Prologue

Vic West was never late, but today he
was.

Eight o’clock at the beach bar, he’d
said. Before the weekend crowds arrive from the city and before
- the Caribbean sun makes the sand too hot to walk on. They serve
some of the best coffee in Venezuela at the bar; we can sit in the
shade and talk undisturbed for a couple of hours. Watch the sea
and the girls walk by. West liked watching the girls.

But it was gone nine now and Colonel Oliver Maidment still
sat alone with a half-eaten cachito croissant and his third cup of
café negro. High-octane caffeine that would set his pulse racing for
the rest of the morning.

Something big has come up, West had said. Real important,
he’d emphasised in that secretive way of his. But no details, not
over the phone. So the chairman and chief executive had can-
celled the board meeting of Portcullis Industries and Procure-
ment plc and taken the next available flight from Heathrow to
Caracas, flying via Miami.

A total of twenty energy-draining hours without sleep to get to
the rendezvous and then West doesn’t show.

For the umpteenth time, Maidment scanned the roadway and
the beach. At least there could be worse places to wait.

A strengthening sun was breaking up the high haze of cloud,
the sea becoming bluer by the minute and sparkling like a float-
ing bed of sapphires as each wave shrugged towards the shore.
His eye caught the movement of the lone jogger as he ran along
the waterline where the breakers foamed up the deserted strip of
sand.

Deserted? Not quite, Maidment realised. The music was car-
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ried on the offshore breeze from the multicoloured parasol some
fifty metres away. An upbeat bossa nova number. He looked and
saw the garish towel and the splay of pink legs half hidden by the
circle of shade.

All right for some, he thought, and beckoned the morose bar-
man. In his poor Spanish, Maidment said: ‘I am waiting for a
friend. I wonder if you saw him here earlier, before I arrived?’

The man grimaced as he tried to understand, as though the
effort were causing him physical pain. ‘What is his name?’

‘Victor West. Mid-fifties, stocky and balding with a heavy
moustache.’ It sounded almost like a betrayal to describe his old
friend in such unflattering terms. Especially an ex-Royal Marine.
He added: ‘He’s a regular here. Drinks King of Scots and Coke.
Likes to chat up the girls.’

Black lifeless eyes appraised this tall lean Englishman with his
panama hat, linen suit and kidskin loafers. The barman looked
directly at the sunburnt face and the head of crinkly brown hair
that had given way to a receding crown, then met the cool green
eyes. At length he said: ‘Your friend, he is a gringo?’

Maidment shook his head. ‘No, not American. He is English.’
There was a fine distinction.

The barman finally grunted in recognition. ‘Ah, yes. He comes
most weekends. In fact he was here yesterday evening when I
closed up.’

‘I suppose he didn’t leave a message?’ He knew he was grasp-
ing at straws, but West had been adamant that they should meet
urgently. ‘A message for Mr Maidment or the colonel perhaps?’

A shake of the head, irritated by this waste of time when he
could be sitting down in the shade of the bamboo awning doing
nothing. ‘No message. Your friend was with two other men, talk-
ing. Maybe he comes here tomorrow.’

Maidment ordered a batido fruit juice and watched the man go.

Sure, mafiana. That was a South American’s answer to every-
thing. Appointments were flexible things. Arrange a meeting and
you could expect to wait half a day for someone to turn up with-
out a word of apology. As though it were the most natural thing
in the world. If you invite guests for supper, Vic West had once
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told him, don’t be surprised if they turn up a week later expect-
ing to be wined and dined.

But West himself was never late.

Something must have happened, something unavoidable. For
all he knew, his friend’s car had broken down — very likely, given
the state of repair of most vehicles in this country. Or some unex-
pected and urgent meeting had been called by an important
client. There would be a good reason. No doubt the man would
show by lunch.

In the meantime Oliver Maidment had no intention of wasting
his time. Collecting his briefcase from the hired car, he settled
down to catch up with his paperwork. The company of which he
was now chairman and chief executive had invited him to join the
board soon after he’d stepped down from his parliamentary seat
before the General Election of 1987. His spell as a junior defence
minister had been followed by the poisoned chalice of a parlia-
mentary undersecretary post at the Northern Ireland Office.
Clearly he had been banished to the political wilderness. That he
would not return became evident when his daughter Sophie acci-
dentally killed herself with a cocaine overdose at a society party
in London. He was devastated by the loss and by the lurid stories
splashed across the front pages of the tabloid press.

Life at Portcullis Industries and Procurement suited him. He
was back amongst old military friends, many of whom he’d
known from his days as colonel of one of the infantry line regi-
ments. Out of the media gaze in all but the financial pages, he
enjoyed working for the highly respected public company in a
field that he knew well. Arms procurement — preferably of British
manufacture, but not necessarily — was the name of the game,
selling to governments and police forces worldwide. Training was
also given to foreign armies, together with security advice. The
company was also involved in the highly specialised manufacture
of related products, from surveillance equipment to one-off
weaponry. And all with the matronly blessing of Her Majesty’s
Government.

On joining the company, he had been surprised and delighted
to find that Vic West was their sales representative in South
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America. The paths of the two men had crossed during the
Falklands War. Then West, a former Royal Marines officer, was
attached to the Secret Intelligence Service, while Maidment was
a junior MOD minister. West’s father, an English Jew, had been
an engineer and had spent most of his life working in the
Venezuelan oilfields. He married the daughter of a wealthy
Peruvian businessman. Therefore the young Vic West spent his
formative years in either Lima or Caracas and his late teens and
early twenties travelling the South American continent in search
of adventure. By this time he had become a fluent Spanish
speaker.

In 1964 at the age of twenty-five, West had decided that the
military life was for him and joined the Royal Marines. Later he
passed selection for the Special Boat Squadron which brought
him into contact with the Intelligence Corps to which he later
transferred.

By the time Argentina invaded the South Atlantic islands, West
had already served in several South American SIS stations as an
acknowledged expert on the area. Maidment appreciated West’s
explanations of the Spanish American psyche and the two men
became close acquaintances, if not yet good friends.

That was to develop five years later when the minister resigned
his parliamentary seat after the tragic loss of his daughter. And it
was to happen in the most bizarre of circumstances which were
to change Maidment’s life and give him a renewed reason for liv-
ing. In a word, revenge.

Vic West was one of Portcullis’s top salesmen. His quasi-
diplomatic role with SIS had introduced him to the top echelons
of politics and the military throughout South America. He was
ideally placed to offer equipment and training schemes to gov-
ernments anxious to fight left-wing guerrillas and the big drug
barons. But it did not stop there. West was well connected with
people from so many walks of life that he was able to cash in fur-
ther on the cocaine boom by also selling to the so-called drugs
cartels and Communist guerrillas as well as their rival right-wing
paramilitary death squads. These deals were secretly subcon-
tracted to either Israeli or South African suppliers for a lucrative
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cut. West had good contacts with the intelligence services of both
countries.

Had this become public knowledge there would have been
amazement that Oliver Maidment, former infantry colonel and
junior government minister, could have been party to such
arrangements — especially after his daughter’s tragic death while
using cocaine.

But both Maidment and West knew that if Portcullis did not
supply these people, then either the French or Belgians certainly
would. Moreover, only they could guarantee that much of the
intelligence they gleaned in the process would be fed back to
West’s old colleagues at the newly developing Global Issues
Department of the Secret Intelligence Service. Some of that
information would be horse-traded with their American
‘cousins’, the CIA, or the Drug Enforcement Administration and
others. Just to keep the favours square and the British profile
high. When the situation was right, an arms or drugs shipment
might be seized as a result.

It gave both men satisfaction for a very special reason that only
a handful of people knew.

‘Some lunch?’ The barman’s shadow fell across the papers on
the table. ‘Before the rush starts?’

Maidment looked at his watch, surprised to see it was nearly
one. And still West hadn’t shown.

With concern beginning to grow, the colonel ordered an arepa
maize pancake stuffed with squid, and a can of Polar beer. But
when the meal came he found he had no appetite for it. Glancing
along the beach, he again noticed the multicoloured parasol. The
sun had arced across the sky since the early morning and shade
no longer covered the body of the man who basked so content-
edly, face down on the towel. Even from that distance Maidment
could see how pink his skin was. The music still blared, but no
one seemed to mind.

Day trippers from Caracas now filled the beach and splashed
in the shimmering sea. Queues were forming at the bar; Vic
would have appreciated the long-legged office girls making the
most of the weekend. All honey-skinned with sleek black hair.
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Not topless though, like you’d see in Europe; Catholic modesty
demanded the wearing of bikinis, no matter that the thin thongs
cutting up between their buttocks left little to the imagination.

Yes, Vic West would like that. But still he hadn’t showed.

Must be a reason, must be. He just hoped it was nothing seri-
ous like a road crash, an all-too-frequent occurrence in this coun-
try. Or something more sinister . . . but West of all people could
look after himself.

Then Maidment saw the telephone on the bar. Why hadn’t he
noticed it before? As local calls were free he just had to dial the
number of La Floresta hotel where West usually stayed in town.
A strident tone reverberated in his ear. Unobtainable. Bloody
Venezuelan communications! Always changing the numbers and
not telling anyone, including the subscribers themselves. It was a
nightmare.

What should he do? Drive back to La Floresta and risk passing
his friend coming the other way? Then another thought occurred.
Unusually, West hadn’t used the twenty-four hour clock. Was it
just possible he’d meant them to meet at eight o’clock in the
evening — after things got quiet, not before, and he’d just misun-
derstood? Not impossible and it would certainly explain his non-
appearance.

Feeling more reassured, Maidment decided he needed some
exercise to take his mind off things. After locking his attaché case
in the trunk of his hired car, he left a message with the barman
for West to await his return.

Then he began to stroll along the beach drag. The wind was
gusting in off the sea now taking the edge off the sun’s fierce heat.
It was pleasant for walking and Maidment found himself relax-
ing, thinking back over the years during which he and Vic West
had shared the secret.

In fact he walked farther than he had intended and when he
returned along the water-line the beach had started to empty.
The sky was clouding over and his elongated shadow had lost its
sharpness. There was now a chill edge to the breeze.

His legs were beginning to ache and he was thankful to glimpse
the yellow, blue and red flag, wind-ragged and snapping on the
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pole by the bamboo bar. Almost certainly West would be there by
now. Unconsciously his pace quickened.

It was then that the sudden darting movement up ahead caught
his eye. Momentarily he thought it was a scavenging dog before
he glimpsed the torn short trousers and brown legs of the urchin
boy as he scampered away from the multicoloured parasol.

He realised instantly what had happened. The young thief had
stolen something from the sunbathing man while he slept.

‘STOP!” Maidment yelled and began to run. It was an instinc-
tive reaction; he had never believed in passing by when someone
was in trouble.

But after a few paces he slowed, his feet sinking deep into the
soft sand. There was no way he could catch the youngster; it was
stupid even to try at his age. He turned towards the parasol. At
least he could tell the man, give him a description of the boy. For
all the good that would do; there were thousands of deprived kids
like him surviving off their wits in the barrio slums of Caracas.

As he approached, Maidment became aware that the sound
from the radio, which had been blasting out salsa rhythms earlier
in the day, had faded to a murmur as the batteries ran down. No
attempt had been made to move the parasol since the morning
and the man had been lying unprotected in the harsh sun for
most of the day.

The colonel shuffled to a halt and his mouth went suddenly dry
as he looked down at the body. The skin on the back, with its
thick mat of dark hair around the shoulders, was the colour of
rare steak and bubbling with clusters of small white blisters, some
not so small.

A knot of apprehension tightened in Maidment’s gut.
Somehow the man looked familiar. The chunky short build, the
thick legs and the curling grey hair around the nape of the neck.

Even as he dropped to one knee and reached out to turn him
over, he knew the man was dead.

Christ, he’d been right after all. Vic West was never late.






1

‘My first case of death by sunbathing.’

The cop’s eyes were hidden behind
stylish Polaroid sunglasses and Maid-
ment was irritated to find his own reflection staring back at him.
As the officer chewed unconcernedly on a wad of gum, the
colonel felt an overwhelming urge to punch the man in the face.

Even the barman was annoyed by the cop’s insensitivity. “The
dead man was his friend,’ he said pointedly.

The attendant from the Policia Technica Judicial, who was
struggling to get the stretcher into the back of the morgue van,
was equally unimpressed with the sick humour.

‘It must have been a heart attack,” he assured Maidment. ‘A
massive one, too, because he wasn’t even able to move. Ifitis a
consolation, I doubt he knew much about it.’

Infarto? The colonel’s Spanish was far from good and it took
him a few moments to assimilate the words. Vic West died of a
heart attack? It didn’t seem credible. Not Vic, the tough old bug-
ger. He’d given up smoking years before and had even cut down
on his King of Scots and Coke. Last year he’d passed the com-
pany’s stringent medical and could still run a mile and a half in
twenty minutes.

‘He was fitter than I’ve ever been,” Maidment murmured, half
to himself.

The attendant shrugged. ‘It happens.” He went to close the rear
door.

‘T’ll follow you.’

‘No,’ the cop intervened ominously. ‘You will come with me.
As the person who discovered the body, you are held respon-
sible.’




The attendant said sympathetically: ‘It’s why no one stops at
fatal accidents in this country. Your friend’s body will be held in
the morgue at Catia La Mar.’

A second cop drove Maidment’s hire car while he was obliged
to ride in the police vehicle. He might have been angered at being
treated like the prime suspect had it not been for the awful sense
of sadness that deepened with every minute that passed.

By the time they reached headquarters in Caracas the full
shock of the loss had finally struck him and the tears were run-
ning freely down his cheeks like those of a hurt child. He owed
Vic West so much and no one would ever know. Could never
know.

In fact the anticipated interrogation did not prove to be such
an ordeal. The investigating fiscal had a heavy workload with
three murders that evening and he saw an obvious heart-attack
case as the quickest and simplest to clear. After a few dozen terse
questions, the attorney seemed satisfied and the statement was
drawn up for Maidment to sign.

It was dark when he left to drive to the city morgue. The lights
were still on and he ventured inside past the unmanned door: the
gleaming aluminium body lockers and inspection tables were
under the harsh fluorescent lighting, incongruously clinical
against the grimy chipped tiles of the walls and floor where blood
ran freely into the drainage channels.

A pathologist was crudely slicing and probing at the cadaver of
one of the day’s murder victims, muttering his findings while an
assistant scribbled them down in a notebook.

The man looked up. ‘What do you want?’

‘You’ve got the body of my friend here — Sefior West.’

“The heart attack?’

‘Yes.’

‘So?’

‘Can you confirm it was a heart attack?’

“That’s what his label said.’

‘You won’t — er — examine the body?’

‘Not much point.” A sigh. ‘I’'m very busy.’

His assistant whispered something in his ear. The pathologist
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nodded as though suddenly resigned to the interruption. Pulling
off his surgical gloves, he said: ‘Okay, stitch that one up.’

He walked across to the lockers and slid one open. Unlike the
charred back, the front of Vic West’s naked body was bluish and
waxy, quite obscene. Like some macabre theatre prop. Not a
human being at all, not his friend.

‘What is it?” Maidment asked.

The pathologist sniffed. ‘Probably nothing. My assistant
noticed it.” He lifted West’s foot.

Maidment peered closer until he could distinguish the slight
bruising and the patch of dry blood around the puncture mark.
He cleared his throat. ‘What’s that?’

‘A hypodermic, I should say. We don’t get to see many heroin
addicts in Venezuela. When we do, they are usually Americans.’

‘Vic was no addict,” Maidment said angrily, despite what was
staring him in the face.

The pathologist smiled uneasily. ‘Well, it is true I can see no
other marks.’

Maidment sensed there was something else. ‘Yes?’

A shrug. ‘An unusually big needle was used.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘A large syringe of whatever—’ His voice trailed. ‘If it was
heroin, it could have been enough to induce an attack of the
heart. That is all.’

That was all. Vic West had been murdered, that was all. Some
bastards had held him down and filled him so full of heroin that
his heart had burst. Then they’d callously dumped him under a
parasol on the beach before the sun came up.

They knew it would be treated as a heart attack. Knew the
Venezuelan police and the medics wouldn’t ask questions, even if
they had suspicions. There were enough murders every night on
the streets of Caracas to keep them more than busy.

In fact, it had then cost Maidment four hundred dollars to per-
suade the forensic pathologist to conduct a private postmortem,
and even then he’d had to do a lot of talking.

‘Marfiana,” the man had promised wearily. He would have the
results some time the next day.
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But Maidment had no real doubts, for him the only question
was who had done it? Who had seen through the fagade of the
congenial Englishman who had friends in every city on the South
American continent? His apprenticeship for the business had
been the best; his work in British Inteliigence had long ago taught
him how to cover his tracks and his real interests. His qualifica-
tions were impeccable, his track record unblemished, until now.
Somewhere along the line Vic West had made the one mistake he
wasn’t allowed to make in his business.

Had his killers been following him for months, even years,
patiently awaiting their moment of revenge? Or was this new,
something more recent? Something to do with West’s urgent
demand for the meeting?

‘Something big.” His friend’s words echoed round Maidment’s
head as he drove through the Caracas streets to the hotel that
overlooked the Plaza Altamira.

La Floresta was a ten-storey building with a narrow frontage
squeezed in between other buildings and dwarfed by neighbour-
ing tower blocks. Although it was only ten o’clock when
Maidment arrived, he found its doors already locked against the
thieves who prowled the city’s streets after dark.

He found himself glancing nervously over his shoulder as he
waited for the reluctant night manager to answer the bell and
open up.

The man showed no emotion as he was told that his guest,
Seilor West, had met with a fatal accident and that he had come
to collect his belongings. Just: “‘Who will pay the bill, sefior?’

Bastard, the colonel thought, but just said simply, ‘I’ll settle it.’

‘You’ll have to sign for anything you take away,” the manager
warned as he shuffled to the elevator and pressed the button. As
the doors wheezed open, he asked: ‘It was a car crash, I suppose?’

‘Why do you say that?’

They stepped inside. ‘Because that’s how most people die in
Caracas. That or a knifing.’

‘When did you last see Sefior West?’

‘Must have been yesterday evening. He left with two friends.’

‘Friends?’
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A shrug. ‘Well, they’d been drinking in the bar, laughing
together like amigos.’

‘What did these men look like?’

The night manager suddenly sensed trouble; his amnesia was
instant. ‘I did not see their faces,’ he replied. This was a danger-
ous city in which to notice things.

They alighted on the eighth floor and went to West’s room. It
was poky and a little shabby, but clean. The air-conditioning unit
rattled so noisily at the window that Maidment didn’t hear the
manager close the door, leaving him alone.

What he really wanted to find was his friend’s briefcase, but it
wasn’t in the room. Had his killers taken it or was that what the
boy stole from the beach?

He switched off the air conditioning, able to think more ration-
ally in the blessed silence that followed. If Vic West had been in
possession of some sensitive information that he’d committed to
paper, then he may have hidden it in his room. Better that than
risk taking it with him on the streets in a city notorious for its
pickpockets and muggers.

Methodically Maidment stripped the covers and mattress from
the bed and checked the carpet edge for any sign that it had been
loosened from the gripper rail in order to hide something under-
neath it. Then he checked the lavatory cistern and bathroom cab-
inet before pulling out each drawer in the fitted furniture in case
something had been taped to the back of one of them.

He drew a blank. Now the exertion of movement and his
mounting frustration were making him hot as the refrigerated
atmosphere was slowly replaced by the humidity of the tropical
night. Removing his jacket and tie, Maidment began taking
West’s clothes from the wardrobe to pack them into the empty
suitcase he’d found under the bed. Before folding away each suit,
he emptied the pockets. An assortment of business cards, some
bus tickets, sweet wrappers and a laundry receipt — and a blue
boarding card.

He tilted it towards the light to read the small print. Avensa air-
line. From Caracas to Puerto Ayacucho. Where was that? Some-
where in the southwest of the country, he thought, but wasn’t
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sure. And the date? The sixteenth. Three days earlier. Assuming
West had stopped over for the night before returning, that must
have been the last place he’d visited. But for what purpose?

There were no other clues.

By the time he’d cleared the bathroom of toiletries, he was
sweating freely and regretting his earlier decision to kill the air
conditioning. As he heaved the suitcase towards the door, he
noticed the minibar. Now that was an idea.

It opened to reveal an ice-cool six-pack of beer and a row of
mixer bottles. An orange juice would hit the spot, he decided. It
was when he extracted the bottle that the thin pocket diary
flapped down onto the worn carpet. The papers must have
adhered to the moisture on the glass.

His thirst forgotten, he opened the booklet and flicked through
the pages. Well, there it was. Today’s entry: 0800 hours. Meet
Ollie. He’s going to like this!

There was nothing entered for the previous evening when West
had seemingly left La Floresta with two ‘friends’. In fact, there
was nothing at all entered for yesterday or the day before. On the
sixteenth, the day West had apparently flown to Puerto
Ayacucho, there was more scrawled handwriting. Hotel Tomo.
1500 hrs. Meet Palechor at Las Noches Arabes. Arabian Nights.
Then, at the bottom of the page, written in capital letters and
circled, were two words: WHITE VIPER.

None of it meant anything to Maidment, but then he was tired
now and aware that his mind was only functioning at half-power.
It could wait until morning. He closed the door of West’s room
and drove back to his own hotel.

It seemed that his head had only just hit the pillow when he
was awakened by the electric purr of the bedside phone. Daylight
streamed in through the open window and he strained to hear the
speaker’s voice above the clamour of the city’s rush-hour traffic.

The morgue pathologist was calling to confirm that Sefior
West appeared to have died from a heart attack induced by a
massive overdose of drugs. But not an opiate, pure cocaine. As
the amount taken was so great, the man could only conclude that
it was a very deliberate act of suicide.
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Suicide! Maidment fumed as he replaced the receiver. What an
insult to his friend even to suggest such a thing. No, the colonel’s
worst fears were confirmed. But what to do about it? He needed
advice and fast.

Moments later he had reached his decision and put a call
through to the British Embassy in Chuao and asked for Simon
Cadbury in the Commercial Section.

When the SIS head of station answered, the colonel said
briskly: ‘Oliver Maidment of Portcullis here.’

‘Ah, Colonel, nice to hear from you. It must be a year since we
last met—’

Maidment dumped the niceties. ‘Listen, Simon, Vic West is
dead. I must speak with you urgently.’

There was a sharp intake of breath at the other end of the line,
but no trace of feeling as he recovered from the surprise news. ‘Of
course, Colonel, but not over the phone. Let’s be a bit discreet.
Come to the Valle Arriba at noon.’

Maidment arrived ten minutes early at the sumptuous country
club and was irked when Simon Cadbury sauntered in at a quar-
ter past. The man had Harrow, Oxbridge and Foreign Office
stamped through him as clearly as lettering in a stick of rock
candy: striped shirt and Cavalry tie under a mushroom-coloured
tropical suit which he wore with an air of studied arrogance. At
thirty-three his features were still self-consciously handsome and
finely chiselled. His greeting was cool, his voice slightly distant as
they took their drinks on the sun terrace which overlooked the
swimming pool and the lush golf links beyond.

‘Was sorry to hear about Vic. Heart attack was it?’

The SIS officer had been doing his homework, Maidment
realised. ‘No, he was murdered. Given a massive overdose of
near pure cocaine and then dumped on the beach to make it look
good.’

Cadbury must have been taken aback, but his face wore the
expression of a professional poker player. “The hospital didn’t
mention the cocaine.’

‘They didn’t know. I paid for a private postmortem.’

‘That was a smart move.’
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‘Not smart, Simon. He was my friend as well as employee; 1
had to know.’

‘Any idea who was responsible?” Cadbury asked quietly and
sipped at a tall glass of vodka and lime.

Maidment shook his head. “To be honest it could be anyone
from Vic’s past. But my best guess has to be that it was someone
he was dealing with currently. He’d called a meeting with me for
something that he said was very important, very big.” He paused.
‘Only he didn’t make it.’

‘What was it about? Some deal?’

‘Almost certainly, but I’'ve no idea what. All I know is that he
travelled down to Puerto Ayacucho on business a couple of days
ago.” He told Cadbury about the boarding card and the diary
entries. As the man listened in silence, his lips tightened percept-
ibly. “Thing is, Simon, do you think I should fly to the place and
find out what he was up to?’

Cadbury didn’t answer directly. Instead he said: ‘This refer-
ence to White Viper—’ He allowed the words to hang between
them.

Maidment shook his head. ‘No idea. Sounds like some sort of
posh cocktail. Why? Does it mean anything to you?’

The SIS officer glanced around to make sure no one was
within earshot. “We’ve picked it up on a couple of DEA briefings
during the past nine months or so. Of course, our Drugs Liaison
Officer at the embassy is more au fait than me.’

‘So what is it?’

‘Someone’s branding a new coke supply by that name.’

‘Branding?” Maidment frowned. ‘Ah, you mean very pure
cocaine?’

Cadbury smiled gently. ‘I see you have read The Fruit Palace -
considered essential reading for anyone interested in Colombia,
just like Marquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude. Alas, Colonel,
Charles Nicholl’s search for the origins of the mythical Snow
White pure coke is a bit of a fantasy and can be misleading.
Although in this case there are similarities.’

‘T don’t understand.’

‘Look, all cocaine bought at source in bulk is pretty much the
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same purity — around ninety per cent, so branding isn’t usually
anything to do with quality. White Viper, Snow White, call it
Heinz or Kellogg’s if you like, it’s no different. Branding is used
to indicate a reliable supply source and to help keep track of ship-
ments. The coke business is very fragmented. Although the
media refer to the Cali cartel, the Medellin cartel, the Santa
Marta — in fact they’re all smaller groups that form and re-form
all the time as it suits them. .

‘If there’s a big order to meet, then the product might have to
come from, say, three different laboratories. Branding assures the
next buyer in the chain that it’s basically the same product from
the same source. Likewise when transport is shared. When you’ve
a stash of coke being moved with someone else’s, you want to be
able to identify it at the other end.’

‘I see.’

‘Branding doesn’t usually reach the end user. To them a snort
is a snort.’

‘You said usually.’

‘Well, in this case there is a similarity with. Nicholl’s book.
Branding is actually reaching street level. Maybe some narco
kingpin got the idea from the book to use as a marketing ploy.
According to our DLO here, some stuff’s turned up in Colombia
and in the States. Also in the UK. And it’s around fifty per cent
pure.’

‘Is that significant?’

Cadbury gave one of his patronising little half-smiles. ‘Coke
traffickers normally finish with their product when it arrives at its
country of destination. Then it works down the local pyramid
from importer to street dealer. Overall you can reckon on three
cuts to middlemen by adding impurities. At street level your
ninety per cent pure snow is down to thirty per cent and every-
one’s done very nicely thank you.’

‘So if White Viper is hitting the streets at fifty per cent?’
Maidment pressed.

‘It means this organisation is involved much further down the
chain in the user country. That’s very usual. Our DLO reckons
they’re cutting out one or two middlemen. That keeps the end-
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user price competitive for a product that really does pack an extra
punch. It’s a neat trick, introducing market forces.’

‘So the White Viper brand really does mean something to the
man on the street?’

Cadbury gave an abrupt little laugh. ‘Yeah, it means he can
blow his brains out if he’s not careful or give himself an early
heart attack — especially if he’s a first timer or doesn’t dilute it
himself.’

‘Dangerous stuff.’

‘But good value and very desirable. Encourages the end user to
do a little cutting and dealing himself. Spreading the habit. So
you can imagine the trouble that’s going to cause. Wide boys are
going to counterfeit the White Viper logo — it’s just a squiggly
snake on a polythene bag — and all sorts of rival gangland may-
hem is likely to result.’

‘I see. Who’s producing this stuff?’

‘No idea, Colonel. And nor does anyone else, according to the
DEA briefings. But it’s resulted in a lot of feuding and blood-let-
ting in Colombia and here in Venezuela.’

‘Did Vic know something about it?” Maidment asked himself
aloud. ‘What the hell does it mean?’

Cadbury’s eyes took on a flinty look. ‘What it does mean,
Colonel, is that if you go sniffing around Puerto Ayacucho, then
don’t waste your money buying a two-way ticket. Because you
won’t be coming back.’

‘Pardon me?’

‘If Vic had got mixed up with these White Viper people, it
could very well be the reason he’s dead. If they’re operating out
of Puerto Ayacucho and you go snooping around down there,
you’ll end up like him. The place has been going the same way as
Arauca over the past year — a lawless area full of guerrillas and
drug gangsters. Before long it’ll be a no-go area to both the police
and the army.’

Maidment frowned. ‘What about our people?’

‘Our people?’

‘Okay, your people. Couldn’t you send some of them down to
investigate? After all, the service owes Vic a big debt for his work
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over the years. He was one of your own and both of us have fed
you with plenty of high-grade information since he left you.
Don’t you want to know why he was killed — sort out those who
did it?’

Cadbury’s patience was wearing thin. ‘Look, Colonel, I’'m kept
desperately short-staffed and dead agents are no good to me. The
drugs war isn’t top of our list of priorities; we leave that to the
Yanks. Your and Vic’s legal arms supplies — great, no problem,
and any collateral intelligence to hand to the DEA boys is a
bonus. But if Vic was getting in deep shit with the narcos, I don’t
want to know. He had a good run over here for eight years and
we both know he pushed his luck.” He looked the other man
straight in the eyes. ‘But it just ran out. Vic may have had a lot of
friends in South America, Colonel, but whenever you make a
friend here, you make an enemy of someone else.’

But Maidment was hardly listening, his mind racing on to
other possibilities. ‘What about the DEA, Simon? You know
their people here; couldn’t you persuade them to investigate on
our behalf?’

Cadbury’s laugh was genuine. ‘I’ll tell you what happened the
last time the DEA went down there. Three months ago they
planned for a bunch of their special agents to go down to Puerto
Ayacucho and take a look around. They chartered a private plane
using a genuine company cover name and likewise hired a car to
meet them at the airstrip. When they arrived they were faced with
a welcome party of armed heavies. Nothing fraught, all very
friendly with lots of jokes. Why not, there was plenty to laugh
about. They handed the special agents a tape recording. It was of
one of their own damn secretaries making all the secret booking
arrangements on what they thought was a secure telephone. The
DEA guys did the only thing they could do — flew straight back
to Caracas.’

Maidment paled slightly. ‘You mean the DEA is infiltrated?’

‘Infiltrated, bugged and buggered. The narcos’ first rule is
“know thine enemy”. The whole of Venezuela is awash with
narco money and riddled from top to bottom with informers and
those with vested interests to protect.’
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The colonel was exasperated. “There must be something some-
one can do.’

‘There’s something you can do,” Cadbury replied, draining his
glass. ‘Go home to London. Go home before someone links you
with Vic and be thankful for the millions he earned your company
in eight good years.” He glanced at the gold watch on his wrist.
‘I’m sorry, I’ve got to get back to the office.’

And that was it.

Maidment drove away from the clubhouse in a blind, seething
rage. For once he was oblivious to the helter-skelter of Caracas
traffic, the suicidal lane-switching at high speed and the caco-
phony of car horns. He had no thought of where he was heading,
just knew that he couldn’t face the depressing confinement of his
hotel room. He needed space to breathe and time to think.

Before long he found himself on one of the autopistas, a con-
crete swathe slicing through the city and towards the coast. That
would do. The beach bar that had been Vic West’s favourite
haunt. One last drink for old times’ sake.

Old times. Some good, but some bloody awful. Like the year his
daughter died. 1987. Eight years ago, yet it seemed like only yes-
terday that Sophie had arrived home unexpectedly and wandered
into the garden of the detached house in Hillsborough, a middle-
class suburban district south of Belfast that was considered ‘safe’
enough for a middle-ranking Northen Ireland Office minister.

Even now he could remember how young and fresh she looked
in the simple summer frock, sunlight catching in her auburn hair.
And that mischievous and beguiling smile of hers, those knowing
looks that belied her innocence. A virgin, he’d thought then.
Barely twenty-one, university behind her and her whole future
ahead.

He’d been sitting on the patio with Vic West and a man who
had just been introduced to him at that time simply as ‘Kurt’.
West was giving a final unofficial briefing before his retirement
from the Secret Intelligence Service to seek his fortune in the
commercial market place. Apparently several major companies
had expressed interest in his South American expertise.

20



The man whom Maidment was later to know as Kurt Mallory
was a complete stranger to him. All he had been told was that the
man had for a time served in the élite Special Air Service
Regiment and was now what SIS liked to call a freelancer. Not
on any official payroll, he was an undercover operator who was
about to investigate links between the Provisional IRA and the
Basque separatist terror organisation known as ETA. The minis-
ter was assured of the freelancer’s reputation and that he was well
regarded in certain secretive circles in both Washington and Tel
Aviv where he’d been hired by various agencies from time to
time. He was a first-class fingerman, an expert at covert infiltra-
tion. West didn’t then mention the man’s other speciality.

Yet despite the assurances, privately Oliver Maidment hadn’t
been sure about the man. He certainly looked the part. With a
dark complexion and wild black hair, he could easily pass for a
Spaniard but the minister felt there was something unsavoury
about him, even allowing for the shabby jeans and dirty T-shirt.
Despite the rather striking face and penetrating blue eyes —
coloured contact lenses would be used, West explained — you
could just sense that Kurt Mallory could melt into the back-
ground of any seedy bar in Dublin or on the Basque coast. With
those gipsy looks he could be accepted as a Latin or a Gaelic son,
and apparently his Spanish was as fluent as his English which he
spoke with a strangely Germanic accent.

That was when he spoke at all.

Looking back now, Maidment thought, he should have
guessed what was going to happen. The moment Sophie saw
Kurt Mallory on the patio and his eyes met hers, you could sense
the frisson in the air between them. Almost smell the pheromones
clashing amongst the scents of the garden.

Not that Mallory had given her any obvious encouragement,
but then he didn’t have to. The polite acknowledging smile
would have been quite enough for Sophie. She had her mother’s
determination to get what she wanted. His daughter had always
possessed a bewitching sense of devilment and during three years
of freedom at university she had discovered her libido and the
pleasures of blossoming womanhood. A search for her ‘grand
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passion’ had begun.

Only later Maidment discovered that Sophie had managed to
contact Mallory through West when the man’s assignment was
over. She could be very persuasive when she used her new-found
womanly wiles. And Vic always had been a sucker for a pretty
face. She and Mallory had been lovers for six months when he
first found out about it.

He had not been pleased. At thirty-five, not only was Mallory
fourteen years older than his daughter, they were obviously and
completely unsuitable for each other. An attraction of opposites,
if ever there was one. Of course the colonel couldn’t bring him-
self to blame his daughter, just this unkempt stranger with his
selfish desire to get his leg over some nubile innocent. That was
how he saw it then. Much later he learned the truth, worked it
out for himself. Mallory had seemed unattainable, so Sophie
wanted him. ‘My bit of rough,’ she’d joked with her old univer-
sity friends. ‘I found him a challenge. There was something — I
don’t know — dangerous about him. And because he wasn’t really
interested — to begin with. Actually he’s rather cute when you get
to know him. And fascinating — God, he knows so much, he’s
been everywhere!’

And Maidment himself had got to know him when Sophie
died. When her search for a grand passion and another challenge
and another experiment led her to try cocaine at a West End
party. It was beginner’s bad luck. The purity was unusually high,
and Sophie apparently suffered from a weak heart. Her death
made the front page of every newspaper in the country.

Father and lover met at the funeral. It was a tense moment as
Mallory, who had kept his distance from her family during the
burial, came forward to offer his condolences.

Maidment’s wife had dabbed at her tears and eyed him coldly.
‘And did you love her, Mr Mallory?’ she demanded sardonically.

The reply was hoarse. ‘More than I should have done.’

A strange answer, Maidment had thought then, but later he
began to understand.

But that was much later, after his life and career went into a
plunging spiral. He had barely resigned from politics to join
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Portcullis when his wife had died of grief and cancer, one feeding
off the other.

His old acquaintance, Vic West, who was the company’s South
American salesman, had returned to London and come to see
him as the office closed.

He would never forget that night. Just the two of them, sitting
in the darkness at the boardroom table with a panoramic view of
the empty City and the moon shining like quicksilver on the
Thames. Voices hushed and mellowed by the bottle of malt they
shared.

It was then that he discovered he was not alone. That many
others had suffered tragedies as a result of drug abuse and that a
sort of unofficial self-help group existed. It had grown up over the
years, dedicated to helping parents, loved ones and friends to
purge their inevitable sense of guilt, frustration and anger by
doing something, anything, to bring the purveyors of narcotics to
justice. Jew and Arab, black or white, rich or poor; the member-
ship was international, across all religions and cultures. Shared
grief, it seemed, could transcend all barriers, all differences.

There was a secret fund to which the wealthy made willing and
generous donations. The parents of an addict on a Manchester
council estate would receive a visit from a stranger — and a cheque
for their son’s rehab treatment. Later a job offer, organised
through the secret network, would arrive out of the blue to give
the struggling lad a chance. That was the way it worked.

‘T’'ve never heard of this,” Maidment confessed. ‘How did you
get to know about it?’

Vic West was not a soft man, but even in the dim half-light
Maidment could see the moisture in his friend’s eyes. ‘I lost my
nephew to amphetamines. Lovely boy, great nature, just a bit
wild as a teenager. As you know, my marriage busted before we
could have kids, so young Malc was like a son to me too.’

The colonel learned that the organisation had no name. For
that matter it had no offices, no employees, no letterheads and no
telephone. In effect, it did not exist. It was just an informal net-
work that brought together the highest in the land, whose sons
and daughters had been destroyed by the ravages of cocaine, with
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the lowliest workers whose children had overdosed on heroin or
were hooked on crack or ecstasy. The organisation crossed all
political divides and all social classes in a common cause. Natural
justice.

‘It was born in the early seventies.” Even now Maidment could
recall West’s quiet explanation. ‘A wealthy German industrialist
lost his daughter to heroin. Some greedy middleman had diluted
the stuff so much that she’d been virtually injecting neat brick
dust. She died of a brain haemorrhage. Poor bloke was distraught
and swore vengeance on those responsible.’

‘What did he do?’ Maidment had asked, seeing himself in
exactly the same position.

‘He hired a very expensive private detective,’ replied West, ‘a
Dutchman who, as it happened, was a former intelligence officer
— very well connected — whose own son, highly-gifted apparently,
had hit skid row. Had to survive as a bum boy to pay for his
heroin habit. The two men became firm friends with a common
interest.’

‘What happened?’

‘Over the years the two men became three, then four, then a
dozen — some of them very powerful people. Now there’s an
English judge, a French police chief, a Swiss banker, an Italian
motor magnate, at least two American senators — all have had
families scarred or members lost to narcotics. As you might ima-
gine, many are Freemasons.’

Maidment had been puzzled. “‘What exactly does this organisa-
tion do?’

West smiled gently. ‘It has the wealth to pay for extensive pri-
vate investigations. The dossiers that result are then handed to
the appropriate authorities to provide the evidence with which to
prosecute.’

‘And it works?’

‘Not as often as we would like. Narcotics is big business. These
people can afford to buy themselves out of trouble — bribes to
police and lawyers, judges and juries. But we’ve had some suc-
cess. Several big dealers are in prison because of the Angels’
work.’
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‘Angels?’” Maidment hadn’t understood.

‘Just a name. Sometimes we need to refer to ourselves as some-
thing. The Avengers, the Whisperers, the Angels — the references
change with fashion.’

‘Could these people help me in any way?’

West smiled. ‘We already have. The search has begun to find
those ultimately responsible for your daughter’s death. We are
using our connections with several intelligence and police forces.’

Maidment’s mouth had fallen open with surprise.

Yet it was to take another seven months to identify the Italian
Mafia capo. The collected evidence was duly presented to the
state prosecutors.

One year on and nothing had happened. As on so many previ-
ous occasions, the man responsible proved to be safely beyond
the reach of the law.

One day Vic West had telephoned unexpectedly and arranged
a secret meeting at a quiet country pub. When Maidment arrived
he was to find his friend in the company of the man who had once
been his daughter’s lover. Kurt Mallory.

It was then that Mallory had made an extraordinary offer. He
became the organiser’s first executioner. And when the capo died
in a car bombing, the murder was attributed to a rival mafia clan.

Then Maidment was at the beach. He’d driven the entire journey
from Caracas without being able to recall a single moment of it.
Driving blind, seeing only past events marching in a procession
before his eyes. The last face he saw was that of his own dead
daughter, Sophie. She was staring at him through the wind-
screen. There was a look of accusation in her eyes. It was as
though she were there, in the car with him. He could smell her,
sense her presence. Her voice was soft but insistent in his ears.

‘Well, Dad, what are you going to do about it? Vic West helped
you and me. What are you going to do for him?’

He jerked on the handbrake. The heat and humidity were get-
ting to him. He was feeling faint, needed air. Stumbling out of the
car, he drew in a lungful of fresh salty air and looked towards the
bamboo bar and the beach. A couple with a toddler were camped
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happily at the spot where Vic West had been found.

Recovering slightly, he ordered a King of Scots and a Coke
from the barman, just as his old friend would have done.

No, he could not take Simon Cadbury’s advice just to go home
and forget about it. He owed more than that. To Sophie as well
as Vic himself.

There had to be another way to find out what had happened.

And then it occurred to him. Kurt Mallory.

Since he had killed the man ultimately responsible for Sophie’s
death, Mallory had worked for the organisation on several other
occasions. But Maidment hadn’t heard of him for some two years
and the only person who had known where to contact him had
been Vic West. There had been something close between the two
men. Perhaps Mallory was retired from the killing business, or
might even be dead himself. Who would know?

Colonel Oliver Maidment swallowed hard on his drink.
Mallory was a former freelancer for British Intelligence. Someone
at SIS must know where he was. It was time to call in the favours.
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