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Note from the
Author

 


The
Wrecking Crew got its start in life when I noticed a parallel between the eighteenth
century ‘wreckers’ and pirates that lit false beacons to lure
unwary ships onto the rocks, and the damage made possible by
hacking a Global Positioning System (GPS) device.

 


It then seemed
obvious that if this was to be a thriller about modern-day pirates
and wreckers, the evil character I'd come up with for The Defector
was the perfect man to lead The Wrecking Crew. And so the Janac’s
Games books were born.

 


I
also had an idea for another
dilemma; an impossible choice to save a wife and child, but at the
cost of untold unknown lives. The story needed a worthy opponent
for Janac - a ruthless moral rationalist, someone who could take
those impossible choices and distil them into an equation solvable
for the greater good.

 


Then I
remembered another idea that I'd stuck in the file a while back -
The Lifeboat Man. Seven men in a lifeboat, days from the shipping
lanes and rescue, and nowhere near enough water for them all to
make it. Do you share the supplies evenly and keep your fingers
crossed for a miracle, or do you ensure just a minority survive
long enough - but at the clear and definite cost of the other
lives?

 


Thank you for playing Janac’s Games with me,
and feel free to drop me an email with any comments, thoughts,
ideas or suggestions at mark@markchisnell.com. And please leave a
review on whatever platform you purchased the book from!

 


 



Chapter 1

 


Phillip Hamnet rattled quickly down the two
flights of stairs from the bridge, his shoes skidding lightly
across the steps hollowed and smoothed by countless watch changes.
The master of the MV Shawould hit the deck at the bottom and
strode along the passage to his cabin. He grabbed the handle and,
with the deftness of practice, twisted and lifted. The door, with
its sadly sagging hinges, still opened unwillingly. His wife, Anna,
looked up at the noise and smiled as he entered. The door fell shut
behind him.

“Everything all right?” she asked,
watching him carefully. A white T-shirt was stuck to his wiry
frame, and a sheen of sweat and grease layered his tanned forehead.
He looked heroically exhausted, she reflected, the handsome face
stubbled and sagging off the high cheekbones, the hazel eyes
shadowed by bags. And the matted blond hair needed
cutting.

Hamnet dropped into a chair by the small
dinner table they had set up in his day room. “I suppose. That
damned cargo never showed up. I just got the word from the company
to go anyway. We’ve slipped anchor and headed down the channel. It
looks like there’s some bad weather coming, but they want us
moving, all antsy because we’re late now, when it’s their phantom
cargo that’s caused it.” He paused. “I left Richardson up there.
It’s his watch, and supper’s waited long enough.”

Anna nodded, and in silence served two
portions of a rice dish. Hamnet stared at the electric fan,
brooding. It struggled hopelessly to move the heavy air around the
cabin, and the full weight of the tropics bore down on them — at
its most oppressive and threatening in these moments before a
storm. Anna coughed lightly. Hamnet sighed, glanced round and took
the proffered plate.

“God, it’s hot in here. Can I open the
door?” he said, putting the plate down and rising from his
seat.

“Of course. I only closed it while I
was showering,” replied Anna.

Hamnet looked at his wife for the first time
since entering the cabin. She was cool and composed in her light
silk robe — an effect the water in the ship’s tanks was just about
cold enough to produce. But it wouldn’t last for long. He pulled
the door open and jammed a wedge under it to keep it that way,
kicking it into place with unnecessary aggression.

“Hey, cheer up, it’s the last trip,”
chided Anna as she reached for a bottle of white wine and poured
him a large glass.

“Thank God. I hate this damn boat,”
said Hamnet with some feeling, returning to his seat.

“You’ve earned the holiday, and your
new ship,” replied Anna.

Hamnet picked up the wine and took a long
sip. He sighed heavily again, but the tension in his body eased
visibly. He looked at Anna. “It’s coming right, isn’t it?” he
asked, with a hesitant smile.

Anna nodded.

“Thanks.” The smile was looser; he
offered the glass. “To us,” he toasted. The glass had little
resonance. There wasn’t the full, fruity hum of Waterford crystal
on Waterford crystal, just the cheap chink of cheap glasses. Hamnet
drained his of the not-so-chilled white regardless.

“The four of us,” replied Anna. Her
chocolate-brown eyes flickered warmly, gazing through the loose
fringe of her black, bobbed hair as she sipped at her ice water.
Hamnet had a vague suspicion that it was bad luck to toast with
anything other than alcohol, but couldn’t be sure. Perhaps he
should have got her to take a glass of wine. Just a sip wouldn’t
hurt — not now, with only five weeks to go. Four of us. Who would
ever have guessed at twins? It was, he considered, a bloody
terrifying thought. That’s why Anna had wanted to do this trip.
Last chance for a while.

Anna finished her meal first, refilled her
glass from the water jug and slid across onto the sofa that lined
one wall of the day cabin. Hamnet mopped up the last of the rice
with a finger and moved to sit beside her, kicking off his deck
shoes.

“How’re you doing, Mrs.
Hamnet?”

“Pretty good, Mr. Hamnet.” She smiled,
and shifted to lie back against the cushion, the silk robe falling
away from her smooth and amply distended belly.

“And all the little Hamnets?” He laid
his hand gently on the soft, warm skin.

“Kinda frisky tonight.” She twitched
her eyebrows up suggestively, sipped at her water and put the glass
down on the side table.

Hamnet could feel the motion. “I guess they
get that from their mother.”

Her hand tugged at the buttons on his shirt,
then slid up and onto his chest. “You need a shower, darling,” she
said, her pretty nose twitching.

“Maybe you should come with me,” he
said, leaning forward to meet her slightly parted lips, their eyes
locked together, his hand slipping down her belly, the open door
forgotten.

The buzzer went on the intercom.

“Damn,” he swore. Anna frowned as he
pulled back and leaned over to reach the handset.

It was the voice of the chief mate, Paul
Richardson, that greeted him. “Skipper?”

“Yeah,” Hamnet replied shortly. He
couldn’t keep the impatience out of his voice. This had better be
good. Anna’s hand ran tantalisingly slowly down his chest to his
navel, and hesitated.

Richardson continued. “Could you come up and
take a look? I'm not sure about this turn.”

Hamnet glanced skywards in resignation. His
eyes scanned the rusting rivet line that ran the length of the
cabin. He would be so happy to get off this worthless crate and
away from its mediocre crew. He covered the mouthpiece with his
hand. “Anna, I'm sorry, you know what an old woman he is. If I
don’t go now he’ll be back on the line in another five
minutes.”

Anna rolled her eyes, and sighed loudly
enough for those on the bridge to hear her.

“On my way,” said Hamnet. He replaced
the phone. “Sorry, darling. I’ll just go hold his hand for a while.
I won’t be long.” He eased himself stiffly off the couch and
fumbled for his shoes. Behind him, Anna’s sigh was transforming
itself into a rather steady heavy breathing. He stood up and moved
towards the door.

“I'll try and save you some dessert,
honey,” murmured Anna.

Hamnet kicked the wedge away, stepped outside
and quickly closed the door. He stood for a moment in the corridor
while his eyes adjusted to the red night-lights. The engines
rumbled in the depths below his feet. The moaning of steel plates
and wires was louder out here. The wind and sea had continued to
build. But the rain and the ship’s motion cooled the air, and
Hamnet could feel the sweat start to dry as he strode down the
corridor and back up the steps, two at a time, to emerge onto the
bridge.

“The weather’s really closed in, hasn't
it?” he said curtly, still thinking of Anna.

Richardson looked up from the chart table he
was huddled over. His stooped figure and lined face indicated a
lifetime of worry. Behind him, rain splattered suicidally against
the bridge glass. Beyond, it was completely black, without even the
reassuring glow of navigation lights. The company’s standing orders
were to run without lights whenever in close proximity to the
Indonesian, Thai, Philippine or Malaysian coasts. Which for this
Singapore-based tramp was most of the time. It was one of the
precautions against pirates. Hamnet always added a deck watch on
the stern, complete with shutters for the anchor hawsepipes, barbed
wire on the guardrail and a supply of beer bottles filled with sand
as missiles. The stern was always where they came from, slinging
grappling hooks from fast, open boats. Creeping on board with
machetes. Most of the time they could come and go without a crew
even realizing. The first they knew was when the master returned to
his cabin to find it ransacked and the contents of the safe gone.
The thought had Hamnet reaching for the intercom just as it
buzzed.

“Phil?” It was Anna’s breathy
voice.

“I was just about to call
you.”

“Don’t call me. Come on back down here,
babe.” She paused, breathing heavily, rhythmically.

Hamnet could feel his face flush. “Darling,
this is a ship’s intercom, not a phone-sex line.” He slapped the
receiver back down. Then thought, damn, he’d forgotten to tell her
to lock the door. But still, it was a filthy night — no one in
their right mind would be out there in an open boat.

Richardson was talking to him. “She just blew
up from the northwest like we thought it would. Always bad, the
storms when the monsoon’s changing.” There was a crack and a flash
of lightning, as if to emphasize his words.

Hamnet caught a glimpse of the cargo deck,
lashed with rain; beyond it, whipped-up, white-capped water. There
was more vibration now as the Shawould rolled off the
occasional bigger wave. “Hmm,” he grunted, a hand on the console to
brace himself. “So what’s the problem?”

“Well.” Richardson drew out the word
with his Texan drawl, but Hamnet could see from the rapid tap, tap
of his hand on the chart that he was far from composed. “We've been
heading down the channel as planned, and according to the GPS we’re
here.” Richardson’s finger finally came to rest, and Hamnet moved
over to the chart table to take a look.

The Global Positioning System plot put them
safely in the middle of the Bangka Channel, headed just south of
east. “So what’s the problem?” Hamnet repeated.

“Well,” Richardson drawled again, “I’ve
been waiting to pick up the light and the radio beacon here, before
I commence the turn to south-southeast round Selokan
Point.”

Hamnet glanced at the chart again, at the
Pelepasan Rock, whose light should have been flashing at them three
times every thirty seconds, from as far as thirty-six miles away.
It should have been visible from the moment they had left Muntok,
on a clear night at least. He waited impatiently, his fists
slightly clenched. But experience had taught him that rushing
Richardson was worse. Then the Texan started to stutter. It was an
inability to perform under pressure that had kept the old boy as
chief mate on a boat like this.

“Now it should only be five miles away
on the bow. And I still don’t have a visual or a radio contact,”
finished Richardson, finally.

“Not a huge surprise. The Indonesian
buoyage isn’t the world’s most reliable.”

“Well, that’s what I figured too. So I
thought I would make the turn on the GPS, but that doesn’t seem to
agree too good with the depth right now.”

Hamnet’s eyes flicked over the depth gauge:
sixty feet. He turned back to the chart. If they were where the GPS
said they were, they should be in fifty feet of water. Not so badly
wrong as to get you in a panic. But not right either. Perhaps Her
Majesty’s hydrographers had been a little rough and ready down
here, or, more likely, had used data from someone else’s survey.
Hamnet checked the chart, then grunted to himself: the sources were
Indonesian government charts. Another note confirmed the
unreliability of the navigational aids in Selat Bangka, a third the
movement of the mangrove swamp that lined the channel. He sighed.
So much for the radio direction-finding beacon and the light. They
were on their own.

“What about the radar?” he asked
Richardson.

“Well, with all this weather I was
having trouble getting a picture worth looking at.”

Hamnet contained himself with difficulty.
This was the real reason Richardson had got him up here. He
couldn’t confirm their position with the radar. Getting clear radar
vision in bad weather was an art, because the rain and sea
deflected the signal back at the detector. The result was a wall of
noise and clutter on the screen behind which genuinely solid
objects could hide with ease. But the art of brushing aside that
curtain of clutter was one you were supposed to have mastered by
the time you were a chief mate in your mid-fifties.

Hamnet would deal with the radar in a moment;
in the meantime, he had to believe the GPS. The US Department of
Defense’s ten billion dollar satellite position-fixing system was
to be trusted, even if some of the residents of the Lone Star State
were not. And the GPS said they would be aground shortly if they
didn’t turn to the southeast now.

“Start the turn to sou’-sou’east
please, Richardson. And slow her down to half speed to give us a
little time to figure this out properly.”

Hamnet listened to Richardson step over to
the wheel and dial up the change. His eyes went to the chart; there
were some low hills on Bangka Island to the east that he should be
able to pick up on the radar. He checked the position on the GPS so
he could measure the distance it gave from the hills. It was then
he noticed the indicator light showing that the GPS unit was
receiving signals from a differential radio-transmitter beacon. A
differential beacon used a precisely known position on land to
check the accuracy of the satellite signals. It then transmitted
the necessary corrections to all GPS units in the area, corrections
that each GPS automatically included in the calculation of its
position.

Hamnet scanned the chart. Differential was
used in places where high navigational accuracy was required or
helpful — outside ports, along well-travelled coastlines. This
didn’t seem the kind of place for someone to set up a beacon. The
only traffic through here would be the few ships headed to Jakarta
via Muntok, like the Shawould. Anyone else would go round
the outside of Bangka Island. There were some oil installations
further south — they could have installed differential, perhaps
that was it. Perhaps not. Could they be picking up some rogue
signals bounced long distance through the atmosphere by the storm?
Hamnet couldn’t remember if this was possible with differential
transmissions. He decided it was worth checking the GPS fix using
the satellite signals alone.

“Richardson, you know how to stop this
thing switching to differential automatically?” Hamnet turned to
look at his first officer, whose face was creased in
puzzlement.

“It's getting a differential signal?”
he asked slowly, his heavy, walrus-like moustache twitching
nervously.

“Yes,” snapped Hamnet, finally losing
patience. “And I would appreciate it if you would shift it to
manual reception of satellite signals only, while I sort out the
damn radar.”

Richardson moved forward to the GPS, the pain
of a decade-and-a-half of career stasis written all over his
face.

Hamnet went back to the chart and measured
the distance to the hills from their GPS position. They were
between nine and fifteen miles away. There was also an island in
the channel; it wasn’t as high as the hills but it was closer —
only seven miles in front. He glanced again at the depth before he
went back to the radar. It was shallowing quickly — forty-five
feet. They drew forty with this cargo. The turn to the southeast
should have meant the depth was increasing. Now he was worried.
Damn it, what the hell was going on? He stepped over to the engine
control and rang up neutral. They were coasting, and would quickly
lose steerageway in the tight channel, but steerage was little use
to him when he had no idea what the error in their position was or
which way to turn.

The radar would help if he could pick up the
island, or the first of those hills, and get a distance and a
bearing. That and the depth should be enough for a position fix.
The picture was full of junk as the radar signal bounced off waves
and rain. He carefully tuned the display to remove the clutter,
then glanced over at Richardson, who was keying the GPS from the
manual.

“Bloody hell,” he muttered under his
breath. But the radar screen was clearing under his deft touch, and
the line of hills beginning to emerge. In front of them was a
single blip — Pulau-Pulau Nangka Island. He switched the range ring
on and dialled it in towards the dying glow of the radar return.
The distance measurement clocked down and settled. Eleven miles.
Adrenaline started to pump, and he realised how fuzzy his head had
been from the wine. But it was clearing now — God knows it was
clearing now. It needed only the most cursory glance at the chart
to tell him what he already knew.

Hamnet had started moving when he heard
Richardson’s startled splutter. The depth alarm went off a
half-second later. All three were too late. The Shawould
stopped. Just like that. Nine thousand tons of decaying
general-cargo carrier hit the mud bank at a little under nine knots
and stopped dead. Hamnet was halfway to the wheel when it happened.
He carried on at a little under nine knots, head first, and the
bulkhead stayed in place to meet him. The lights went out.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 2

 


There was a thought, dragging him out of the
darkness like a snarling Rottweiler with his arm in its teeth. What
was the thought? He had to know. Phil Hamnet opened his eyes. He
was instantly engulfed in the bright, white pain of light. His arm
went up protectively, eyes clamped shut again. A rush of nausea,
choked back.

Toby Johns, engineer, looked on anxiously as
his skipper’s face writhed, every muscle and sinew in the arm and
balled fist clenched tight. Johns had watched Hamnet drift close to
consciousness for the last couple of minutes, but now he needed him
awake.

“Skipper, we have to move you. We’re
taking on water in the forward hold. We have a twenty-degree list.
Richardson wants everyone aft, on the boat deck. There’s a ship
standing by — they’re sending over a boat. He wants to take people
off.”

There it was, the thought. It frightened him.
Hamnet let himself drift back into the darkness. But the darkness
was going, burning away, the fog of unconsciousness receding before
the light. Phil opened his eyes again, this time slowly,
carefully.

“It’s OK, I've switched over to the
night-light,” said Johns.

Hamnet stared into the red gloom. The room
was disjointed. Diffracting in watery vision. He moved the
protective hand up and gingerly touched the throbbing area on his
forehead. It was bandaged, and it hurt like hell. But the thought
was crowding him now. His ship, Anna — what had he done? Johns’
words had been merely sounds, shifting frequencies and tones lodged
in some preconceptual corner of his mind. But now they had meaning.
Water, a twenty-degree list. He’d put his ship on the beach. And
Anna — where was Anna?

“Skipper, we have to move. Come
on.”

“Anna,” Hamnet croaked desperately as
he struggled to sit up. The movement startled the pain; it charged
forward, threatening to engulf and overwhelm him. But this time
there was no going back into the darkness. He steadied himself and
spoke again, louder this time. “Where the hell is Anna?” The face
before him was still blurred, badly lit, but recognition was
arriving. “Johns, where’s my wife?”

“I'm not sure. I guess she’s on the
boat deck with the others.”

“And Richardson?” He had it now, the
knowledge of what he had to do.

“On the bridge.”

“I'm going up there. You go to my cabin
and check that my wife has left and gone to the boat deck. Make
sure she’s there with everyone else. When you find her, stay with
her. Whatever we decide to do, I'm making you responsible for her
safety.” Anna would be furious at such treatment — it wasn’t as
though, under normal circumstances, she couldn’t look after herself
— but she was eight months pregnant. Johns nodded, his face clear,
happy that the skipper was back in charge.

Hamnet struggled off the bunk. His head was
still pounding, his knees were shaky, but he had no time for that.
“When you find her and get her to the boat deck, call up to the
bridge and let me know. Now go.”

Johns was already moving out of the cabin
door. Hamnet stood for a moment, getting used to the tilted deck
and his unresponsive legs. He was in the cabin they used as a
rudimentary sick bay. The bridge was above him. He staggered to the
door and grabbed the jamb, peering out. He saw the torn safety
poster on the companionway wall. Its ripped edge spoke of
carelessness. Carelessness, the bastard son of negligence. He could
feel the sweat chill all over him. This would finish him — he’d
never get another boat. He forced the thought away, made himself
deal with the here and now, move on. There was a stairwell to the
right. He let go of the door and stumbled forward. Gradually his
feet and legs began to work, shuffling across the steel deck.

He could feel the violence of the storm
outside, spitting down the companionway from the open
starboard-side door. Feel the tremor of the waves on the plates.
The seas pounding on a hull that was unable to respond — except by
breaking up. He had to get to the bridge and find out what was
happening. Could they salvage her? They wouldn’t abandon the ship
until the last possible moment. Ships were better than lifeboats.
But Johns had said something about another vessel standing by —
that would mean safety for Anna and nonessential crew. Then, if
Richardson had contained the leak, maybe they could buoy her up and
tow her off. They weren’t that far from Singapore. The necessary
resources would be available there. But was it worth it for this
old boat? Or would the company kiss it goodbye and collect the
insurance? Damn it, was he going to lose another ship? He would
find out soon enough.

Arms out either side to steady himself,
Hamnet lurched towards the stairwell and turned to start the short
climb to the bridge. Then he saw him. If he’d had to do anything
more than just fall back under the gravity supplied by the listing
hull he wouldn’t have made it. But his legs let him go in a spasm
of reflex and he was out of sight. At the top of the stairwell was
a man with a submachine gun. There were no firearms on the ship —
that was standard industry practice. Now there were voices too,
footsteps clattering down the stairs. He pressed himself back
quickly, pushing open a door. There was no time to close it. The
footsteps stopped momentarily at the bottom of the stairs. He slunk
deeper into the room, into the shadow, scarcely daring to
breathe.

“We can’t take the risk,” said a voice
in an American accent that hadn’t seen its homeland in a while.
“The fact that they switched the GPS to receive just the satellite
signals shows they suspected something. There can be no rumours on
the docks in Singapore; you know that as well as I do, Mike. If we
let these people go, there’ll be doubt about the sinking. If the
insurance company doesn’t pay, we won’t get paid. However much
pressure I put on the little prick that owns this piece of shit,
he’s already bankrupt in all but name. That’s why he went for this
deal.”

There was a short silence. The musty smell of
the room was heavy around Hamnet in the darkness. As heavy as the
realisation that had struck him. A heavy blanket of grey, a leaden
weight of oppression. And yet there was also wild and stupid
relief. Wreckers, pirates — they had got hold of a differential GPS
transmitter and sent out false position signals to lure the ship
onto the beach. It hadn’t been his fault. These people were
conspiring with the ship’s owner to collect the insurance. That’s
why he’d had to wait in Muntok on the owner’s orders for a cargo
that had never arrived. They had simply been waiting for another
monsoon storm to lower visibility and mute the radar.

The sound of movement. A man appeared in the
section of corridor revealed by the open door. He was dressed in
battered US army fatigues and calf-high black leather boots. Hamnet
had a side view of a hard, lined face and cropped ginger hair. In
the man’s right hand was a big, old-fashioned, six-chamber
revolver. There was a tap, tap of steel on steel as he banged the
muzzle thoughtfully against the wall. When he spoke it was the same
American voice as before. “Kill the crew and lose the bodies in the
hold — I don’t want them found too easily. Launch the lifeboats as
well — it’ll give the rescuers something to think about.”

Hamnet felt the hot flush of fear and panic
sweep through him. A second voice spoke — another American accent,
but deeper, harsher, more recently from those shores. “We’ve found
a woman too. She says she’s the wife of the skipper, but he isn’t
among the crew. She’s, er,” — there was a pause; Phil could feel
the sneer — ‘with child.”

The tapping stopped, and with it something
inside Hamnet snapped. He started to shake, his mouth open in a
silent scream, nails biting into his palms as he fought to control
the urge to lash out.

But the first man was already turning, moving
away as he spoke. “I'll go and get the manifest and crew list from
the master’s quarters. We need to know if we’ve missed anybody
else. Keep the crew alive for now — we may need them to flush him
out. Tell everybody to stay sharp while they’re unloading.”

Hamnet had a
brief glimpse of the second man striding past the open door — big,
stubbled, greying blond hair, dressed in black. Then footsteps were
clattering down the stairs as the two intruders headed for his
cabin and the working deck. He fought to control an upsurge of
anger, then the panic and fear again. Forcing himself to move
slowly, quietly, he inched his way towards the door. He peered out
into the corridor. It was deserted. Just the heaving of the ocean
and the groaning of the ship. The noise was loud enough to hide the
sound of anyone moving cautiously. That was both good and bad. He
stepped out of the room, gently closing the door behind him —
nervous, out in the open, in the light.

He had to get help. The radio was on the deck
above, at the back of the bridge. He could go up the stairs to his
left, but he would be completely exposed. There was a crash behind
him and he spun round, pulse hammering. The open starboard door
swung back and smashed against the wall again, propelled by another
violent gust of wind. It beckoned him outside, where there was a
ladder to the wing deck on the side of the bridge. That had to be
safer, but not on the windward side. He moved quickly along the
corridor to port, stepping through and down, into the darkness of
the shadow thrown by the interior light. The rain swirled through
the air, rising and falling in waves, whipping over his head and
away. But it was quieter here on the leeward side, protected from
the wind by the bulk of the ship’s superstructure. He waited for
his eyes to adjust to the darkness.

He was looking downwind, which, unless the
wind had shifted, was southeast. The leg of the channel they had
been trying to turn into had run southeast too. He was sure they
had hit the mainland shore by turning the corner too early. With
the bow hard aground, the wind and waves had swung the stern,
pulling the vessel broadside on to the weather. There was a heavy
list to leeward, the ship being pounded that way by the storm.
Break-up or capsize was a real possibility.

To his right, the companionway ran up to the
wing-deck ladder and the glow of the night-light on the bridge.
Below him there were much brighter white lights, and now he saw
motion too. One of the cranes had sprung to life, hauling out
crates from the hold. To his left the companionway was unlit,
disappearing as it dropped down another ladder to the deck that
held the officer’s accommodation.

Hamnet moved forward carefully, keeping below
the rail, in the shadow cast by the lights on the cargo deck. He
reached the ladder and started to climb, bubbles of rust rough
under his grip.

The view down onto the cargo deck below him
opened up as he gained height. A barge or lighter had pulled
alongside to leeward and was being made fast. The covers had been
removed from over the centre hold, and men appeared to be unloading
the crates of machinery from number three ’tween decks. The rain
blew across the scene in sheets, illuminated by the deck lights.
There were fourteen pirates that he could see, all armed, mostly
locals, plus a couple of whites, who appeared to be controlling the
operation. It took him a while to spot what he really should have
seen first. Directly below the main cargo crane stood his crew.
Huddled together under the guard of brandished weapons, they stood
in a variety of attitudes: despair, defiance, resignation. All were
soaked to the skin, rain running in rivers off their clothing.
Hamnet pressed himself against the ladder in the shadow and counted
— all eleven were there. And so was Anna, the flimsy robe glued to
her body, feet bare, hair plastered to her face. Hamnet pressed the
side of his head back against a rung and stared into the
rain-soaked night.

The Tannoy crackled into life three metres
above him, cutting through his anguish. The sound came through the
storm sporadically, gusts of wind whipping away half-words.
“Hamnet. Understand me. Give yourself up, or your crew will die. In
three minutes’ time I kill your first officer. Then the rest, one
by one, three minutes each. Don’t make me do it. Give yourself up
now, Hamnet, and you’ll all be safe.”

Hamnet slumped on the ladder. A familiar
sense of dread was rising in him. What good could he do by giving
himself up when they planned to kill everyone anyway? What could he
do in three minutes? Or six, or nine? How many would have to die
for him to save the rest? If he could save the rest. Seconds
slipped by. He was frozen in pain — the pain of memories he thought
he’d beaten. But he had to move; if he wasn’t to surrender he had
to do something. He glanced up the remainder of the ladder. The
door to the bridge was closed against the storm, and he could see
it was safe to pull himself up onto the wing deck. He eased himself
over the metal rim, keeping low, close to the wall, inching
forward. Surely there would be someone on the bridge — they
wouldn’t have left that unmanned — and when he opened the door, the
blast of weather from outside would instantly give him away.

The Tannoy crackled again. A hiss of static,
then the voice.

“One minute, Hamnet.”

He still had a clear view of his crew bunched
together on the cargo deck. The rain and wind swirled amongst them.
One of the pirates pushed into the group and pulled out Richardson,
so that he was standing in front of them, body hunched. He had lost
a shoe. A fussy, tidy man, whose shirt-tail now flapped in the
wind. His hands hung loosely by his side. The pirate raised his gun
to the chief mate’s head.

“Thirty seconds. Show yourself, Hamnet,
and no one will be hurt.”

Hamnet buried his face in his hands. There
was nothing he could do. He didn’t hear the shot, any sound
dispersed by the wind, deadened by the rain. He stared at the water
running down his hands. There was a thin, painful wail from the
cargo deck, a high-pitched keening. He couldn’t stop himself from
looking. Richardson was prostrate on the deck in front of the
others. A pool of blood was washing away as quickly as it formed,
running in diluted rivers across the deck. Anna was on her hands
and knees, vomiting, held by Johns, the man he had sent to look
after her. Sent to his death.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 3

 


Inside Phil Hamnet a terrible rage was slowly
building. And as the rage grew, it swept away fear and caution. He
stood and opened the door to the bridge. The red night-lights were
still on inside, and the glare from the cargo deck threw most of
the room into dangerous shadow. His ears gave him the clue he
needed — a hiss of static from the radio room, on the starboard
side. He strode quickly across the bridge, and was halfway to the
door when he heard the words, “That you, boss?”

He accelerated into a run, and got to the
door to see a man half out of the swivel chair, reaching for a
machine pistol propped against the wall. The man had a hand on the
barrel when Hamnet lashed a foot into his groin. The force of the
blow both doubled him up and flung him back against the table. His
scream of pain was choked off as Hamnet buried the side of a fist
in his throat. The blow snapped the pirate’s head back and smashed
it against the steel case of the radio. His bones appeared to melt
as he slid into a heap on the floor.

Hamnet wasted no time. He picked up the
microphone of the long-range single-sideband radio, hit the
emergency-frequency button and snapped down for transmit. “Mayday.
Mayday. This is the M.V. Shawould. We are aground on the
south shore of the Bangka Channel and under attack from a pirate
crew. Do you read me?”

He forced himself to wait. Glanced down at
the figure on the floor — another Caucasian, more army fatigues.
The pinched face had relaxed into a serene expression, in contrast
to the signs of violence — blood matting the dark hair and
spreading around his feet. It occurred to Hamnet that he had killed
the man. The adrenaline rush of hate and rage that had driven him
onto the bridge was starting to recede, and he realised he was
shaking violently. He pushed down on the transmit button again.
“Mayday. Mayday. This is the M.V. Shawould. We are aground
on the south side of the Bangka Channel and under attack by a
pirate crew. Does anyone hear me?” He released the transmit button.
There was another silence, as the message propagated through the
rain and into the night.

“Come on, come on,” muttered Hamnet
under his breath, casting an eye anxiously through the door and
onto the bridge.

Then, through the crackle of static, came a
response. “Shawould, Shawould. This is the oil
installation AP Vargo. We receive your Mayday. Please give
details.”

A jolt of relief cracked through Hamnet’s
body, but before he could press the transmit key again, the
frequency dissolved into static.

The answer came before he’d had time to
formulate the question. The short-range VHF radio strapped on the
dead man’s belt told him what was happening. “Boss, there’s someone
on the SSB. You should get up there.”

“Shit.” He’d been a fool not to think
of it. They were monitoring the emergency channels from the pirate
boat and were now transmitting a jamming signal.

“It’s happening,” snapped the VHF again
— the recognisable voice of the American leader.

Hamnet looked in despair at the whining SSB.
He could try another frequency, but no, that would be hopeless —
the operator on the oil platform wouldn’t dare leave the emergency
channel while waiting for his response. And he was all out of time.
He just had to hope they had understood enough of his message to
send help. He had to get off the bridge. He picked up the
short-barrelled machine pistol and moved to a starboard-side
window. With the unloading happening to leeward, the pirate
contingent was focused on the port side of the ship. There was no
one coming up the starboard ladder, no one on that wing deck. He
slipped outside and shut the door. Wind and rain whipped at his
clothing. Down on the cargo deck he could see things were
proceeding as before — the cranes still working, his crew gathered
in the same place. Richardson’s body remained where it had fallen.
Hamnet slung the machine pistol across his back. They were going to
get one hell of a surprise the next time they tried to shoot one of
his crew.

He moved to the aft end of the wing deck, as
far out of sight as he could get, and stepped up onto the railing.
From the top of the bridge he would have a commanding view of the
whole cargo deck. With his feet on the rail, one hand steadying
himself on a pillar, he felt cautiously for a grip on the lip of
the bridge roof. It was a dangerously exposed position — the wing
deck was built out to the full beam of the ship. Apart from the
risk of being spotted, the ocean churned violently fifteen metres
below him as it threw itself against the hull. A fall wouldn’t kill
him outright, but he would be pinned helplessly against the steel
wall by the waves. Helpless in every sense. Unable to save himself
— or Anna. Churned around in the washer until he drowned, while
they killed his wife and crew.

His legs started to shake at the thought. He
crouched, trying to take some weight off them, to return the
muscles to conscious motor control; fighting for the composure to
start the climb. He could find little purchase on the wet
paintwork, and the wind and rain were lunging at his body, trying
to tear it away. His hands felt along the roof edge; somewhere
there had to be something to get a hold on. He moved carefully
forward, feet slipping on the railing, increasingly exposed to any
casual glances to windward by the pirate crew. And anyone arriving
on the bridge. There was a crash as the leading wave of a big set
pounded into the hull. The railing hummed with the impact; spray
licked up the side of the ship and doused him. He held on, white
knuckled, blinking hard to clear stinging salt water from his eyes,
as the next three waves did the same.

In the momentary lull that followed, his
right hand finally located a support-wire fixing for the radio
mast. He took a firm grip with both hands, kicked his feet clear
and heaved. He got one elbow onto the edge but that was all. The
wire felt like a cheese cutter, and the pain sliced into his palms.
There was nothing to provide his feet with any support — they
kicked uselessly in the air. Already his arms were feeling the
strain, the pain spilling out from his hands, creeping up his
forearms, tightening insidiously as it sought to break his
hold.

Hamnet dug as deep as he could go, dredged
the pits for that extra strength that came with desperation. He
knew it was there — he’d been down there before. With a howl of
pain and fear and anguish that was whipped away by the wind, he
flung his body sideways. It was just enough — his right foot hooked
over the roof edge. Immediately he could take the strain off his
hands, slip the wire into the cradle of his elbow. He levered hard
with his leg, shoe leather skidding on water-streaked steelwork. A
final heave, and he threw himself onto the roof — and lay staring
up at the bruised clouds, rain hammering his face and body, gasping
for breath.

At the crash of a door below he rolled onto
all fours. Someone had got to the bridge. Hamnet scuttled softly
across to an air vent to listen. There were footsteps and loud
curses from inside. One of the Americans — the one he’d seen first,
he reckoned — had found the radioman. A quick command on the VHF to
the support boat cleared the SSB of the blocking transmission. The
oil platform immediately came crackling over the air. Hamnet had
difficulty making out what was said next, but figured the American
was trying to persuade the rig that its help wasn’t required. The
crash of a weapon as it slammed lead into the radio indicated he
had failed. Hamnet was motionless, rooted in place. The American’s
voice grew louder as it moved from the radio room to beneath the
air vent. “The oil installation has birds and armed security. We
don’t have much time — they’ve already left. Get the barge away
from here, fast, up the river and into the mangroves. Kill the
crew, like I said, but not the wife — she’s coming with us. Get her
in the inflatable with the boys.” A pause, then: “He’s dead —
forget him. Get on with it.”

Hamnet heard footsteps retreat to the stairs.
He hesitated, still crouching by the air vent, grasping for a plan,
some notion of how best to respond to the situation. The rain
drummed down on the steel roof all around him, the wind sweeping it
past him in rivers.

A sudden commotion on the cargo deck made him
look up. The crane had stopped, diesel engines were revving hard.
Then the Tannoy again. “Hamnet, hear me. We’re leaving now. With
your wife. One single word reaches the authorities about how you
ran your boat aground, and she dies.”

The words jolted him into action. He
slithered quickly to the front of the bridge, keeping back from the
edge, just in the shadow thrown by the light from the cargo deck.
He fumbled the weapon off his back. The unlit barge was moving away
to leeward, soon to be swallowed up by the rain. The high, whining
revs of a pair of outboard engines reached him as a rigid
inflatable boat pulled alongside in its place. The remaining
pirates were gathering by the leeward rail, preparing to disembark.
His crew were still by the crane, but now the guard was urging them
forward, towards the edge of the hold. Hamnet could see what was
coming. He had to take the guard out first to give them any sort of
chance.

He lined up the sight. His experience of
firearms being limited to fairgrounds and air pistols, he knew his
chances of hitting anything were slim, but maybe some of his men
would be able to get clear in the confusion. He breathed out, tried
to settle his pounding heart. It wasn’t happening. Giving up the
attempt, he tugged the trigger. Nothing. “Shit! Shit! Safety catch,
the fucking safety catch. Where the hell is it?” He fumbled with
the unfamiliar weapon, found a switch by the trigger guard and
snapped it down — two clicks.

As Hamnet took aim again, the gaunt figure of
the American commander approached the prisoners, grabbed the
guard’s machine pistol and pushed Anna to one side, towards the
pirates by the rail. It would be harder now — he couldn’t turn his
weapon on the main group for fear of hitting Anna.

But the American was already bringing up the
machine pistol, and Hamnet stopped thinking and squeezed his
trigger blindly. Unknowingly, he had set the Heckler and Koch MP5
on automatic. The barrage surprised him, he didn’t see where the
burst went, but those on deck saw where it came from and their
reaction was immediate. He heard the first rounds clang into the
front of the bridge below him, and slammed his head down. Lead
pelted the steelwork around him, a continuous clatter of death
delivered at eight hundred kilometres an hour. Hamnet’s cheek
pressed hard into the warm deck, rain puddling into his nostrils as
he willed the racket to stop. For minutes it seemed to rage — then,
suddenly, silence.

Cautiously, anxiously, he lifted his head.
There was no one, nothing. No crew, no pirates. The sudden roar of
outboard motors told him where the gang had gone, and he caught a
brief glimpse of the rigid inflatable as it pulled out from the
cover of the ship and disappeared into the murk. Nothing moved
below him. He wondered briefly if any of his crew had survived, but
his head told him that the pirates would have made sure there was
no chance of that. And Anna had been swept off in the
inflatable.

Then, through the ringing in his ears, came
another noise — the distant but unmistakable throb of helicopter
rotor blades. The sound grew louder, approaching from the port
side. With the cargo-deck lights ablaze, it wouldn’t take them long
to find him.

Hamnet stood, dropping his weapon to the
deck. He wiped the rain from his face, tried to think clearly. A
foundered ship, a lost crew. How the hell was he going to explain
all that without telling them about the GPS? And there would be an
enquiry. He could remember the last time. Press, questions,
tribunals. Nowhere to hide from it all. And no one you could trust
— he remembered that most of all. He knew then that he would have
to find Anna himself. The beat of the helicopter blades was heavy
on his ears. He only had seconds. The inflatable had pulled out to
the east. He had to do it now. He stared at the leeward edge of the
ship. How deep was it? She drew forty feet. There would be plenty
of water. So he ran. Hamnet sprinted across the
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