close by glanced over when the girl sat down—quick looks, then away again. One older prisoner clicked her tongue, not quite disapproval and not quite warning. Kindness in here drew attention, and attention could be expensive.

‘Do not be afraid,’ the girl murmured. ‘First time in here, your heart beat like drum. Mine did too.’ Her eyes were big and dark-hazel, her face open and kind in a place that punished kindness. ‘My name is Myra. What is yours?’

Across the cell, a woman with a shaved scalp watched Myra for a moment, then gave the smallest nod—as if confirming that the new girl had been claimed, temporarily, by someone who knew the rules. The stares on Hannelore eased, not warmth, but a shift: from prey to problem, from spectacle to background.

Myra’s handshake was dry and rough with calluses.

They sat for a long time without speaking. Hannelore watched the others the way you watched weather—careful not to meet anyone’s eye for too long. Now and then a woman stood, rolled her shoulders, stretched cramped legs, and drifted toward the barred opening where the air was marginally less foul. Most were African; some were Asian women in plain ankle-length blue dresses with matching headscarves. In one corner, a mother nursed a baby, the child’s small mouth working steadily as if this were any other room in the world.

As the afternoon wore on, the cell’s interest in her ebbed. A few women curled onto their blankets and surrendered to sleep.

The light shifted as the sun sank, slanting in through the bars in thin, dusty shafts. Hannelore turned back to Myra—and flinched. Lice crawled in the seams of Myra’s striped smock, small and relentless.

Hannelore kept her face still. ‘How long have you been here?’

Myra shrugged. ‘Not too sure. Three months, I think.’

Hannelore tried to imagine three months of this heat, this stink, this crawling itch, and failed. 

‘Are you here for...?’

Myra nodded once, almost too small to be a yes. ‘Yes. For the execution. All of us.’ She tried to make it sound like a fact. It came out like a prayer.

Hannelore swallowed. ‘What did you do?’

Myra’s gaze dropped to her hands. ‘I stabbed my husband.’ A breath. ‘He was cheating. I saw it, I heard it, I couldn’t...’ She shook her head once, the motion sharp with remembered heat. ‘So I stabbed him.’

‘Were you charged with manslaughter?’ Hannelore asked.

Myra’s shoulders lifted and fell. ‘I didn’t kill him. He alive.’ Her mouth twisted as if the words tasted bitter. ‘But the law say I must die. Not because he is dead—because I forgot my place.’

‘That seems very harsh. Is there no appeal?’

Myra gave a short, humourless sound. ‘Me, I am an African woman. No money, no name. No appeal for us.’ She looked toward the barred opening as if the sky might answer her. ‘We wait until President Daniel arap Moi sign the paper, then they come.’ She swallowed. ‘Sometimes it takes years. You start to think maybe you will die of old age in here. Then—’ she snapped her fingers once, quick and cruel, ‘—it is quick. Last week a young girl—three days here, then she was gone. No goodbye. Just... gone. Some women die waiting and that is the mercy.’

The word execution carried. Nearby, a few heads turned. Someone muttered a prayer under her breath. Another woman gave a short, bitter laugh, then pressed her forehead to her knees as if to keep the sound from becoming a sob. Myra didn’t look at them, but her voice lowered all the same—instinctive, protective.

‘Do you have visitors here, I mean, I assume are we allowed visitors here?’

Myra’s voice softened, and that was somehow worse. ‘When the court sentence me, they told my family: forget her. Do not come. Do not ask.’ She blinked hard. ‘They won’t be told when I go. To them, I already died.’

Something hollow opened in Hannelore’s chest. She pictured Lisbeth being told to forget her—as if grief could be ordered like paperwork.

Myra studied Hannelore’s face the way people did here—quickly, measuring what might hurt less. ‘Maybe different for you,’ she said. ‘You are foreign. People listen to foreign.’

‘I’m afraid I am not really that influential, Myra.’

‘You have embassy, yes?’ Myra asked, and there was something fragile in the question—hope she didn’t quite dare to own.

‘Yes, I’m German.’

Myra nodded, certain in a way Hannelore couldn’t be. ‘Then you have a chance. Hold it tight. Even a small chance is a rope in this place.’

Food arrived as the last of the day’s light turned the cell a dull gold.

Bolts slid. The heavy door swung open. An overweight prisoner waddled in carrying two tall empty buckets and set them in the slimy corner with a soft squelch. Behind her, two more women served the meal from a cauldron, ladling grey food into metal bowls as the cell formed an orderly queue. Three guards stood nearby chatting, barely glancing in.

The smell that came with it was thick and sour, a damp, overcooked savouriness that turned Hannelore’s hunger into nausea.

She lifted her bowl, took a cautious breath, and nearly recoiled. Hunger argued with revulsion until, shaking, she forced a mouthful down. She swallowed fast, eyes stinging. She raised the spoon again—and stopped. Something moved. She tilted the bowl toward the fading light by the bars and saw grey worms threading through the rice.
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Part One

Chapter 1
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At first light, Patrick went over Gronski’s port quarter, knowing that if the pilot boat spotted him and picked him up, he’d likely be handed to the police—and from there, probably gaol. And possibly, the gallows.

But the only witnesses were birds.

A couple of terns wheeled and screamed above the ship, irritated by her passage, and a solitary pelican hovered over the reef, patient and intent. None of them paid much attention to the man slipping under the guardrail and sliding hand-over-hand down a rope into the sea below.

The water closed over him without a splash. The sea felt impossibly good on his skin—warm, forgiving—like a welcome rather than an obstacle.

It was early—less than an hour after sunrise—but the sun was hidden behind a solid blanket of cloud. The sea lay flat and colourless, barely moving, as if holding its breath. That suited him fine.

He kicked away from the ship hard, putting distance between himself and a mistake that could no longer be undone.

Moments later Gronski began to gather speed again. Her great single prop churned the water into white fury, the vibration thudding through his chest even from below the surface. He stayed under as long as he dared, counting heartbeats, then surfaced and sucked in a mouthful of warm, tropical air.

For one chilling moment a pilot vessel eased past on its return run. Had anyone aboard glanced astern, they would have seen him clear as day.

They didn’t.

The pilot vessel carried on. Gronski was already angling away toward Kilindini Docks, her superstructure sliding behind the low buildings of Mombasa Island, on her way to cranes, manifests, and legality.

Patrick waited until his pulse slowed, then swam.

By the time he reached the shallows his legs were burning, but he felt calm again. Almost alive.

He pulled off his fins, tossed them onto the shingle, and waded ashore. The rope around his ankle came free and he hauled in the little dry-bag behind him, water streaming off it in rivulets. He stood there for a second, breathing, watching the ocean as if it might change its mind and call him back.

Thanks, guys.

Seventeen years in the Royal Navy had taught him who the enemy was supposed to be. The Cold War had branded Soviet ships into his bones as red and dangerous, so the irony wasn’t lost on him: two weeks aboard a Russian cargo vessel had been the safest he’d felt in months. The crew had been relaxed—even friendly—and the two thousand US dollars he’d slipped to the First Mate had ensured he wasn’t merely tolerated, but quietly protected.

Still, relief was a luxury he couldn’t afford.

He dressed quickly: dry shorts, T-shirt, sandals. Wet gear was shoved into the bag and slung over his shoulder. Then he forced his walk into something casual and crunched up the weed-strewn beach toward the road, as if this were exactly how he’d planned to arrive.

The landing site was perfect for what he needed—sparsely populated, half-neglected. A roadside fly-tip stank of burnt plastic and rotting refuse, the remains of failed attempts to incinerate yesterday’s rubbish. Smoke curled lazily from one heap. It was ugly—but useful.

The single-track road ran east to west, hard-packed sand between stunted acacias and spindly palms. A few jacarandas bloomed defiantly in purple, lending beauty to a shoreline that looked like it had long since given up waiting for investment.

The Likoni ferry lay a kilometre to the west, chaining island to mainland with mechanical indifference. Patrick walked east—away from crowds, toward rock and open sea—where the road would soon bend south along the coast.

A handful of shabby, single-storey houses hugged the roadside. Early risers sat under trees at makeshift tables, eating, talking softly. A couple glanced up at Patrick and offered bored, incurious waves.

No one looked twice.

Welcome to Shelly Beach.

Patrick had left the UK without a passport—confiscated pending an extradition process that had stalled but never gone away. He’d missed three compulsory sign-ins at Weymouth Police Station already. Detective Sergeant Wilcox would be asking questions by now.

Wilcox had been decent. More than decent, in fact—especially during Patrick’s long slide into homelessness and drink after his arrest. Letting him down sat badly in Patrick’s gut.

But some wrongs didn’t come with polite solutions.

Six months ago, the last time he’d been here, Patrick had been clean-shaven, hair cropped short, wearing smart run-ashore rig under a flag that gave him protection. Now his hair was long, his beard wild, his face weathered. He hoped that would be enough.

The cloud cover began to break and a shaft of sunlight struck the ocean—bright, sudden—a blade of gold on steel-blue water. Patrick felt his mood lift despite himself. Hope was dangerous. But it was also fuel.

He thought of Laura in Weymouth. Without her, none of this would have happened—no contacts, no ship, no second chance. Smuggling him aboard Gronski had been her doing. Just another reckless favour among many.

The road curved south. Gradually, the stench of rubbish faded, replaced by flowers and cut grass. Houses improved. Gardens overflowed with colour. The illusion of order returned.

A coughing engine approached from behind. A tuktuk rattled to a halt beside him.

‘Where you wanna go, man?’ the driver rasped.

Patrick smiled faintly.

‘You know Segeltauch resort?’

‘Yeah. But de resort closed, yanoo.’

‘Yes,’ Patrick said, stepping in. ‘I know. Take me there.’
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Chapter 2
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Lisbeth sat under a parasol on the sand outside Hannelore’s house, alone and motionless as a marker buoy. When Patrick came into view along the beach, she turned, slid her sunglasses down, and stared as if the heat itself had conjured him.

She did look thinner. The elegant poise was still there, but it sat on her like a dress that no longer fit; new lines bracketed her eyes and her mouth had learned a tighter shape. A wide-brimmed white fedora shaded her alabaster skin; wisps of red hair lifted and fell in the sea breeze like nervous hands.

‘Hi, Lisbeth,’ Patrick said softly, keeping his voice low, as if the palms might be listening.

Shock snapped into her face. A freckled hand flew to her mouth. She was on her feet in an instant, stepping into his path.

‘Patrick—are you out of your mind?’ The words came out in a hiss. Her gaze flicked past him, up and down the beach, as if she expected uniforms to materialise from the glare.

‘Probably,’ he said, attempting a grin and feeling how stiff it sat on his face. ‘But don’t panic—nobody’s followed me.’ He looked at her again and the grin drained away. ‘I had to come back.’

She grabbed his shoulders, fingers digging in. ‘You realise you are sentenced to death here?’

‘That’s exactly why they won’t extradite me,’ he said. He tried for nonchalance and heard the edge underneath. ‘England can’t hand me over if Kenya’s waiting with a rope.’

‘So you came anyway,’ she breathed. ‘That is so stupid. What do you think you can do here?’

He shook his head once. ‘I don’t know yet.’ His eyes tracked the open beach, the distant walkers, the easy daylight. ‘Tell me what’s happened. Then we work out what can be done—fast.’

He scanned the wide strip of sand. The old boundary wall—knee-high stone, more symbolic than secure—still marked the resort’s edge fifty yards to the south. Beyond it, holidaymakers wandered as if nothing in the world could bleed. A couple of kids kicked a football in the shallows, their shouts carrying on the wind.

To the north, beyond Hannelore’s house, the six holiday chalets stood in a neat line—shutters closed, paths swept but empty, as if the place had learned to hold its breath. The boathouse and dive shop squatted behind them, doors shut, signage sun-bleached.

Patrick kept his face angled down, beard shadowing his features. The old instinct from the streets rose: keep moving, don’t invite questions.

He touched Lisbeth’s elbow—gentle, but urgent. ‘Inside. Please.’

Up on the veranda, the sea spread out—too blue, too calm. Patrick stopped before he meant to. Something in the view didn’t match the memory in his head.

‘Lisbeth... where’s Carriacou?’

Spirit of Carriacou—the yacht Niklas and Hannelore had sailed here, the heart of their charters, the thing that made the whole dream possible—should have been out on her mooring, tugging gently at the buoy like a living creature.

Lisbeth’s breath caught. She turned her face toward the beach, as if the words were easier said to the ocean. ‘The police have impounded her, Patrick. She’s hauled out at Kilindini.’

Inside, the air was cooler and dimmer, smelling faintly of salt and closed rooms. Lisbeth pulled the shutters most of the way, then stopped by the window, listening. After a moment she turned sharply.

‘Sit.’

It wasn’t an invitation so much as a command meant to keep him from pacing in front of the windows. ‘Tea. Food. Then you tell me everything.’

Patrick lowered himself onto the rattan settee. The cushion sighed under him. His hands—still rough from rope and salt—worried at a frayed thread on the armrest. He could smell himself: sea, sweat, old soap. He hated it.

From the kitchen came the clink of a kettle and the scrape of a tin against enamel. Lisbeth moved with brisk purpose, as if stillness might crack her open.

‘No one saw you come ashore?’ she called, keeping her voice low.

‘Not that I noticed.’ He swallowed. His throat still felt sanded raw from saltwater. ‘I paid the First Mate for a bunk and kept out of the crew’s way. Two weeks of metal corridors and bad sleep. Then I went over the side this morning and swam in.’

She returned with two chipped mugs of tea and a plate of dry biscuits that looked as though they’d been in the cupboard since the last guests checked out. Patrick took the mug with both hands and drank too fast. The heat bit his tongue. He welcomed it.

Lisbeth sat opposite him, knees angled away, as if turning fully toward him would make this too intimate. ‘And the Navy? Won’t they—won’t they come looking?’

Patrick hesitated. There were half a dozen versions of the truth. The cleanest was still ugly.

‘I’m not in the Navy anymore,’ he said at last. ‘That part’s done.’ He heard how flat it sounded and forced himself to meet her eyes. ‘I didn’t come here to talk about my disgrace,’ he added, quicker than he meant. ‘I came to fix what I can.’

She stared at him as if he’d struck the room. ‘But it was your life. It was the whole reason Hanne wanted you out of this—to protect your career.’

Heat crept up Patrick’s neck. Shame—old, familiar—found its groove and tried to drag him down. He set his mug down carefully so his hands wouldn’t shake.

‘Lisbeth... I can’t change what happened to me.’ His voice stayed steady, but the words tasted of rust. ‘I’m not asking you to comfort me. I’m asking you to help me fix this.’ He nodded toward the stack of papers on the table. ‘Tell me exactly what they used. What did they say we did?’

She shook her head. ‘It would have made no difference, Patrick. Angela warned us they would likely disregard it—except as evidence you were involved.’

He absorbed that in silence, hating how reasonable it sounded.

Lisbeth wrapped both hands around her tea, as if the warmth could make the words easier to hold. ‘They built it like a story the jury could swallow.’

‘First—Thomas.’ She said his name like it hurt. ‘During the search of his place they “found” Niklas’s diving watch. You know how that reads.’

Patrick’s jaw tightened. He forced himself to stay still. ‘And Hannelore?’

‘The photographs of the pendant.’ Lisbeth swallowed. ‘They produced a photographer’s receipt book and claimed the film was developed on the ninth of July—before Niklas died. So they said you’d found it earlier, that Niklas wanted to hand it in, and that Hanne—’ her voice roughened, ‘—wanted to keep it. And that the three of you arranged his death.’

Patrick leaned forward, elbows on his knees. ‘That date is impossible. Preston wasn’t even in Mombasa then. I was there when Niklas found it. I was there when Hanne took the photos. If I’d been in that court—’

‘Stop.’ Lisbeth reached across the table and caught his wrist. Her grip was firm. ‘They would have called it self-serving. Worse—they would have used it to tie you to them. You were already a wanted man, Patrick. You being there would not have saved them.’

He breathed out slowly, trying to accept it—and failing. ‘All right. Where are they now? Can you see them?’

She nodded once. ‘They moved them to the prison near Mombasa last Tuesday.

‘When I rang about visiting, they told me there are no visits for prisoners on death row.’ She looked away, blinking hard. ‘They said we should assume the sentence had already been carried out.’

The room tilted for a heartbeat. Patrick’s stomach dropped as if he were back in the water, watching the pilot boat astern. ‘Jesus—’

‘No.’ Her voice sharpened. ‘It’s a cruelty they use on families. Angela—Angela Otiega, their advocate—said it’s meant to deter us. And it worked. I nearly lost my mind.’

She drew a breath. ‘The West German Embassy sent Herr Fiedler. He’s arranged visits for Hannelore and Thomas once a week—Wednesdays. That’s the only reason I’ve been able to see them.

‘The food and water have made her sick. She’s vomiting, and she has what you call—Durchfall?’

‘Diarrhoea.’

Patrick’s grip tightened on the settee. ‘How bad is it? Are they treating her?’

‘Not properly.’ Lisbeth stared into her mug. ‘Twenty women in one cell. Two buckets for a toilet. One hour out a day.’ Her voice cracked. ‘She’s made a friend—Myra—who explains how things work. Myra told her a woman gave birth in the cell. The baby got sick. By the time a doctor came it was dead. The mother held the body for three days.’

She stopped, pressing her lips together. ‘I try not to think about her life in there. It makes me so sad and angry—I cry every night for her.’

Patrick shut his eyes, tasted bile, and forced it down.

‘I’ve called my father in Lübeck,’ Lisbeth said, a humourless laugh slipping out. ‘He’s trying to reach the Foreign Minister. And the Embassy tells me it takes time. That we must be patient. As if patience is something you can ask of someone on death row.’

Patrick stared at the striped light on the floor and made himself really see it.

‘And Thomas?’ he asked quietly.

‘Adhra says the men’s wing is... better.’ Lisbeth’s expression said what she thought of the distinction. ‘He shares with one other prisoner. The food is at least edible.’ A beat. ‘The women are easier to abuse.’

Patrick nodded once, anchoring himself. ‘All right. We change the story they told the court.’

‘I have the trial transcript,’ Lisbeth said. ‘And every newspaper report.

‘The most important part,’ she went on, tapping the papers, ‘is the appeal window. We have twenty-eight days from sentencing. The court will only hear it if there is significant new evidence.’

Something hollowed out in Patrick’s chest. Lisbeth reached across and touched his hand, and before he could stop it a single sob broke loose. He mastered it almost at once.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said softly.

‘No.’ He shook his head. ‘I’ve been trying to work on a plan since I left England. Breakout first—then I realised that was just stupid. I want mission-possible. What did the lawyer tell you?’

‘I wasn’t allowed in the courtroom,’ Lisbeth said. ‘But I spoke to her after sentencing.’

Patrick’s mind ran the arithmetic before he could stop it. ‘How many days do we have?’

‘Nineteen.’

For a moment the room held only the fan’s soft tick and the sea beyond the shutters. Patrick stared into his tea, seeing nothing.

Then he looked up. ‘Okay. You deal with Angela,’ he said. ‘But I want her number. Just in case.’



Fifty yards away, half hidden among the palms at the edge of the beach, a man in a disused shack lowered his binoculars and checked his watch.

He had been posted here long enough to learn the place’s rhythms: the empty chalets, the locked dive shop, the handful of staff who came and went on a schedule as regular as the tide.

The bearded foreigner at the house opposite was new. Not a tourist—wrong posture, wrong caution. He’d watched the man arrive with a bag, watched the red-haired woman pull him inside as if daylight itself were unsafe.

Interesting.

The staff were predictable: the tall Maasai who drifted in and out like a shadow, and the younger local man who worked the dive shack. They arrived most mornings and left around one, after being fed.

He lifted the binoculars again—good glass, Zeiss 12×50, the sort of thing you didn’t buy by accident. German. Like the owner of the house. Like the woman with the red hair.

A hard shape pressed at the small of his back: a nine-millimetre Luger tucked into his belt beneath his shirt, its weight as familiar as his own pulse. He didn’t touch it. Not yet.

He settled back into the shack’s shade and trained the lenses on the veranda once more, already composing the message he’d send to the boss.
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Patrick spread the trial transcript across the coffee table and forced himself to read it like a professional, not like a man trying not to drown. The pages smelled of toner and officialdom—civilised, harmless. The words on them weren’t.

The prosecution’s case turned on two ‘hard’ items: photographs of the pendant, and Niklas’s wristwatch ‘found’ in Thomas’s apartment. On the page they sat there, neat as bullet points. To a jury, they would have looked like fate.

But Patrick knew one thing with the kind of certainty you only got from watches, logbooks, and routine: on 9 July Preston was still off the Somali coast. They didn’t make Mombasa until two days later. If the film was processed on the ninth, then time itself had to be part of the lie.

He read the testimony about the dive and felt his body react before his mind did—salt on the tongue, the hiss of regulator bubbles, Niklas’s gloved hand brushing dead coral. They’d found the pendant embedded in that pale, lifeless rock on the twelfth. The day Niklas died. Hannelore had taken the photos later, after Patrick brought it back here and showed her what they’d pulled from the sea.

The watch was harder. He’d worried at it for days on the ship, turning the problem over the way he used to turn coins when he’d been skint and shaking, calculating what could be traded for one more drink. Now he turned it over for a different reason: because a man’s life was balanced on it.

A story kept trying to assemble itself in his head—fishermen, a carcass hauled onto a beach, something glittering where it shouldn’t. It sounded mad even to him. He didn’t give it to Lisbeth yet. Not until he had something more than instinct and sleeplessness.

He worked for hours, cross-checking transcript pages against the newspaper clippings Lisbeth had kept. Names repeated like a chant: Malhotra, the document examiner, the officers who ‘discovered’ evidence, the judge who let the story stand. Every time Patrick’s concentration wavered, the old urge surfaced—an automatic reach for relief. There was none here. No bottle. No oblivion. Only the thin, hard line of purpose he’d dragged himself onto and was refusing to step off.

He didn’t notice the room dimming until Lisbeth came in and switched on a lamp. Outside, the sea had gone black and glossy; the waves kept their gentle rhythm, indifferent. Then the night noises rose—crickets winding themselves into a relentless electrical shriek, palm fronds whispering, distant voices and music as someone along the beach lit a charcoal grill. The smell drifted in: paraffin, smoke, roasting fish.

Lisbeth drew the shutters until only narrow slits of moonlight remained, muting the beach sounds and turning the house into a cave. She turned the ceiling fan up; it clicked into a faster rhythm, pushing hot air around and worrying at the stacks of paper. A corner lifted, fluttered, settled again. Patrick kept his back to the room and away from the windows anyway. Old habits from the streets: don’t silhouette yourself. Don’t invite attention.

At around seven-thirty the back door opened and closed softly. Jacinta—Jax—came in, still in her work clothes, a canvas tote on her shoulder. Lisbeth’s partner; Franco-Seychellois by birth, petite and sun-browned. She paused when she saw the papers spread across the table, then her eyes lifted to Patrick’s bearded face.

‘But how did you come here, Patrick?’ Jax said. ‘You were supposed to be safe in England—mon Dieu.’

‘I came on a ship. Illegally,’ he laughed. ‘Now I’m wanted in both countries.’

They both looked at him, puzzled.

‘Are you in trouble at home, in England?’ Lisbeth said.

Patrick snorted. ‘Trouble? Disaster, more like.’ He decided to come clean and told them about getting caught with cannabis in the Gulf, about his court martial and ignominious dismissal. About the weeks he spent languishing on the streets of Weymouth. He skipped the bit about standing on the cliff top and weighing the drop. Then he told them about Wilcox coming to see him with news of the trial—the catalyst he’d needed to claw his way back. And Igor, the Russian First Mate who’d arranged his passage to Mombasa aboard Gronski.

Much later, Lisbeth and Jax threw together a salad with cold swordfish steaks, and the three of them ate as they went over the evidence again, looking for the missing piece that would explain the inconsistencies.

After a while Lisbeth sighed and put down the sheet she was reading. ‘Patrick, please tell me—what are your thoughts about this watch? If we’re going to help you, we need to know everything you know.’

He took a deep breath. ‘Okay. It’s a bit wild, but here goes. I think someone caught that shark and found the watch inside it.’

Jax was the first to break the long silence that followed.

‘That sounds extremely unlikely. And even if it happened—how did the watch get into Thomas’s house?’

‘I told you it was wild,’ Patrick said. ‘But I’ve been turning it over for weeks, and I keep coming back to the same answer. It’s time I faced the obvious instead of ignoring it.’ He met their eyes. ‘The truth is... we’ve been stitched up.’

‘Stitched up?’ Jax repeated, frowning. She pinched the air between finger and thumb as if holding thread. ‘You mean... cousu?’

Lisbeth gave a short laugh. ‘Not literally, Jax. It’s English. It means they framed him—on lui a fait porter le chapeau. Or simply: on l’a piégé.’

‘Ah oui.’ Jax’s mouth twisted. ‘So someone wants to trap you—and they just happen to find the shark that ate Niklas, take the watch, and plant it in Thomas’s house?’ She held Patrick’s gaze. ‘Patrick... you hear how crazy that sounds, yes?’

‘Put like that, yes,’ Patrick said. ‘But what if the shark was caught—say by a fisherman—who found the watch inside it, saw the inscription, and handed it in to the police? That’s more plausible, isn’t it?’

‘So you think the police made this “stitch-up”?’ Jax said.

‘That is believable,’ Lisbeth said. ‘But I can’t think why they would.’

‘No—you’re right,’ Patrick said. ‘It’s just a working hypothesis. We need evidence. And a motive.’

He picked up another newspaper, scanned it—and then froze. He looked again at the date, then set the paper down slowly.

‘Wait,’ he said, almost shouting. ‘Wait just a cotton-pickin’ minute.’

Both women looked up, startled.

‘This all starts on the day of the dive. We shouldn’t be reading trial coverage—we should be reading the reporting from when it all began. If something was manipulated, the clues will be there. From the dive up to the arrests.’

‘Of course,’ Lisbeth said. ‘That makes sense. I kept all the locals from around the time of the arrests. But before that—’

‘I have those,’ Jax said. ‘My journals. I kept everything from the party the night before the dive onward. I know because I gave my older ones to light the fire. They’re all at Lisbeth’s house.’
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When Jax returned with the old newspapers, they shared them out and studied them for another hour. They found plenty of coverage about the shark attack on Niklas—pictures of Hannelore in front of her house and outside the dive shack; in all of them she looked startled and irritated at the intrusion of photographers and news gatherers. Patrick found himself mentioned a couple of times as the ‘unknown sailor from HMS Preston’. They hadn’t had his name then—only picked it up later, at the trial. After that, the media interest had dried up and moved on.

They pushed through another four weeks of papers, sometimes pausing to argue over a detail or flag something that might matter, but nothing significant emerged.

Lisbeth opened a bottle of wine and Jax took out her stash to roll a joint. It was the first weed Patrick had smoked in three months. He read The Daily Nation through a narcotic haze until he suddenly sat up straight.

‘Here!’ he said. He checked the date—22 August—then held the paper out. ‘Here’s something. Listen.’


SHARKHUNTER GIVES ALL CLEAR TO MALINDI’S BEACHES

Following a temporary assignment to Malindi Municipal Council and the Kenya Tourist Board, Australian shark expert Mr Jake Ward has completed his work of ridding Malindi’s reefs and beaches of dangerous sharks. Following a spate of attacks over the summer, Ward was employed to make the beaches safe for the coming tourist season. During the one-month contract Ward culled sixteen great white and thirty-five mako sharks, all found in areas of reef used by swimmers.

“Most sharks are harmless to humans,” said Ward.

“But sometimes, due to overfishing or climatic anomalies, their usual prey becomes scarce, and they look for alternatives. Only a small proportion choose to attack humans—sharks don’t feel comfortable in shallow water and generally wander off to hunt their natural prey in open ocean,” Ward explained.

Ward has patrolled the area for the past week without any new sightings. His contract is now complete.


Patrick thought of Jaws—the obsessive shark hunter who drank too much and was eventually eaten by the great white he’d been chasing. That led him straight back to Niklas, and he forced the image away.

‘I wonder where he moved on to,’ he said, surprised by the sound of his own voice. Then, almost as an afterthought, he added, ‘Strong stuff that, Jax.’

She blew a dreamy smoke ring. ‘You have grown unused to it,’ she said archly.

Patrick folded the paper carefully and took out a pen, drawing a slow circle around the article. He set it on the sideboard with deliberate care.

‘That’s one for the short list,’ he said. ‘Let’s keep going. There might be others.’

By two in the morning they were done. The women turned in, leaving Patrick snoring gently on the upholstered rattan settee, the folded newspaper still marked and waiting.
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Two hours later the front door eased open.

A man stood in the gap, holding it on its chain, listening. No voices. No movement. After a few seconds he slipped inside and drew the door shut until it clicked home.

He crossed the tiles barefoot, careful with each step. He’d brushed the sand from his soles outside; grit on the floor would sing in the night. Moonlight from the open window slicked his skin as he paused by the lounge doorway and studied the bearded foreigner asleep on the settee.

Maybe the boss would know.

He took in the room in quick slices: the kitchen door ajar, darkness beyond; the other doors closed. Then he thumbed on a narrow-beam torch. The light slid over the coffee table—newspapers, typed court transcripts, a pen left uncapped. It paused on a folded paper on the sideboard, an article circled in ink.

He leaned in close enough to read, hands kept behind his back. Names. Dates. Malindi. Ward.

He swept the beam once more, switched it off, and listened again to the steady rise and fall of the sleeper’s breath.

Then he was gone, letting the door close on its latch without a sound.
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Patrick woke to bright sunlight pouring through the open window. For half a second he didn’t know where he was. Then the memory of why he’d come back slammed into him—and with it the thought of Hannelore, somewhere behind wire and walls, waiting for
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