
        
            
                
            
        

    
Jack Higgins - Season In Hell
'Revenge is a season in Hell' -Sicilian Proverb

1983

ONE

Just after four, as first light started to seep through the bamboo slats above his head, it rained again, slowly at first, developing into a solid drenching downpour from which there was no escape. 

Sean Egan crouched in a corner, arms folded, hands tucked into his armpits to conserve as much body heat as possible, not that there was much left after four days. The pit was four feet square so that it was impossible to lie down even if he'd have wanted to. He remembered reading somewhere that gorillas were the only animals who lay in their own ordure and didn't mind. He hadn't reached that stage yet although he'd long since got used to the stench. 

His feet were bare, but they'd left him with his camouflage jump jacket and pants. A khaki-green sweatband was wound around his head like a turban, desert style. Beneath it, the face was gaunt, skin stretched tightly over prominent cheekbones. The eyes were china blue and without expression as he waited, rain drifting down through the bamboo slats twelve feet above. The clay walls were wet with it and, occasionally, clods of earth broke free from the sides and fell into the bottom water, already three or four inches deep. 

He waited, indifferent to all this, and finally heard the sound of footsteps, someone whistling flatly through the rain. The man above wore a camouflage uniform similar to his own, but slightly different, the Afghanistan pattern developed by the Russian Army for use during the occupation of that country. A sergeant according to the rank badges on his collar tabs. Above the peak of his cap was the red star of the Soviet Army and the insignia of the 8ist Regiment of Assault Paratroops. 

Egan recognized all these things because it was his business to. He looked up and waited in silence. The sergeant carried an AK assault rifle in one hand, an army ration can in the other, a length of twine tied to it. 

'Still with us?' he called cheerfully in English, resting the AK beside him. 'It must be wet down there?' 

Egan said nothing. He simply sat, waiting. 'And still not talking? Ah, well, you will, my friend. They always do in the end.' The sergeant lowered the ration can through the slats. 'Breakfast. Only coffee this morning, but then we don't want to build up your strength.' 

Egan took the can and opened it. It was coffee, steaming in the damp air, surprisingly hot. He fought the wave of nausea - even the smell of coffee made him feel sick. To drink it was an impossibility, as his captors well knew. 

The sergeant laughed. 'But of course, you only drink tea. What a pity.' He unbuttoned his pants and urinated down through the slats. 'What about a change?' 

There was no way to avoid it. Egan stayed there, squatting in the corner, staring up, still not speaking. 

The sergeant picked up the AK. 'Five minutes and I'll be back and I'll expect a nice clean can. Be a good boy and drink it up or I might have to punish you.' 

He walked away and still Egan waited, an intent expression on his face. When the sound of the sergeant's footsteps had faded, he stood up. Five minutes. His only chance. He ripped the khaki sweatband from his head and it was immediately obvious that only the section visible to the eye was still whole, the rest had been torn into strips during the night, each one carefully plaited, the whole joined together in a crude rope. 

He quickly fastened it under his arms and passed a loop around his neck, placing the loose end in his teeth. He braced his back against one wall of the pit and his feet against the other, working his way up until he could reach out and touch the bamboo slats. He took the tail of the rope from between his teeth and passed it around two of the slats, tying it securely. 

Silence, only the rain falling. He was aware of the sergeant's approach from a long way off. He waited, letting the seconds pass, then kicked his feet away from the wall and dropped, at the same time crying out. 

The bamboo dipped above his head, his body bounced and swung. He turned his head to one side so that the line of the rope was visible across his neck and half-closed his eyes, the rope cutting under his arms as it supported his weight. 

He knew the sergeant was above him now, heard the man's cry of dismay as he knelt, pulling a combat knife from his boot, reaching through the slats to sever the rope. Egan let himself fall hard, bouncing against the wall and collapsing in a heap in the water and filth below. He lay there, waiting, aware of the slats being pulled back above, the bamboo ladder being lowered. 

The sergeant came down quickly and crouched. 'You stupid bastard!' he said turning him over. 

Egan's two hands came in from each side, perfectly pointed in a phoenix fist, centre knuckles extended, targeting the neck below each ear. The sergeant never had time to cry out. A slight groan, the eyes rolled and he was immediately unconscious. 

Egan had the man's jump boots off in moments, pulled them on and fastened them quickly. Then he crammed the camouflage cap with the red star down low over his eyes and went up the ladder cautiously. 

The clearing was deserted. There was a drift of smoke above the trees which would be the house, he knew that from his first interrogation. Down through the woods was the river, perhaps a quarter of a mile. Once across and he was safe, clear through to the mountains beyond. He picked up the AK and looked out across the wood at their snow-capped peaks, then started down through the trees. 

There was a tripwire within fifty yards which he negotiated carefully, another a few feet further on, so close that they'd calculated it would not be expected. Egan stepped over it and moved through the waist-high bracken, soaked with rain. 

Getting out wasn't enough. Staying out was the hard part, an old SAS maxim that rang in his head as the trees on his right exploded. Not a land mine. If it had been he'd be lying in pieces. More likely an alarm charge triggered by an electronic eye beam at ground level. All this was amply confirmed when a hooter echoed mournfully through the trees from the direction of the farmhouse. 

He tightened his grip on the AK, holding it across his chest, and raced through the bracken. 



He sensed movement on his left and a figure in camouflage battledress came out of the trees, head down, to meet him. As they converged, Egan swerved, dropping to one knee, the other leg stretched out. The man tripped and Egan came up, kicked him in the side of the head and ran. 

There was pain in his left knee, but if anything, it sharpened him, and he kept on going, faster as the hillside steepened, the bracken almost jungle-high here. He burst out into a small clearing as three more soldiers came out of the trees on the other side. 

He went in on the run, never hesitating, loosing off a burst from the AK; swinging the butt in one man's face, shouldering another aside, he carried on through the trees, very fast, too fast, losing his balance. 

He picked himself up and started forward. The sound of a helicopter was somewhere close at hand, but the weather was on his side and the bird wouldn't dare to come too low. Through a break in the trees he could see the river, half-obscured by mist and rain. 

There was a tightness in his chest and the pain in his left knee was like fire, but he kept on going, sliding farther down the steep bank that brought him at last to the river. As he picked himself up someone leapt from the bracken and drove the butt of a rifle into his kidneys. 

Egan arched backwards in pain and the rifle came round in a second, braced against his throat. He dropped his AK and ran the heel of his right boot down the man's shin. There was a cry and as the pressure of the rifle was released, he jerked his head back hard into the face behind, following this with a short, savage blow with his left elbow. 

As he turned, the knee let him down finally, the leg collapsing under him as the soldier, his face a mask of blood from the broken nose, raised his own knee into Egan's face, throwing him on his back. He moved in, foot raised to stamp. Egan got his hands to it and twisted, hurling the man to one side. As he tried to rise, Egan, already up on his good knee, delivered a devastating blow under the ribs. The soldier groaned and fell back. 

The helicopter was not far away now, closer still were the sound of men's voices and the barking of dogs. Egan picked up the AK and limped to the river's edge. The mist was heavy here so that it was impossible to see the other side. Water rushed by, brown and flecked with foam, swollen by the rain. 

The current was fast, too fast for even the strongest swimmer, so cold that survival time would be minimal. 

He moved further along the bank. Here, the flood waters had risen several feet and a tree floated, its branches caught in a bush. Recognizing his one chance for survival, he jumped into the water, the voices very close now, and flailed towards the tree. He pushed hard. For a moment, it refused to move and then quite suddenly it was free, torn out by the current. The AK went as he grabbed for the security of the branches. Men on the bank now, dogs barking. A burst of firing and then he was out in mid-channel, cloaked by a curtain of mist and rain. 

It was cold, colder than anything he had known in his life before, numbing the senses. It had even taken care of the pain in his knee. The current seemed slacker now and he drifted more slowly, cocooned in the mist. The helicopter made a couple of passes overhead, but not low enough to cause him any trouble. After a while, it moved away. 

It was very quiet, only the ripple of the water, the hiss of the falling rain. His final chance, and not long to do it with the cold eating into his bones like acid. He started to kick hard, still hanging on to the tree, pushing for the other side. 

It was exhausting work, but he kept at it, aware of his own heavy breathing and then something else. A dull, muted rumbling behind him. As he turned to glance over his shoulder, a motorboat nosed out of the mist and nudged into the branches of the tree. 

Half a dozen soldiers were aboard but only one stood out - the officer who leaned over the rail to look down at him. He was in his early thirties, young to be a lieutenant colonel, of medium height with dark, watchful eyes, and black hair that was far too long by any kind of army's standards. At some time his nose had been broken. Just now, he wore a camouflage jump jacket and a beige beret with the officer's version of the SAS cap badge, silver wire wings with the regimental motto, Who dares, wins, all outlined in red on a blue background. He reached strong arms into the water to haul Egan out. 

'Colonel Villiers,' Egan said weakly. 'Didn't expect to see you here.' 

'I'm your control officer on this one, Sean,' Villiers told him. 

'Seems like I've cocked it up,' Egan said. 

Villiers smiled with considerable charm. 'Actually, I think you were bloody marvellous. Now, let's get you out of here.' 

The 22nd Regiment Special Air Service is probably the most elite unit of any army in the world, its members all volunteers. Its selection procedure is so rigorous that it is not uncommon for only ten per cent of applicants to succeed. The ultimate test is the endurance march of forty-five miles in twenty hours, carrying eighty pounds of equipment over the Brecon Beacons in Wales, some of the roughest terrain in Britain, a course which has quite literally killed men attempting it. 

Standing at the window of the farmhouse looking out across the trees as rain swept in across the River Wye, Tony Villiers thought of the man who had just come within inches of destruction. 'My God, it really is a bloody awful place in weather like this.' 

The young officer sitting at the desk behind him smiled. The name on his desk said Captain Daniel Warden and he was in charge of the proving ground courses in the Brecons. He and Villiers shared another distinction besides being serving officers in the SAS. Both were also Grenadier Guardsmen. 

He opened the file in front of him. 'I've got Egan's record here from the computer, sir. Really is quite outstanding. Military Medal for gallantry in the field in Ireland, reasons unspecified.' 

'I know about that,' Villiers told him. 'He was working with me at the time. Undercover. South Armagh.' 

'Distinguished Conduct Medal in the Falklands. Badly wounded. Eight months' hospitalization. Left knee plastic and stainless steel or what-have-you. Speaks French, Italian and Irish. That's a new one.' 

'His father was Irish,' Villiers said. 

'Another interesting point. He went to quite a reasonable public school,' Warden added. 'Dulwich College.' 

Like Villiers, he was an Old Etonian and the Colonel said, 'Don't be a snob, Daniel. A very good school. 

Good enough for Raymond Chandler.' 



'Really, sir? I never knew that. Thought he was an American.' 

'He was, you idiot.' Villiers crossed to the desk, helped himself to tea from a china pot and sat in the window seat. 'Let me give it to you chapter and verse on Sean Egan, all Group Four information- and most of it very definitely not on your computer. A lot of remarkable things about our Sean. To start with, he has a rather unusual uncle. Maybe you've heard of him? One Jack Shelley.' 

Warden frowned. 'The gangster?' 

'A long time ago. In the good, bad old days he was as important as the Kray brothers and the Richardson gang. Very well liked in the East End of London. The people's hero. Robin Hood in a Jaguar. Made his money from gambling and protection, night clubs and so on. Nothing nasty like drugs or prostitution. And he was clever. Too clever to end up serving life like the Krays. When he discovered he could make just as much money legitimately he moved into a different world. Television, computers, high tech. He must be worth twenty million at least.' 

'And Egan?' 

'Shelley's sister married a London Irishman called Patrick Egan. He was an ex-boxer who ran a pub somewhere on the river. Shelley didn't approve. He never married himself.' Villiers lit another cigarette. 

'And there's one thing you should get straight about him. He may be a multi-millionaire who owns half of Wapping, but he's still Jack Shelley to every crook in London and a name to be reckoned with. He took a fancy to young Sean. He was the one who paid for him to go to Dulwich College and Sean was good. 

Got a scholarship to Trinity College, Cambridge. Intended to read Moral Philosophy. Can you beat that, Jack Shelley's nephew reading Moral Philosophy?' 

Warden was well hooked by now. 'What went wrong?' 

'In the spring of '76, Pat Egan and his wife went across to Ulster to visit relatives in Portadown. 

Unfortunately they parked next to the wrong truck.' 

'A bomb?' Warden asked. 

'Big one. Took out half the street. They were only two of the people killed. Egan was seventeen and a half. Turned his back on Cambridge and joined the Paratroopers. His uncle was furious, but there wasn't much he could do.' 

'Is Egan Shelley's only relative?' 

'No, there's some woman in her sixties, Sean's cousin, I think. He told me once. She runs his father's old pub.' Villiers frowned, thinking. 'Ida, that was it. Aunt Ida. Girl called Sally, too, adopted by Egan and his wife. 1 think her parents died when she was a baby. Shelley didn't count her - not family. He's like that. She went to live with his Aunt Ida when Sean joined up.' 

'Sean, sir?' Warden said. 'Isn't that a little familiar between a half-colonel and a sergeant?' 

'Sean Egan and I have worked together a dozen times undercover in Ireland. That alters things.' Villiers's clipped public school tones changed to the vernacular of Belfast. 'You can't work on a building site on the Falls Road with a man, risk your life every waking minute, and expect him to call you sir.' 



Warden leaned back in his chair. 'Am I right in thinking that Egan joined the army looking for some sort of revenge on the people who'd killed his parents?' 

'Of course he did. The Provisional IRA claimed responsibility for that bomb. It was the kind of reaction you'd expect from a boy of seventeen.' 

'But wouldn't that make him suspect, sir? I mean, his psychological assessment would throw it all up. 

Must have.' 

'Or perfect for our requirements, Daniel, it depends on your point of view. When he was a year old his parents moved to South Armagh from London, then Belfast. When he was twelve they came back to London because they'd had enough of the situation over there. So, a boy with an Ulster background, a Catholic, for what it's worth, who even spoke reasonable Irish because his father had taught him. The kind of brain which earned a scholarship to Cambridge. Come on, Daniel, he was pulled out of the crowd within six months of joining the army. And then, he does possess one other very special attribute.' 

'What's that, sir?' 

Villiers walked to the window and peered out into the rain. 'He's a killer by instinct, Daniel. No hesitation. I've never seen anyone quite like him. As an undercover agent in Ireland he's assassinated eighteen terrorists to my certain knowledge. IRA, INLA...' 

'His own people, sir?' 

'Just because he's a Catholic?' Villiers demanded. 'Come off it, Daniel. Nairac was a Catholic. He was also an officer in the Grenadier Guards and that's all that concerned the IRA when they killed him. 

Anyway, Sean Egan has never played favourites. He's also taken care of several leading gunmen on the Protestant side. UVF and Red Hand of Ulster.' 

Warden looked down at the file. 'Quite a man. And now you've got to tell him he's finished at twenty-five years of age.' 

'Exactly,' Villiers said, 'So let's have him in and get it over with.' 

When Sean Egan entered the room he was in shirtsleeve order, creases razor sharp, the beige beret tilted at the exact regulation angle. He wore shoulderstrap rank slides with sergeant's chevrons. On his right sleeve were the usual SAS wings. Above his left shirt pocket he also wore the wings of an Army Air Corps pilot. Below them were the ribbons for the Distinguished Conduct Medal, the Military Medal for Bravery in the Field and campaign ribbons for Ireland and the Falklands. He stood rigidly at attention in front of Warden who sat behind his desk. Villiers remained in the window seat smoking a cigarette. 

Warden said, 'At ease, Sergeant. This is completely informal.' He indicated a chair. 'Sit down.' 

Egan did as he was told. Villiers got up and took a tin of cigarettes from his pocket. 'Smoke?' 

'Given it up, sir. When I got my packet in the Falklands, one bullet chose the left lung.' 

'Some good in everything, I suppose,' Villiers said. 'Filthy habit.' 

He was filling time and they all knew it. Warden said awkwardly, 'Colonel Villiers is your control officer on this one, Egan.' 



'So I understand, sir.' 

There was a pause while Warden fiddled with the papers as if uncertain what to say. Villiers broke in. 

'Daniel,' he said to Warden, 'I wonder if you'd mind if Sergeant Egan and I had a word in private?' 

Warden's relief was plain. 'Of course, sir." 

The door closed behind him. Villiers said, 'It's been a long time, Sean.' 

'I didn't think you were still with the regiment, sir.' 

'On and off. A lot of my time's taken up with Group Four. You did a job for us in Sicily, as I recall. Just before the Falklands.' 

'That's right, sir. Still part of DI5?' 

'On paper only. Anti-terrorism is still the name of the game though. My boss is responsible only to the Prime Minister.' 

'Would that still be Brigadier Ferguson, sir?' 

'That's it. You're well informed - as usual.' 

'You used to tell me that's all that kept you alive in Belfast and Derry, undercover. Being well informed.' 

Villiers laughed. 'A damned Shinner, right to the end, aren't you, Sean? Just like your dad. Only a dyed-in-the-wool Ulster Catholic would call Londonderry, Derry.' 

'I don't like the way they use bombs. That doesn't mean I think they haven't got a point of view.' 

Villiers nodded. 'Seen your uncle lately?' 

'He visited me in Maudsley Military Hospital a few months ago.' 

'Was it as difficult as usual?' 

Egan nodded. 'He never was much of a patriot. To him the army is just a big waste of time.' There was another pause and he continued. 'Look, sir, let's make this easy for you. I wasn't up to scratch, was I?' 

Villiers turned. 'You did fine. First time anyone has actually got out of the pit. Very ingenious, that. But the knee, Sean." He came round the desk and opened the file. 'It's all here in the medical report. I mean, they've done a clever job in putting it together again.' 

Egan said, 'Stainless steel and plastic. The original bionic man, only not quite as good as new.' 

'It will never be a hundred per cent. Your own personal evaluation report on the exercise.' Villiers picked it up. 'When did you write this? An hour ago? You say here yourself that the knee let you down.' 

'That's right,' Egan agreed calmly. 



'Could have been the death of you in action. All right ninety per cent of the time, but it's the other ten per cent that matters.' 

Egan said, 'So, I'm out?' 

'Of the regiment, yes. However, it's not as black as it looks. You're entitled to a discharge and pension, but there's no need for that. The army still needs you.' 

'No thanks.' Egan shook his head. 'If it isn't SAS, then I'm not interested.' 

Villiers said, 'Are you sure about that?' 

'Absolutely, sir.' 

Villiers sat back, watching him, a slight frown on his face. 'There's more to this, isn't there?' 

Egan shrugged. 'Maybe. All those months in hospital gave me time to think. When I joined up seven years ago I had my reasons and you know what they were. I was just a kid and full of all sorts of wild ideas. I wanted to pay them back for my parents.' 

'And?' 

'You don't pay anyone back. The bill will always be outstanding. Never paid in full. So much Irish time.' 

He got up and walked to the window. 'How many have I knocked off over there and for what? It just goes on and on and it didn't bring my folks back.' 

'Perhaps you need a rest,' Villiers suggested. 

Sean Egan adjusted his beret. 'Sir, with the greatest respect to the Colonel, what I need is out.' 

Villiers stared at him then stood up. 

'Fine. If that's what you want, you've earned it. There is another alternative, of course.' 

'What's that, sir?' 

'You could come and work with me for Brigadier Ferguson at Group Four.' 

'Out of the frying pan into the fire? I don't think so.' 

'What will you do, go back to your uncle?' 

Egan laughed harshly. 'God save us, I'd rather work for the Devil himself.' 

'Cambridge then? Not too late.' 

'I don't really see myself fitting into that kind of cloistered calm. I'd feel uncomfortable and those poor old dons certainly would.' 

'Oh, I don't know,' Villiers said. 'I used to know an Oxford professor who was an SOE agent during the Second World War. Still...' 



'Something will turn up, sir.' 

'I expect so.' Villiers looked at his watch. 'The helicopter is leaving for regimental headquarters at Hereford in ten minutes. Grab your kit and be on it. I'll arrange for your discharge to be expedited.' 

'Thank you, sir.' 

Egan moved to the door and Villiers said, 'By the way, I was just remembering your foster sister, Sally. 

How is she?' 

Egan turned, a hand on the door knob. 'Sally died, Colonel, about four months ago.' 

Villiers was genuinely horrified. 'My God, how? She couldn't have been more than eighteen.' 

'She was drowned. They found her in the Thames near Wapping. I was in the middle of major surgery at the time so there was nothing I could do. My uncle took care of the funeral for me. She's in Highgate Cemetery, quite close to Karl Marx. She liked it up there.' His face was blank, his voice calm. 'Can I go now, sir?' 

'Of course.' 

The door closed. Villiers lit another cigarette, shocked and disturbed. The door opened again and Captain Warden came in. 'He told me you wanted him on the helicopter, back to regiment.' 

'That's right.' 

'He's taking his discharge?' Warden frowned. 'But there's no need for that, sir. He can't continue to serve in SAS, no, but there are plenty of units who'd give their eye teeth to get their hands on him.' 

'No way. He's quite adamant about that. He's changed. Maybe the Falklands did it and all those months in hospital. He's going and that's it.' 

'A hell of a pity, sir.' 

'Yes, well, there may be ways and means of handling him yet. I offered him a job with Group Four. He turned it down flat.' 

'Do you think he might change his mind?' 

'We'll have to see what a few months on the outside does to him. I can't see him sitting in the corner of an insurance office, not that he would need to. That pub of his father's - he owns it. He also happens to be Jack Shelley's sole heir. But never mind that now. He just gave me a shock. Told me that foster sister of his was drowned in the Thames a few months ago.' He nodded to the computer in the corner. 'We can pull in stuff from Central Records Office at Scotland Yard with that thing, can't we?' 

'No problem, sir. Matter of seconds.' 

'See what they've got on a Sally Baines Egan. No, make that Sarah.' 

Warden sat down at the computer. Villiers stood at the window looking out at the rain. Beyond the trees he heard the roaring of the helicopter engine starting up. 

'Here we are, sir. Sarah Baines Egan, aged eighteen. Next of kin, Ida Shelley, Jordan Lane, Wapping. 

It's a pub called The Bargee.' 

'Anything interesting?' 

'Found on a mudbank. Been dead around four days. Drug addict. Four convictions for prostitution.' 

'What in the hell are you talking about?' Villiers turned to the computer. 'You must have the wrong girl.' 

'I don't think so, sir.' 

Villiers stared at the screen intently, then straightened. 

God!' he whispered, 'I wonder if he knows?' 

TWO

Paris on the right occasion can seem the most desirable city on earth, but not at one o'clock on a November morning by the Seine with rain drifting across the river in a solid curtain. 

Eric Talbot turned the corner from Rue de la Croix and found himself on a small quay. He wore jeans and an anorak, the hood pulled up over his head, and a rucksack hanging from his left shoulder. A typical student, or so he appeared, and yet there was something else. An impression of frailness, unusual in a boy of nineteen, eyes sunken into dark holes, the skin stretched too tightly over the cheekbones. 

He paused under a streetlamp and looked across at the cafe which was his destination. La Belle Aurore. 

He managed a smile in spite of the fact that his hands wouldn't stop shaking. La Belle Aurore. That had been the name of the cafe in the Paris sequence in Casablanca, not that there seemed anything romantic in the establishment across the quay. 

He started forward and suddenly became aware of the glow of a cigarette in the darkness of a doorway to his right. The man who stepped out was a gendarme, a heavy, old-fashioned cape protecting his shoulders against the rain. 

'And where do you think you're going?' 

The boy answered him in reasonable French, nodding across the quay. 'The cafe, monsieur.' 

'Ah, English.' The gendarme snapped his fingers. 'Papers.' 

The boy unzipped his anorak, took out his wallet and produced a British passport. The gendarme examined it. 'Walker - George Walker. Student.' He handed the passport back and the boy's hand trembled violently. 'Are you ill?' 

The boy managed a smile. 'Just a touch of flu.' 

The gendarme shrugged. 'Well, you won't find a cure for it over there. Take my advice and find yourself a bed for the night.' 



He flicked what was left of his cigarette into the water, turned and walked away, his heavy boots ringing on the cobbles. The boy waited until he had rounded the corner, then crossed the quay quickly, opened the door of La Belle Aurore and went inside. 

It was a poor sort of place, of a type common in that part of the waterfront, frequented by sailors and stevedores during the day and prostitutes by night. There was the usual zinc-topped counter, rows of bottles on the shelves behind, a cracked mirror advertising Gitanes. 

The woman who sat behind the bar reading an ancient copy of Paris Match wore a black bombazine dress and was incredibly fat with stringy peroxided hair. She glanced up and looked at him. 

'Monsieur?' 

There was a row of booths down one side of the cafe, a small fire opposite. The room was empty apart from one man seated beside the fire at a marble-topped table. He was of medium height with a pale, rather aristocratic face and wore a dark blue Burberry trenchcoat. The thin white line of a scar bisected his left cheek, running from the eye to the corner of the mouth. 

Eric Talbot's head ached painfully, mainly at the sides behind the ears, and his nose wouldn't stop running. He wiped it quickly with the back of his hand and managed a painful smile. 'Agnes, madame. 

I'm looking for Agnes.' 

'No Agnes here, young man.' She frowned. 'You don't look so good.' She reached for a bottle of cognac and poured a little into a glass. 'Drink that like a good boy then you'd better be on your way.' 

His hand trembled as he raised the glass, a dazed look on his face. 'But Mr Smith sent me. I was told she'd be expecting me.' 

'And so she is, cheri.' 

The young woman who leaned out of the booth at the far end of the room stood up and came towards him. She had dark hair held back under a scarlet beret, a heart-shaped face, the lips full and insolent. 

She wore a black plastic raincoat, a scarlet sweater to match the beret, a black mini-skirt and high-heeled ankle boots. She was very small, almost childlike, which increased the impression of a kind of overall corruption. 

'You don't look too good, cheri. Come and sit down and tell me all about it.' She nodded to the fat woman. 'I'll take care of it, Marie.' 

She took his arm and led him towards the booth, past the man by the fire, who ignored them. 'All right, let's see your passport.' 

Eric Talbot passed it across and she examined it quickly. 'George Walker, Cambridge. Good - very good.' She passed it back. 'We'll talk English if you like. I talk good English. You don't look too well. 

What are you on, heroin?' The boy nodded. 'Well, I can't help you there, not right now, but how about a little coke to keep you going? Just the thing to get you through a rainy night by the Seine.' 

'Oh, my God, that would be wonderful.' 

She rummaged in her handbag, took out a small white package and a straw and pushed them across. In the mirror above the fire, the man in the blue trenchcoat was looking at her enquiringly. She nodded, he emptied his glass, got up and went out. 

Talbot tore the packet open and inhaled the cocaine through the straw. His eyes closed and Agnes poured a little cognac in her glass from the bottle on the table. The boy leaned back, eyes still closed as she took a small phial from her handbag. She added a few drops of colourless liquid to the cognac and replaced the phial in her handbag. The boy opened his eyes and managed a smile. 

'Better?' she asked. 

'Oh, yes.' He nodded. 

She pushed the glass across. 'Drink that and let's get down to business.' 

He did as he was told, taking one tentative sip, then swallowing it all. He placed the glass on the table and she offered him a Gauloise. The smoke caught the back of his throat harshly and he coughed. 'All right, what happens now?' 

'Back to my place. You catch the British Airways flight to London that leaves at noon. Carry the goods through in a body belt, only not dressed like that, cheri. Jeans and an anorak always get you stopped at customs.' 

'So what do I do?' Eric Talbot had never felt so lightheaded, so remote, and his voice seemed to come from somewhere outside himself. 

'Oh, I've got a nice blue suit for you, umbrella and briefcase. You'll look quite the businessman.' 

She took his arm and helped him up. As they reached Marie at the bar, the boy started to laugh. She glanced up. 'You find me amusing, young man?' 

'Oh, no, madame, not you. It's this place. La Belle Aurore. That's the name of the cafe in Casablanca where Humphrey Bogart and Ingrid Bergman have their last glass of champagne before the Nazis come.' 

'I'm sorry, monsieur, but I do not see films,' she replied gravely. 

'Oh, come, madame, but everyone knows Casablanca.' He lectured her with the careful, slow graveness of the drunk. 'My mother died when I was born and when I was twelve I got a new one. My wonderful, wonderful stepmother, lovely Sarah. My father was away a lot in the army, but Sarah made up for everything and in the holidays, she let me sit up to watch the Midnight Movie on television whenever it was Casablanca.' He leaned closer. 'Sarah said Casablanca should be a compulsory part of everyone's education because she didn't think there was enough romance in the world.' 

'Now on that, I agree with her.' She patted his face. 'Go to bed.' 

It was the last conscious thing Eric Talbot remembered, for by the time he reached the door he was in a state of total chemically induced hypnosis. He crossed the quay, moving with the certainty of a sleepwalker, Agnes's hand on his arm. They turned onto a small wharf by some warehouses, a cobbled slipway running down into the river. 

They paused and Agnes called softly, 'Valentin?' 

The man who stepped out of the shadows was hard and dangerous-looking. His shoulders enhanced a generally large physical frame, but there was already a touch of dissolution about him, a little too much flesh, and the long black hair and thick sideburns gave him a strangely old-fashioned appearance. 

'How many drops did you give him?' 

'Five.' She shrugged. 'Maybe six or seven.' 

'Amazing stuff, scopolamine.' Valentin said. 'If we left him now, he'd wake up in three days without the ability to remember anything he'd done, even murder.' 

'But you won't let him wake up in three days?' 

'Of course not. That's why we're here, isn't it?' 

She shivered. 'You frighten me, you truly do.' 

'Good,' he said and took Talbot's arm. 'Now let's get on with it.' 

'I can't watch,' she said. 'I can't.' 

'Suit yourself,' he told her calmly. 

She turned away and he took the boy by the arm and led him down the slipway. The boy followed without hesitation. When they reached the end, Valentin paused, then said, 'All right, in you go.' 

Talbot stepped off the edge and disappeared. He surfaced a moment later and gazed up at the Frenchman with unseeing eyes. Valentin went down on one knee at the edge of the slipway and leaned over, putting a hand on the boy's head. 

'Goodbye, my friend.' 

It was so shockingly easy. The boy went under as Valentin pushed, stayed under with no struggle at all, only air bubbles disturbing the surface until they, too, stopped. Valentin towed the lifeless body round the edged parapet and left it sprawled on the end of the slipway, almost entirely submerged. 

He walked back to Agnes, drying his hands on a handkerchief. 'You can make your phone call. I'll see you at my place later.' 

She waited until the sound of his footsteps had faded and then started to walk along the quay. There was a movement in the shadows of a doorway and she recoiled in panic. 'Who's there?' 

As he lit a cigarette, the face of the man who'd been sitting in the cafe was illuminated. 'No need to arouse the neighbourhood, old girl.' 

He spoke in English, the kind that had a public school edge to it, and there was a weary good humour there, tinged with a kind of contempt. 

'Oh, it's you, Jago,' she replied in the same language. 'God, how I hate you. You talk to me as if I was something from under a stone.' 

'My dear old thing,' he drawled. 'Haven't I always behaved like a perfect gentleman?' 



'Oh, yes,' she said. 'You kill with a smile. Always very good-mannered. You remind me of the man who said to the French customs officer: no I'm not a foreigner, I'm English.' 

'To be perfectly accurate, Welsh, but you wouldn't appreciate the difference. I presume Valentin has been as revoltingly efficient as usual?' 

'If you mean has he done your dirty work for you, yes.' 

'Not mine, Smith's.' 

'The same difference. You kill for Smith when it suits you.' 

'Of course.' There was a kind of bewildered amusement on his face. 'But with style, my sweet. Valentin, on the other hand, would kill his grandmother if he thought he could get a good price for her body at the School of Anatomy. And while we're at it, remind that pimp of yours that I expect him to keep in close touch, just in case the court processes the body sooner than usual.' 

'He's not my pimp, he's my boyfriend.' 

'A third-rate gangster, walking the streets with those friends of his, trying to imagine he's Alain Delon in Borsalino. If it wasn't for the girls he couldn't even pay for his cigarettes.' 

He turned and walked off without another word, whistling tunelessly, and Agnes left too, pausing only at the first public telephone she came to, to call the police. 

'Emergency?' she demanded. 'I was just walking past the slipway up from Rue de la Croix when I saw what looked like a body in the water.' 

'Name, please,' the duty officer said, but she had already replaced the receiver and was hurrying away. 

The duty officer filled details of the incident on the right form and passed it to the dispatcher. 'Better send a car.' 

'Do you think it might be a crank?' 

The other shook his head. 'More likely some whore doing the night beat by the river who just doesn't want to get involved.' 

The dispatcher nodded and passed the details on to a patrol car in the area. Not that it mattered, for at that very moment, the gendarme who had spoken to Eric Talbot earlier walked down the slipway for the purposes of nature and discovered the body for himself. 

Given the circumstances, the police investigation was understandably perfunctory. The gendarme who had found the body interviewed Marie at La Belle Aurore, but she had long since learned that in her line of business it paid to see and hear nothing. Yes, the young man had visited the cafe. He'd asked where he might get a room. He'd seemed ill and asked for a cognac. She'd given him a couple of addresses and he'd left. End of story. 

There was the usual postmortem the following morning, and three days later, an inquest at which, in view of the medical evidence, the coroner reached the only possible verdict. Death by drowning while under the influence of alcohol and drugs. 

The same afternoon the body of the boy known as Walker was delivered to the public mortuary in the Rue St Martin, a superior name for a very mean street, where appropriate documentation was to be prepared for the British Embassy. Not that such documentation ever arrived, thanks to a cousin of Valentin, an old lady employed as a cleaner and washer of bodies, who intercepted the necessary package before it left the building. 

No possible query could be raised the following morning when Jago presented himself, in the guise of a cultural attaché from the British Embassy, with all the necessary documentation. The much respected firm of undertakers, Chabert and Sons, would take charge of the body, providing it with a suitable coffin. The grief-stricken family had arranged for it to be flown by a charter aircraft the following day from a small airfield called Vigny, a few miles out of Paris. From there, the flight plan would take it to Woodchurch in Kent where the remains would be received by the funeral firm of Hartley Brothers. All was in order. The documents were countersigned, the regulation black hearse appeared to bear the body away. 

The premises of Chabert and Sons were situated by the river and, by coincidence, not too far away from where Eric Talbot had met his death. The building dated from the turn of the century, a splendid mausoleum of a place, with twenty chapels of rest where relatives could visit the loved one to mourn in some decent privacy before the burial. 

As with many such old-established firms in most European capitals, Chabert's had a night attendant, a row of bells above his head. There was a bell for each chapel of rest, a cord placed between the corpse's hands against the unlikely event of an unexpected resurrection. 

But at ten o'clock that evening, the attendant was snoring loudly in a drunken stupor, thanks to the bottle of cognac thoughtfully left on his desk by some grieving relative. He was long gone when Valentin carefully unlocked the rear door with a duplicate key and entered, followed by Jago. They each carried a canvas holdall. 

They paused beside the glass-walled office. Jago nodded at the attendant. 'He's well away.' 

'Bloody old drunk,' Valentin said contemptuously. 'One sniff of a barmaid's apron is all he needs.' 

They proceeded along the corridor flanked by chapels of rest on either side. There was the smell of flowers everywhere and Jago said in French, 'Enough to put you off roses for the rest of your life.' 

He paused at the door of one chapel and glanced in. The coffin was raised on an incline, the lid half down, a young woman visible, the face touched with unnatural colour by the embalmer. 

Jago lit a cigarette with one hand and paused. 'Like a horror movie,' he said cheerfully. 'Dracula or something like that. Any minute now, her eyes will open and she'll reach for your throat.' 

'For God's sake, shut up,' Valentin croaked. 'You know I hate this part.' 

'Oh, I don't know,' Jago told him as they continued along the corridor. 'I think you've done very well. 

What is this, the seventh?' 

'It doesn't get any easier,' the Frenchman said. 



'Intimations of mortality, old stick.' 

Valentin frowned. 'And what in the hell is that supposed to mean?' 

'You'd need an English public-school education to understand.' Jago paused and glanced in the last chapel on the right. 'This must be it.' 

The coffin was the only one closed. It was constructed in dark mahogany, the handles and studwork of gilded plastic in case cremation was favoured. Normally, international regulations concerning the air freight of corpses required a sealed metallic interior, but this was habitually waived in the case of small aircraft flying at under ten thousand feet. 

'All right,' Jago said. 

Valentin unscrewed the lid and parted the linen shroud underneath to reveal the body of Eric Talbot. 

There were two enormous scars running from the chest to the lower stomach, roughly stitched together, relics of the postmortem. Valentin had spent two years as a conscript in the French Army, had served as a medical orderly. He'd seen plenty of corpses in Chad when he was on attachment to the Foreign Legion, but this was something he could never get used to. Sometimes he cursed the day he'd met Jago, but then the money... 

He opened one of the holdalls, took out an instrument case, selected a scalpel and started to work on the stitches, pausing only to wipe sweat from his forehead. 

'Get on with it,' Jago told him impatiently. 'We haven't got all night.' 

The air was tainted now, the sickly sweet smell of corrupt flesh quite unmistakable. Valentin finally removed the last stitches, paused, then eased the body open. Normally, the internal organs were replaced after the postmortem, but in a case such as this, where the body faced a considerable delay before burial, they were usually destroyed. The chest cavity and abdomen were empty. Valentin paused, hands trembling. 

'A sentimentalist at heart. I always knew it.' Jago opened the other holdall and took out one plastic bag of heroin after another, passing them across. 'Come on, hurry up. I've got a date.' 

Valentin inserted one bag into the chest cavity and reached for another. 'Boy or girl?' he said viciously. 

'My goodness, I see I'm going to have to chastise you again, you French ape.' Jago smiled gently, but the look in his eyes was terrible to see. 

Valentin managed a weak laugh. 'Only joking. Nothing intended.' 

'Of course. Now get the rest of it inside and sew him up again. I want to get out of here.' 

Jago lit another cigarette and went out, moving along the corridor to the chapel at the end. There were a few chairs, a sanctuary lamp casting a glow over the small altar and brass crucifix. All very simple, but then, he liked that. Always had done since he was a boy in the family pew in the village church, his father's tenants sitting respectfully behind. There was a stained-glass window with the family coat of arms dating from the fourteenth century with the family motto: I do my will. It summed up his own philosophy exactly, not that it had got him anywhere in particular. He tipped his chair back against the wall. 



'Where did it all go wrong, old son?' he asked himself softly. 

After all, he'd had every advantage. An ancient and honourable name, not the one he used now, of course, but then one had to preserve the decencies. Public school, Sandhurst, a fine regiment. Captain at twenty-four with a Military Cross for undercover work in Belfast and then that unfortunate Sunday night in South Armagh and four very dead members of the IRA whom Jago hadn't seen any point in taking in alive, had taken every pleasure in finishing off himself. But then that snivelling rat of a sergeant had turned him in and the British Army, of course, did not operate a shoot-to-kill policy. 

It wasn't so much that he'd minded being quietly cashiered, although it had nearly killed his father. It was the fact that the bastards had taken the Military Cross back. Still, old history now. Long gone. 

The Selous Scouts hadn't been too particular in the closing year in Rhodesia before independence. Glad to get him, as were the South Africans for work with their commandos in Angola. Later, there was the war in Chad where he'd first met Valentin, although he'd been lucky to get out of that one alive. 

And then Smith, the mysterious Mr Smith, and three very lucrative years, and the most extraordinary thing was that they had never met, or at least, not as far as Jago knew. He didn't even know what had put Smith onto him in the first place. Not that it mattered. All that did matter was that now there was almost a million pounds in his Geneva account. He wondered what his father would say to that. He got up and returned to the chapel of rest. 

Valentin had carefully restitched the body and was replacing the shroud. Jago said, 'Five million pounds street value. He's richer in death than he knows.' 

Valentin screwed down the lid again. 'Six, maybe seven if it was diluted.' 

Jago smiled. 'Now what kind of rat would pull a stroke like that? Come on, let's get moving.' 

They went past the office where the attendant still slept and stepped out into the alley. It was raining and Jago turned up his collar. 'Okay, you and Agnes be at Vigny tomorrow, one o'clock sharp, for the departure. When the plane takes off, ring the usual number in Kent.' 

'Of course.' They had reached the end of the alley. Valentin said awkwardly, 'We were wondering. That is, Agnes was wondering.' 

'Yes?' Jago said. 

'Things have been going well. We thought a little more money might be in order.' 

'We'll see,' Jago said. 'I'll mention it to Smith. You'll hear from me.' 

He walked away along the waterfront thinking about Valentin. A nasty bit of work. Rubbish, of course. 

No style. A true wharf rat, but a rat was still a rat and needed watching. He turned into the first all-night cafe he came to five minutes later, changing a hundred-franc note at the bar, going into a telephone booth in the corner where he dialled a London number. 

He spoke quietly into the tape recorder at the other end. 'Mr Smith. Jago here.' He repeated the number of the telephone he was using twice, replaced the receiver and lit a cigarette. 

They had always operated this way. Smith with his answerphone and presumably an automatic bleeper to alert him to messages so that he was always the one to phone you. Surprisingly simple and no way to trace him. Foolproof. 

The phone rang and Jago picked it up. 'Jago.' 

'Smith here.' The voice, as usual, was muffled, disguised. 'How are you?' 

'Fine.' 

'Any problems?' 

'None. Everything as normal. The consignment leaves Vigny at one tomorrow.' 

'Excellent. Our friends will pick it up as usual. It should be making us money within a week.' 

'That's good.' 

'Your account will be credited with the usual amount plus ten per cent on the last day of the month.' 

'That's nice.' 

'The labourer is worthy of his hire...' 

'And all that good old British nonsense.' Jago laughed. 

'Exactly. I'll be in touch.' 

Jago replaced the receiver and returned to the bar where he had a quick cognac. It was still raining when he went out into the street, but he didn't mind that. It made him feel good and he was whistling again as he walked away along the uneven pavement. 

But at Vigny the following afternoon the weather was not good, low cloud and rain and a ground mist that reduced visibility to four hundred yards. It was only a small airfield with a control tower and two hangars. Valentin and Agnes stayed in her Citroen on the edge of the runway and watched as the hearse arrived and the coffin was manoeuvred inside the small Cessna plane. The hearse departed. The pilot disappeared inside the control tower. 

'It doesn't look good,' Agnes said. 

'I know. We could be here all day,' Valentin told her. 'I'll see what's happening." 

He put a raincoat over his shoulders and strolled across to the main hangar where he found a lone mechanic in stained white overalls working on a Piper Comanche. 

'Cigarette?' Valentin offered him a Gauloise. 'My English cousin is expecting the body of his son this afternoon. He asked me to check things out. I saw the hearse arrive. I mean, is the flight on or not?' 

'A temporary hitch,' the mechanic told him. 'No trouble taking off here, but it's not so good at the other end. The captain tells me he's expecting clearance around four o'clock.' 

'Thanks.' Valentin took a half-bottle of whisky from his pocket. 'Help yourself. You don't mind if I use your phone?' 

The mechanic drank from the bottle with enthusiasm. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. 'I don't pay the bills; be my guest.' 

Valentin took out a slip of paper and dialled the number on it. It was a Kent exchange which he knew was south of London, but other than that he knew nothing of the mysterious Hartley Brothers. 

The voice at the other end simply said, 'Yes?' 

Valentin replied in his bad English. 'Hartley Brothers? Vigny here.' 

The voice sharpened. 'Any problem?' 

'Yes, the weather, but they expect to be away at four.' 

'Good. Call me again to confirm.' 

Valentin nodded to the mechanic. 'Keep the Scotch. I'll be back.' 

He returned to Agnes in the Citroen. 'That's it. All off until four. Let's try that cafe down the road.' 

The man he had been speaking to replaced the telephone and clasped his hands together, leaning forward towards the weeping woman in front of him. He was sixty and slightly balding, wore gold pince-nez glasses, black jacket and tie, white shirt pristine, striped trousers immaculate. The gold-painted name plate on his desk said: Asa Bird. 'Mrs Davies. I can assure you that here at Deepdene, your husband will receive only the very best attention. His ashes may be strewn in our own garden of rest if you wish.' 

The room was half in shadows on that dull November afternoon but the flowers massed in the corners, the oak panelling, were reassuring, as was his soothing, slightly avuncular voice that had a touch of the parson about it. 

'That would be wonderful.' 

He patted her hand. 'Just a few formalities, forms to fill in. Regulations, I'm afraid.' 

He pressed a bell on his desk, sat back, selected a handkerchief and proceeded to polish his glasses, standing up and peering out of the window into the immaculate garden. It always filled him with conscious pleasure. Not bad for a boy born on the wrong side of the blanket in the worst slum in Liverpool that had fitted him for nothing but a life of petty crime. Eighteen offences by the age of twenty-four. Everything from larceny to, although he preferred to forget about it now, male prostitution, which had led him to the chance of a lifetime, his relationship with the ageing Henry Brown, an undertaker with his own long-established firm in Manchester. 

He'd taken young Asa in, not that that was his name then, and groomed him in every way. Asa had loved the death business at once, taken to it like a duck to water, soon becoming an expert at every aspect, including embalming. And then old Mr Henry had died leaving only Mrs Brown who had never had a son of her own and doted on Asa, making perhaps only one mistake. Told him that she had made him her sole heir, an error which had led to her untimely death from pneumonia, helped on her way by Asa's unfortunately leaving the windows of her room wide open on a December night after first removing the bedclothes. 

Mrs Brown's thoughtful bequest had taken him to Deepdene and his own establishment, developed from an eighteenth-century country house. A garden of rest, with its own cremation facilities. You wouldn't find better in California, and his association with the mysterious Mr Smith hadn't done him any harm. 

The door opened and a handsome young black man entered. He was tall and muscular and the well-cut chauffeur's uniform showed him to advantage. 'You rang, Mr Bird?' 

'Yes, Albert. The package from France. It will be later than we thought.' 

'That's a shame, Mr Bird.' 

'Oh, I expect we'll manage. Is the transport ready?' 

'In the rear garage, sir.' 

'Good. I'll just have a look.' Bird turned to Mrs Davies. 'I'll leave you for a few minutes to complete those forms and then I'll help you choose a suitable coffin.' 

She nodded gratefully. He patted her shoulder and went out. Albert opened a large umbrella and held it over his head as they crossed the cobbled yard. 

'Bloody weather,' Bird said. 'Always seems to be pissing down these days.' 

'Dreadful, Mr Bird,' Albert agreed and got the garage door open. When he pulled a dustsheet away a gleaming black hearse stood revealed. 'There you are.' 

Beautifully painted on the side in gold was the legend: Hartley Brothers, Funeral Directors. 

'Excellent,' Bird said. 'Where did you get it?' 

'Knocked it off myself in North London, Thursday. The log book and tax disc are from a write-off I found in a scrapyard in Brixton.' 

'You're certain you won't be remembered?' 

Albert laughed. 'In Brixton? You, they'd remember, but me? In Brixton, just another brother, just another black face. Do we go the usual way?' 

'Yes, you take the hearse. I'll follow in the Jaguar.' 

Which Albert knew meant just in case anything went wrong, which really meant that he would be left carrying the can while the old bastard did a runner. Not that it mattered. His day would come, Albert was certain. 

'That's fine, Mr Bird.' 

Bird patted his face. 'You're a good boy, Albert, a lovely boy. I must think of some way to reward you.' 

'Not necessary, Mr Bird.' Albert smiled as he opened the umbrella. 'Serving you is reward enough,' he said and they started back across the yard. 

Agnes and Valentin arrived back at Vigny at four to discover that the plane had already departed. She watched Valentin hurry across to the hangar and speak to the mechanic again. She lit a cigarette and waited. Valentin returned in a little while. 

'Left fifteen minutes ago.' 

'Did you phone?' she asked. 

'Yes,' he said as he switched on the engine. 'And a funny thing happened. You know how sometimes an answering tape stays on even though someone has picked up the receiver?' 

'Yes.' 

'Well, as my usual man answered, I heard a tape playing.' 

'What did it say?' 

'It said: This is Deepdene Garden of Rest. We regret there is no one here at the moment, but leave your number and we'll get back to you.' 

'Now that is interesting, cheri.' Agnes smiled, managing to look quite vicious. 'A chink in Monsieur Jago's armour that could be worth a great deal.' 

Woodchurch Airfield was not much bigger than Vigny. An aero club really, used occasionally for charter or freight flights. Situated in the depths of the Kent countryside, it had no customs facilities which meant that the customs officer who received the Cessna with Eric Talbot's coffin had to drive all the way from Canterbury. He was not pleased by the delay, wanted only to be on his way. Formalities were of the briefest. The necessary papers were signed and he and the pilot helped Albert load the coffin into the hearse. 

As Albert drove through the gate and turned into the country road the Cessna roared down the runway and lifted into the sky. Behind him, Bird, who had stayed discreetly out of the way, took up station in the black Jaguar. Albert reached for the half-pint of vodka in the glove compartment, then shook a couple of his special pills from a bottle, driving one-handed. He washed them down with the vodka and within a few minutes was on a marvellous high. 

He checked out the Jaguar in his rear-view mirror. It was already dusk and Bird had turned on his lights. 

Always a cautious one, Albert thought. Never took a chance if someone else could take it for him and, usually, that someone else was Albert. 

'Albert this, Albert that,' the chauffeur said softly, glancing into the mirror again. 'I sometimes wonder what the silly old bugger thinks I am.' 

He took another swig from the bottle, then realized, too late, that he was running into a bend. He dropped the bottle and swung the wheel. His offside front wheel mounted the grass bank, collided with a block of granite which had fallen from a low wall. The hearse careered across the road, went straight through a wire fence and ploughed down a slope, uprooting young fir trees on its way, sliding to a halt in a gully below, half on its side. 



Only the seat belt had saved him from going through the windscreen. He got the driver's door open and pulled himself out. He stood there, slightly dazed, aware of the Jaguar pausing on the road above. Bird appeared at the top of the short slope. 

'Albert?' There was genuine fear in his voice. 

'I'm all right,' Albert called. 

At the same moment he saw that the coffin had smashed through the glass side of the hearse, the lid bursting open so that the corpse hung out, still swathed in the shroud. He dropped to his knees and peered under the vehicle and saw that the bottom end of the coffin was caught underneath. 

Bird scrambled down the slope to join him. 'Just get him out. We'll put him in the boot of the Jaguar, but for God's sake hurry. Someone might come.' 

Albert reached under the hearse. There was a slight, uneasy creaking and it swayed slightly. He jumped back. 'This damn thing could topple over at any moment and he's pinned by the feet.' 

Bird stooped and when he straightened he was holding the vodka bottle. 'Drinking again,' he said furiously. 'What have I told you?' He slapped Albert across the face and threw the bottle into the trees. 

Albert cowered away, a hand raised, a child again. 'I'm sorry, Mr Bird. It was an accident.' 

Bird took a penknife from his waistcoat pocket and opened it. 'Cut his stitches. Open him up. We've got to ,get that heroin.' 

'I couldn't do that, Mr Bird,' Albert said. 

'Do it!' Bird cried and hit him in the face again. 'I'll get a bag from the car.' 

He thrust the penknife into the chauffeur's hand, turned and scrambled up the slope. Albert, terrified, dropped to his knees and pulled the shroud away. The boy's eyes were open, staring at him. He averted his own eyes as best he could and started to hack at the stitches. 

On the road above, Bird got the boot of the Jaguar open and found a canvas bag he used for shopping. 

He went back to the top of the slope and peered down into the gathering darkness. 'Have you got it?' 

'Yes, Mr Bird.' Albert's voice was strained and muffled. 

'Put it in this.' 

Bird tossed the canvas bag down and looked anxiously along the road. Thank God it had happened on a side road and the flat farmland beyond the bend meant that he could see some considerable distance. 

His heart was pounding and there was sweat on his face. What would Smith say? The prospect was too awful to think about. 

He slid down the slope. 'Are you ready, for God's sake? Have you got it all?' 

'I think so, Mr Bird.' 

'Right, let's get out of here.' 



'But they'll still find the body, Mr Bird. Certain to.' 

'Even if they do, they can't trace any of us. Not in France, not here, and there is such a thing as destroying the evidence. Go on! Get up there and get the car started!' 

Albert scrambled away and Bird unscrewed the cap on the fuel tank. Petrol spilled out onto the ground. 

He took out his handkerchief and soaked it, then went halfway up the bank. He found his lighter, touched it to the handkerchief and tossed it down onto the hearse. For a moment, he thought it was going to go out and then a yellow tongue of flame flickered into life. By the time he reached the top of the slope, the hearse was beginning to burn. He had a glimpse of the corpse's eyes staring at him accusingly, then turned and got into the Jaguar and Albert drove away. 

Later, at his desk at Deepdene, waiting for Smith to return his call, he sipped brandy and tried to pull himself together. It was going to be all right. It had to be. Smith would understand. The telephone rang as Albert entered the room with the tea things on a silver tray. Bird held up a hand, motioning him to silence, and picked up the phone. 

'Smith here.' 

'It's Bird, sir.' Bird's hands were shaking. 'Actually we've had a bit of a problem.' 

Smith's voice didn't change in the slightest. 'Tell me about it.' 

Which Bird did, omitting any reference to Albert and his drinking, blaming the entire incident on a steering defect. 

When he was finished, Smith said, 'Most unfortunate.' 

'I know, but accidents will happen, sir.' 

'I can't comment on that, I've never had the experience,' Smith said. 

'So what do we do, sir? Will Mr Jago be picking up the stuff as usual?' 

'Not necessary this time. I'll take delivery of the goods tomorrow afternoon at three o'clock precisely. 

You will leave it in luggage locker forty-three at Victoria Station in London.' 

'But the key, sir?' 

'Will be in an envelope in your morning mail. I'll have a duplicate,' Smith said. 

'Right, sir.' 

'There had better not be any more accidents, Mr Bird, or Jago will be round to have words, and you wouldn't like that, would you?' 

'No need for that, sir,' Bird gabbled. 

'Don't worry, Mr Bird. The young man was a nobody. They've all been carefully selected nobodies. No way of tracing him to any of us. With any luck, this should prove to be a temporary inconvenience. 



Goodnight.' 

Bird replaced the phone and Albert said, 'What did he say?' 

The older man told him. He was brighter now, relieved and reassured at the way Smith had taken things. 

'He's right. The kid was a nobody. The hearse was stolen. All the paperwork phoney. The scuffers won't stand a chance on this one.' 

'Scuffers, Mr Bird?' 

'Sorry, Albert, betraying my youth there. That's what we called coppers in Liverpool when I was a lad.' 

Albert nodded. 'I was thinking, Mr Bird. A locker at Victoria Station. I mean, if I hung around, maybe I could catch a glimpse of him. I did it before, remember, when that Frasconi geezer turned up.' 

Bird shook his head pityingly. 'Albert, I don't know how you've survived this long. Do you really think someone as big as Smith would be that stupid? If you even tried it that bastard Jago would be on you like a vulture. Miracle you got away with it before. They'd find you floating down the Thames with your dick in your hand, and that would be such a waste. Now what have we here?' 

'Tea, Mr Bird.' Albert poured some from Albert's favourite silver pot into a delicate porcelain cup. 

'Ceylon, just the way you like it!' 

'Lovely.' Bird took a sip, then gulped it down gratefully. 'Nothing like a nice cup of tea, as my old mother used to say.' He glanced up at Albert, reached up and patted his cheek. 'You're a good boy, Albert, but a little foolish sometimes.' 

'A good thing I've got you to look after me, Mr Bird,' Albert said and poured him another cup of tea. 

In Paris, at that precise moment, Jago was listening to Smith's version of events. 'A balls-up is putting it mildly,' he said. 'What do you want me to do?' 

'Nothing for the moment,' Smith told him. 'With luck, we might get away with it. Let's wait and see, but if things go sour, I'll need you over here to handle the disposal work. You'd better come over to London in the morning. The usual service flat in Hyde Park. I'll be in touch.' 

'My pleasure, sir.' 

Jago replaced the telephone. He stood staring down at it, then started to laugh. It really was too funny for words. He was still laughing when he went into his bedroom to get dressed. 

THREE

Brigadier Charles Ferguson had commanded Group Four since its conception in 1971, a large untidy man in his early sixties with a deceptively benign face who affected crumpled suits, his only hint of anything in the slightest sense military his Guards' tie. Ferguson preferred to work at home when possible, in the Georgian splendour of his Cavendish Square flat, which was where he was the following morning, sitting in comfort beside the Adam fireplace, drinking tea and working his way through a stack of papers, when his Gurkha manservant, Kim, appeared. 

'Colonel Villiers is here, sir. He says it's urgent.' 



Ferguson nodded and a moment later Tony Villiers entered, wearing a black polo-neck sweater, Donegal tweed jacket and faded green cord slacks. His face was white, the eyes very dark, every evidence of real distress there. He was carrying a briefcase. 

'My dear Tony.' Ferguson stood up. 'What on earth is it?' 

'This report just came in, sir. Fed into the general computer, it arrived on my desk, following the usual cross-indexing procedure for service personnel.' Ferguson adjusted the half-moon reading glasses he wore, walked to the window and studied the report Villiers had handed him. 

'Quite extraordinary.' He turned. 'But why you, Tony? I don't understand.' 

'Eric Talbot was my cousin Edward's boy. You remember him, sir? Half-Colonel in the Paras? Killed in the Falklands.' 

'Good God, yes. So you're family?' 

'Exactly, sir.' 

'But if the boy was passing himself off as this George Walker, how did the Kent Police establish his real identity so quickly?' 

'The boy was only partially burned. They were able to take his fingerprints and they were on the national computer.' 

'Really?' Ferguson frowned. 

'The boy was a student at Cambridge - Trinity College. Last year he got picked up in a police raid on the wrong sort of party.' 

'Drugs?' 

'That's right. It was a user only charge, so he didn't go to gaol. I've only just found this out from Central Records Office at the Yard.' 

Ferguson walked to his desk and sat down. 'Talbot, yes, I remember Colonel Talbot's death in the Falklands now. Tumbledown wasn't it?' 

'Yes, he was liaising with the Welsh Guards.' 

'And the father. Baronet as I recall. Sir Geoffrey Talbot.' 

'He had a stroke some time ago when his wife died,' Villiers told him. 'He's been in a nursing home ever since. Doesn't even know what time of day it is.' He paused. 'Look, do you mind if I have a drink, sir?' 

'Of course not, Tony. Help yourself.' 

Villiers went to the sideboard and poured a brandy into a cut-glass tumbler. He walked to the window and stood there, peering out. 'The thing is, he's my uncle you see, sir. My mother's brother, not that we were ever close.' 



'Tony, I really am sorry. A good thing the old boy's not capable of taking this in. I mean, he lost one heir to the Falklands, another in this particularly distressing way.' He tapped the report. 'I wonder who inherits the title.' 

'Actually, I do, sir,' Villiers said. 

Ferguson removed his glasses wearily. 'In normal circumstances such a thing would be a cause for congratulation...' 

'Yes, well, we'll forget about that and concentrate on this.' Villiers opened the briefcase and produced a plastic packet, which he placed on the desk in front of the Brigadier. 'Heroin, and the immediate opinion at the lab on briefest of examination is that it's very good stuff indeed. This is the kind of article you could cut three times over and still sell on the street.' 

'All right, go on,' Ferguson said, his face grave. 

'It was found inside Eric's body when the medical examiner checked him. It also became plain to him that the boy had been dead for days and the subject of a postmortem. Apparently, he recognized the surgical technique used as French, so Kent Police tried the fingerprints on the Surete in Paris and came up with this." 

Villiers passed another report across and Ferguson studied it. Finally he sat back. 'So what have we got here? The boy goes to Paris on a false passport. Drowns in the Seine under the influence of drugs. After the postmortem, his body is claimed using forged papers and flown to England.' 

'Packed with heroin,' Villiers said. 

'Of which this is only a sample. Is that what you're saying?' 

'It makes sense. The police have already established that the hearse was stolen. There's no such funeral firm as Hartley Brothers. The whole thing was an elaborate front.' 

'Which went wrong. An accident of some sort.' 

'Exactly. They had to retrieve the stuff quickly and get the hell out of it fast.' 

'So fast that this packet was overlooked.' Ferguson looked grim. 'You do realize what you're suggesting, don't you? The possibility that the boy was deliberately killed in the first place so that his body could be used in this way.' 

'That's right,' Villiers agreed. 'I've asked the lab for an estimate. They say, judging by the size of that packet, the body could have carried at least five million pounds' worth at street value.' 

Ferguson drummed his fingers on the table. 'However, except for your own personal connection, I don't really see how this concerns us.' 

'But it does, sir, very much so. I've got a copy here of the French coroner's report.' Villiers took it from the briefcase. 'Notice the chemical analysis of the blood. Traces of heroin, cocaine, and also scopolamine and phenothiazine.' 



Ferguson leaned back. 'Science was never my strong point at school. Explain.' 

'It all started in Colombia last year. The depressive alkaloid scopolamine is produced from the fruit of shrubs in the Andes. It can be converted into an odourless serum, no colour, no smell, a few drops of which can reduce any individual to a state of total chemical hypnosis for at least three days. The condition is so absolute that the victims have no recall of what they've done. Men have killed, women been totally degraded, turned into sex slaves.' 

'And the phenothiazine?' 

'It neutralizes certain side-effects. Makes the victims more docile.' 

Ferguson shook his head. 'God help us if it ever takes root over here.' 

'But it has, sir,' Villiers said urgently. 'During the past twelve months in Ulster there have been four cases of members of the Provisional IRA executed by Protestant paramilitary forces where the postmortem has revealed the same thing. Scopolamine and phenothiazine.' 

'And you think there could be a link with this business?' 

There could be other cases. We'll have to run a computer check, but if there is a link and if it concerns the UVF or the Red Hand of Ulster or any other Protestant extremist group, then it is our business.' 

Ferguson sat there frowning. Finally, he nodded. 'Right, Tony, drop everything else or get someone in the department to handle it. I'll leave you to sort this one out. Top priority. Keep me informed.' 

It was a dismissal. He replaced his glasses and Villiers took the reports and the heroin and put them in his briefcase. 'There is just one more thing, sir, on the personal side.' 

Ferguson looked up in surprise. 'Well?' 

'Eric had a stepmother, sir, Sarah Talbot. She's an American.' 

'You know her?' 

'Oh, yes. She's a very unusual woman. Eric adored her. His own mother died when he was born and Sarah meant a great deal to him, as he did to her.' 

'And now you've got to tell her about this tragic business. How will she take it?' 

'I'm not sure.' Villiers shrugged. 'She was a Cabot from Boston. Very Blue Book. Her father was a millionaire several times over. Steel, I think. She'd had no mother from an early age, so they were close. 

She was a typical spoiled rich bitch, as she once told me, who still managed an honour's degree from Radcliffe.' 

'And then?' 

'She underwent a sea-change at twenty-one. Hated what was happening in Vietnam. Lost a boyfriend there. Two or three years later, she ran for Congress. Almost won, too. But the voters grew progressively disenchanted with her politics, she lost the election, gave up politics entirely, got her MBA from Harvard and joined a Wall Street firm of investment brokers.' 



'Helped by Big Daddy's money?' 

Villiers shook his head. 'Started from scratch on her own and now has a considerable reputation. She met Edward on a visit to London, in the National Gallery one Sunday morning. She told me once that she forgave him for being a soldier because he was the most beautiful thing she'd ever seen in a uniform and red beret.' 

'And there was the boy.' 

'As I said, it was love at first sight for both of them. I don't mean this in the wrong way, sir.' Villiers sounded awkward. 'But I sometimes felt she loved Eric more than his father.' 

'Women go with the heart, Tony,' Ferguson said gently. 'Where is she at the moment?' 

'New York, sir.' 

'Then you'd better get it over with.' 

'Yes, I'm not looking forward to that.' 

'Of course, this Irish connection making it a security matter does mean you could legitimately make the whole affair the subject of a D-notice. That would keep it out of the newspapers, television and so on.' 

Ferguson shrugged. 'I mean, no need to make things any more unpleasant for the family than they already are.' 

'That's good of you, sir.' Villiers walked to the door, paused, then turned. There is one more thing I should mention, sir.' 

'More, Tony?' Ferguson said wearily. 'All right, tell me the worst.' 

'Sarah, sir. She's a very good friend of the President.' 'Oh my God!' Ferguson said. 'That's all we needed.' 

Victoria Station was crowded with people, queues for some of the express trains. Albert wore a brown suede jacket and jeans as he pushed his way through the throng carrying the bulging holdall filled with heroin. Locker number forty-three was locked, of course. He took the key from his pocket and opened the locker. All very simple. He put the bag inside, locked the door and walked away. 

He hesitated just by the main entrance, intrigued. He had to know, it was as simple as that, and none of Bird's overprotective hysteria could put him off. He turned round and walked back, going into one of the cafes, ordering a coffee and finding a seat by the window from which he had a clear view of the lockers. 

The cafe was already busy and two women came and sat at the table, crowding him in, and then the whole thing was over in an instant. He'd been looking for a man, of course, not the grey-haired, stout old woman in a man's raincoat and beret, already at the locker, key in hand. 

She got the bag out as Albert struggled to get past the women at his table, had disappeared into the crowd by the entrance to the underground before he could do anything. He stood outside the cafe, angry for a moment, then shrugged and walked away. 



Smith, from his vantage point beside the newsagent's where he had witnessed everything, shook his head and said softly, 'Oh, dear, I'm really going to have to do something about you, aren't I?' 

Manhattan was, as Manhattan always is on a wet November evening, busy, the traffic quite impossible, the sidewalks crowded with people hurrying through the rain. Sarah Talbot eased down the window of the Cadillac and looked out with conscious pleasure. 

'A hell of a night, Charles.' 

Her chauffeur, a tough-looking young man in a smart black suit, his cap on the seat beside him, grinned. 

'You want to get out and walk, Mrs Talbot?' 

'No thanks. My shoes are by Manolo Blahnik. I got them in London on my last trip and he definitely wouldn't like me to go out in the rain in them.' 

She was a month away from her fortieth birthday and looked thirty, even on a bad morning. Her dark hair was held back by a simple velvet bow leaving the face clear, grey-green eyes sparkling above rather prominent cheekbones. It was not that she was beautiful in any conventional sense, but people always looked twice. Just now, she was particularly elegant in a black velvet suit by Dior. She was on her way to her favourite restaurant, The Four Seasons, on 52nd Street, to dine alone, strictly from choice. A personal celebration, for that afternoon she'd pulled off the deal of her career, the takeover of a chain of department stores in the Midwest, and against tough male opposition. Oh, yes, my girl, she thought, Daddy would have been proud of you tonight. Which didn't give her any particular satisfaction. 

She said, 'I need a vacation, Charles.' 

'That sounds fair, Mrs Talbot. The Virgins are nice this time of the year. We could open the house, get the boat out.' 

'You'd be down there every other week if I let you, you rogue,' she said. 'No, I was thinking I might fly over to England. Visit Eric at Cambridge.' 

‘That's nice. How's he doing over there?' 

'Fine. Just fine.' She hesitated. ‘To be honest, I haven't heard much from him lately.' 

'I wouldn't worry about that at all. He's a young guy and you know what students are like. Girls on their mind all the time.' 

He swore softly, swinging the wheel as the car in front braked, and Sarah sat back, thinking of Eric. It had been two months since she'd had a letter and when she'd tried to get him on the phone he'd simply not been available. Still, as Charles said, students were students. 

The chauffeur passed a newspaper over. 'Good story in there you maybe missed. That big Mafia trial, the members of that Frasconi mob. The judge handed them down two hundred and ten years between them.' 

'So?' Sarah said as she took the paper. 

'Look who they got a picture of coming out of court. The guy who was responsible for putting them all away.' 



The man in the photo on the courtroom steps was at least seventy, heavily built, with the fleshy, arrogant face of an ancient emperor. An overcoat was draped over his shoulders and he leaned on a cane. The caption read: Ex-Mafia boss Rafael Barbera outside the court. 

'He's smiling,' Sarah commented. 

'He should be. He owed those guys from way back. The Frasconis killed his brother in the Mafia wars twenty years ago.' 

Twenty years seems a long time to wait.' 

'Not for those guys. They believe in paying you off if it takes a lifetime.' 

She read the rest of the report. 'It says here he's retired.' 

Charles laughed. That's good. Listen, Mrs Talbot, I'm from Tenth Street. That's Gambino territory. Let me tell you about Don Rafael. His parents brought him over from Sicily when he was ten. He was Mafia by family tradition. Went through the ranks so fast he was Don at thirty and the smartest of them all. 

Never served a day of his life in prison. Not one.' 

'A lucky man.' 

'No, not lucky, smart. He retired back to the old country a few years ago, but the word is he's number one man over there. Capo Mafia in all Sicily.' 

At that moment, a hand appeared at her partially open window and she turned to see Henry Kissinger reaching across from the car next to hers. She opened the window completely and leaned out. 'Henry, how are you? It's been ages.' 

He kissed her hand. 'Get back in, Sarah, you'll get wet. Where are you going?' 

'The Four Seasons.' 

'So am I. I'll catch up with you later.' 

His car moved away and she sat back and closed the window. 'Jesus, Mrs Talbot, is there anyone you don't know?' Charles asked. 

'Don't exaggerate, Charles.' She laughed. 'Just concentrate on getting us there.' 

She sat back and looked at the photo of Don Rafael Barbera and suddenly realized, with a certain surprise, that she rather liked the look of him. 

The Four Seasons was very definitely her favourite restaurant and not only because of the superb food, but the decor. The whole place had such style, from the shimmering gold curtains and dark wood to the quiet elegance of the waiters and captains. 

She was seated instantly, as a favoured customer, at her usual table in the Pool Room, from where she could survey the room. The place was crowded and she could see Tom Gayitfai and Paul Kori, the owners, hovering in the background, looking even more anxious than usual, which was hardly surprising in view of the guests. Henry Kissinger was sitting at a table to her right and the Vice-President himself was at a table at the far end of the pool, which explained the large young men in dark suits she'd noticed in the vestibule on the way in, their air of efficient, quiet violence filling her with distaste. 

Her waiter appeared. 'The usual, Mrs Talbot?' 

'Yes, Martin.' 

He snapped his fingers and the Dom Perignon 1980 was at her table in an instant. 

'Looks like a fun evening,' she commented. 

'Actually the Vice-President is getting ready to leave, but they've all been waiting to see whether he or Kissinger would be the first to go and say hello to the other,' he told her. 'Can I take your order now?' 

He offered the menu, but she shook her head. 'I know what I want, Martin. Crisped shrimp with mustard fruit, then the roast duckling with cherries, and since it's a big evening, I'll finish with...' 

The bitter chocolate sherbet.' They both laughed and he started to turn away, then paused. 'Hey, he's on the move.' 

'It seems Kissinger wins on points,' Sarah said. 

'Like hell it does.' Martin was in a panic. 'He's coming right this way, Mrs Talbot.' 

He moved to one side fast and the Vice-President arrived plus his inimitable smile. 'Sarah, you're looking as remarkable as usual. No, don't get up. I can't stop. Due at the UN.' He took her hand and kissed it. 

'Talking about you at the White House last night.' 

'Good things, I hope?' she said. 

'Always good where you're concerned, Sarah,' and he was gone. 

People were staring at her curiously and Henry Kissinger gave her a little nod, a slight smile on his face. 

Martin refilled her glass and he was smiling too. She savoured the Dom Perignon, thinking about it. 

They'd be talking about this at the bar of '21' within an hour; the gossip columns would have it in the early editions. 

'Woman of the Year next, Sarah,' she said softly and raised her glass. 'To the woman who has everything.' She paused. 'Or nothing.' She frowned. 'Now why in the hell did I say that?' 

And then Martin was there, leaning over the table. 'Your chauffeur's in the vestibule, Mrs Talbot. He says it's urgent.' 

'Really?' She got up at once, no unease in her at all, bewildered, if anything. 

Charles's face should have told her, the hunted look, the way he glanced to one side as he talked. 'I've got Mr Morgan in the car, Mrs Talbot.' 

'Dan?' she said. 'Here?' Dan Morgan was president of the brokerage firm of which she was now a senior partner. 



'Like I said, he's in the car.' Charles was obviously upset. 'If you wouldn't mind, Mrs Talbot.' 

The doorman held up an umbrella for her as she crossed the pavement to the car and Dan Morgan, greying, distinguished in black tie and evening dress, glanced up at her, his face grave. 

'Dan, what is this?' she demanded. 

'Just get in, Sarah.' He opened the door and pulled her to him. 'Get Mrs Talbot's coat, Charles. I think she'll be leaving.' 

Charles moved away and Sarah said, 'Dan what's going on?' 

He had a large envelope on the seat beside him, she noticed, as he took her hands. 'Sarah, Eric is dead.' 

'Dead? Eric?' She was underwater now, in slow motion. ‘That's ridiculous. Who says so?" 

'Tony Villiers tried to get hold of you earlier. When he couldn't, he phoned me.' Charles returned with her coat and got behind the wheel. 'Just drive,' Morgan told him. 

'Where to, Mr Morgan?' 

'Anywhere, for God's sake,' Morgan said violently. 

The car pulled away. Sarah said, 'It can't be true. It can't be.' 

'It's all in here, Sarah.' Morgan picked up the envelope. 'Villiers wired it all over to the office. I went and picked it up.' 

She stared at the envelope and said dully, 'What's in there?' 

'Doctor's reports, police coroner, that sort of thing. It's not good, Sarah. In fact it's about as bad as it could be. Better you leave them till later when you're calmer.' 

'No,' she said, her voice dangerously low. 'Now. I want them now.' 

She took the envelope from him, had opened it and turned on the interior light before he could stop her. 

Her face was wild, the eyes staring. When she had finished, she sat there, unnaturally calm. 

'Stop the car, Charles,' she ordered. 

'Mrs Talbot?' 

'Stop the car, damn you!' 

He swung the car into the kerb, she had the door open before they could stop her and was running through the rain to the nearest alley. When they reached her, she was leaning against the wall beside overflowing trash cans being violently sick. Finally, she stopped and turned to face them. 

Morgan held out his handkerchief. 'We'll take you home now, Sarah.' 



'Yes,' she said calmly. 'I'll need my passport.' 

'Passport?' he said incredulously. 'The only things you need are the right pills and bed.' 

'No, Dan,' she said. 'I need a plane. British Airways, Pan Am, TWA, it doesn't matter which, as long as it's going to London and it's going tonight.' 

'Sarah!' he tried again. 

'No, Dan, no arguments. Just get me home. I've got things to do,' and she walked away from him through the rain and got into the back of the car. 

FOUR

She could have waited for Concorde, the fastest passenger flight in the world. It would have had her in London in three hours, fifteen minutes, but that would have meant waiting until the following morning. By chance, Pan Am had a delayed flight leaving for London just after midnight, a Boeing 747, so she took that. 

The truth was she needed time to think. She'd left a still protesting Dan Morgan behind at Kennedy. 

He'd wanted to come with her, but she wouldn't have that. There were things he could do, of course. 

Alert their London associates. A car, a driver, the house in Lord North Street they all used when visiting London. A good address, Edward had once told her. Very convenient for Parliament and Number Ten Downing Street. 

Edward, she thought. First Edward in that stupid little war. Such a waste of a fine man. Now this. She stared down through the window at the lights of New York below as the plane turned out to sea, and the pain was unbearable. She closed her eyes and felt a hand on her shoulder. 

The blonde stewardess who had greeted her on boarding smiled down. 'May I get you a drink now, Mrs Talbot?' 

Sarah stared blankly up at her, unable to speak for a moment, and her own intelligence told her that this was shock and that she had to fight it or go under. She forced a smile. 'Brandy and soda please.' 

Strange, but for the first time since boarding, probably because of the subdued lighting, she noticed that all the seats around her were empty. In fact, she seemed to be the only person in the whole of the first-class cabin. 

'Am I it for tonight?' she asked as the stewardess brought her brandy. 

'Almost,' the girl said cheerfully. 'Just one more on the other side.' 

Sarah glanced across and saw at first only the back of another stewardess in the far aisle and then she moved to the galley and Sarah saw the other passenger. It was Rafael Barbera. She felt bewildered, shocked. For a moment, she closed her eyes and was in the back of the car again reading Charles's newspaper and looking at Barbera's photo. She'd been so happy, everything going so well, and now this terrible nightmare. She sipped some of the brandy and took a deep breath. It was just like that dreadful cable from the Ministry of Defence in London telling her of Edward's death. You fought or you went under. 

The stewardess appeared again. 'Would you like the menu now, Mrs Talbot?' 



At first, Sarah was going to say no, but then remembered that she hadn't eaten since breakfast and that wouldn't do at all. There'd been no time for lunch with the big deal breaking so she had a little smoked salmon, a salad, some cold lobster, eating with no kind of conscious pleasure, but because strength was important now. She was aware of Barbera also eating on the other side of the cabin, saw him speak to his stewardess who turned and came across. She leaned over Sarah. 

'We have a movie for you as usual, Mrs Talbot, but as there are only two of you tonight, we won't show it unless you want us to. Mr Barbera over there isn't bothered one way or the other.' 

'Neither am I,' Sarah told her. 'So let's skip it.' 

The stewardess returned and spoke to Barbera who nodded and raised his champagne glass in salute and smiled. He spoke to the stewardess again and she returned. 'Mr Barbera was wondering if you might join him in a glass of champagne.' 

'Oh, I don't really think so,' began Sarah, already too late, for he was on his feet, moving with surprising speed for a man of his size. 

He leaned on the cane and looked down at her. 'Mrs Talbot, you don't know me, but you come highly recommended. I believe you are an associate of Dan Morgan? He handles the occasional business matter for me from time to time.' 

'I didn't know that.' 

He reached for her hand, kissed it gracefully and there was a slight quirk of amusement at the corner of his mouth. 'You wouldn't. It's a special account.' He eased into the chair beside her. 'Now then, champagne. You need it. I've been watching you. At the very least it's been a bad day.' 

'Oh, no,' she protested. 'I don't think so.' 

'Nonsense.' He took the two glasses from the stewardess and passed them to her. 'A strange thing for a Sicilian to say, but when you are tired of champagne you are tired of life.' He raised his glass. 'As my Jewish friends would say, lechayim.' 

'Lechayim?' she said. 

To life, Mrs Talbot!' 

'I'll drink to that, Mr Barbera.' She emptied the glass in one long swallow. 'It's really very appropriate. 

I'm drinking to life and my son's dead. Isn't that the funniest thing you ever heard of?' 

And then she dropped her glass and turned into the window and cried as she had not cried since she was a little girl and he stroked her hair gently, motioning the worried stewardess away. Finally, she was still, but she stayed curled up staring into the shadows, letting him soothe her, a child again with Daddy when it had been good. When it had worked. Finally, she pushed herself away, got up without a word and went to the toilet. She washed her face with cold water and combed her hair. When she came out, the stewardess was there. 

'Are you all right, Mrs Talbot?' 



'It's quite simple. I just got news of my son's death. That's why I'm on my way to London. But I'll be fine. I won't break down on you, I promise.' 

The young woman instinctively flung her arms around her. 'I'm so sorry.' 

Sarah kissed her on the cheek. 'That's very kind. I see Mr Barbera's ordered coffee, but actually I'm a tea person.' 

'I'll see to it.' 

She took her seat again beside Barbera. 'All right now?' he asked. 

'I will be.' 

'When we've talked,' he said calmly and raised a hand as if to forestall protest. ‘This is necessary, believe me.' 

'All right.' She opened her bag, took the battered old silver cigarette case they'd found on Edward's body at Mount Tumbledown and extracted a cigarette. She lit it, blew smoke up at the ceiling in a strangely defiant gesture. 'You don't mind?' 

He smiled. 'At my age, Mrs Talbot, you can't afford to mind anything.' 

'How much do you know about me, Mr Barbera?' 

'They tell me you're one of the best brains in Wall Street. And when you were very, very young, you were almost a Congresswoman.' 

'I was a rich little spoiled bitch. My father seemed to have all the money in the world. Because I didn't have a mother he indulged me. Oh, I went to Radcliffe, graduated magna cum laude. No trouble. I was very bright, you see. I didn't need to work. I smoked marijuana like everyone else did in the sixties and I screwed around like everyone else did.' She turned sideways to look at him. 'Does that shock you?' 

'Not particularly.' 

'I had a boyfriend who dropped out of college and was drafted to Vietnam. They gave him a gun and sent him off to play. He only lasted three months. Pure mindless destruction.' She shook her head. 'I was very smart. I didn't join the protest movement until after I got my party's nomination to Congress.' 

'And your father didn't like that,' It was a statement, not a question. 

'Didn't speak to me for three years. Considered me some sort of traitor. The voters didn't think much of me either. I finally pulled out and decided to get my MBA and then go to work,' She laughed. 'Wall Street beckoned.' 

'Where you could show your father what you were made of?' 

'In spades. And I did too.' There was the defiance there again. 'Mind you, I did please him in one way. 

In my husband.' 

'I didn't realize until tonight that you'd been married.' 



'Oh, yes, if briefly. To an English army colonel. It didn't last long. He was killed in the Falklands, but he did leave me my stepson.' 

'I see.' 

'I wonder if you do? Eric's mother died when he was born. I understood that because I'd gone through the same pain. I understood him and he understood me.' 

'And now he's gone. What happened?' 

She sat there thinking about it for a moment, then got her briefcase from under the seat, opened it and took out the buff envelope containing the material Villiers had sent over from London. 'Read that.' 

She lit another cigarette and lay back in her seat while Barbera worked through the various papers. He didn't say a word until he was finished. He carefully replaced the papers in the envelope and turned to her, his face like a stone. 

'Drugs,' she said. 'How could he? Heroin - cocaine.' 

'You told me earlier how you smoked pot back in the sixties. It's an even worse problem for kids these days because it's all so available.' 

'You would know, wouldn't you?' The words were out before she could take them back. 

He showed no anger. 'Mrs Talbot, I'm an old-fashioned man. Sure, I was what you would term a gangster, but those I harmed tended to be my own kind. To me, other people were civilians. My family had business with the unions, gambling, prostitution, even booze during Prohibition, and these are human failings which everyone understands. But I tell you this. The Barbera family never took a penny on the drugs market. My grandson, Vito, in London, for example. We got three casinos there. Restaurants, betting shops.' He shrugged. 'How much does a man need?' 

'But Eric,' she said. 'I still don't understand.' 

'Look,' he said, 'it's a popular misconception that people on hard drugs are hooked by some pusher. 

The first fix is almost always offered by a friend. Probably he was at some student party the first time it happened. Had a few drinks..." 

'But afterwards,' she said. 'Afterwards came the pushers, the suppliers, all happy to keep the pot boiling. 

To destroy young people on the threshold of life, and for what? For money.' 

'To some people money is serious business, Mrs Talbot. But let's leave that on one side. What do you intend to do about this? What do you want?' 

'Justice, I suppose.' 

He laughed harshly. 'A rare commodity in this wicked world. Look, the law is a joke. You go to court, it goes on and on. The rich and powerful can buy anything they require because most men are corruptible.' 

'Then what would you do?' 



'It's difficult for me. Spilled blood cries out for vengeance, that is the Sicilian way. My son dies, he must be avenged. It isn't a question of choice. I have no choice. I can do no other.' He shook his head. 

'You're from a different world. Violence has never had any place in your life, I suspect.' 

'That's true. I once saw a fist fight as we were driving through the Bronx, from my privileged position in the rear seat of a Cadillac.' 

He smiled bleakly. 'That's good, you can mock yourself. But now, there is something you must promise me you will do and it is essential.' 

'What's that?' 

'You must insist on seeing your son's body.' He raised a hand to stop her saying anything. 'No matter how terrible an ordeal. Believe me, I know a great deal about death and of this I am certain. You must see for yourself, you must mourn, or you will be haunted for the rest of your life.' 

She nodded. 'I'll think about it.' 

'And there is one more thing you must face up to. Something quite terrible.' 

'And what would that be?' 

'The French coroner's verdict was clear. Accidental death by drowning under the influence of drugs and alcohol.' 

That's right.' 

'His body, Mrs Talbot, was a considerable convenience to those who used it. It occurs to me that it might have been more than a convenience that it was available at all.' 

She said flatly, 'You're actually suggesting that there was no accident to any of this?' It was difficult for her to get the word out, but she forced herself. 'That he was murdered.' 

'Please. It's all been very convenient, that's all I'm saying. I don't wish to make things worse for you than they already are. I've lived in a harsh world for too many years. I tend to suspect the worst.' 

'I didn't think it could be worse,' she told him, her voice shaking with anger and the last vestiges of denial. 

'I may be wrong and, in any case, I'm sure the authorities would consider the possibility fully.' He took out his wallet and extracted a card. 'This is my grandson, Vito's, address in London. I'll speak of you to him. He'll do anything he can. I myself don't even leave the airport. I fly straight on to Palermo. I know it is unlikely, but if you are ever in Sicily, you will find me at my villa outside the village of Bellona in the Cammarate.' 

He took her hand and kissed it gently. 'And now, my child, you need sleep.' 

She reached and kissed him on the cheek. He smiled, stood up and went back to his own seat. She switched off the light and lay there in the darkness thinking about what he had said. The suggestion that Eric's death had not been accidental filled her with horror. She refused to accept it, pushed the thought away and after a while she did sleep, head pillowed on her arm as the plane droned on through the night. 



A journalist in Kent, alerted by a sympathetic friend in the local police force, sent a brief report of the affair to the Daily Mail in London. It recounted only what he knew. That a hearse had crashed on a Kent country road and had caught fire. There was also the mention that a body was involved. Details being understandably sketchy at that stage, it merited no more than a paragraph at the bottom of page three because of the macabre implication. In any event, the issue of the D-notice Ferguson had authorized meant that the story was deleted in later editions, but not before Eric Talbot's identity had been revealed to the world. 

Jago had flown over on the breakfast plane from Paris and was at the service flat in Connaught Street close to Hyde Park by eleven o'clock. As he was unpacking, the phone rang. 

Smith said, 'There's a small item in the Daily Mail this morning. It seems the boy wasn't what he seemed. 

His real name was Eric Talbot and he was a student at Cambridge.' 

'So he used an alias,' Jago said. 'That's perfectly understandable. Why should it be a problem?' 

'Because he wasn't a nobody after all,' Smith told him. 'I've made discreet enquiries with the porter at his college. Pretended to be a journalist. His grandfather's a baronet, for Christ's sake.' 

'Oh, dear me,' Jago said, resisting the impulse to laugh out loud. 'And who got us into this mess?' 

'A bitch in Cambridge called Greta Markovsky. She was a student too. A pusher. I've used her for a year now. I thought she was reliable.' 

It was the first hint of weakness Jago had ever noted in Smith. 'But my experience of this wicked old world is that no one ever is. Where is Miss Markovsky to be found?' 

'It seems she overdosed badly on heroin two nights ago. She's in some rehabilitation place outside Cambridge called Grantley Hall. A closed unit.' 

'Do you want me to do something about her?' 

'I don't think it's necessary, certainly not at this stage, and in any case, she's never met me.' 

'Who has?' Jago said. 

'Exactly.' 

'So what do you want me to do?' 

There's a coroner's inquest at Canterbury at two o'clock this afternoon. Be there.' 

'All right. And Bird and his boyfriend?' 

'That can wait. I'll speak to you later.' 

'Yes, I'd better get moving.' 

Jago put down the phone and finished unpacking quickly. He decided against changing. There wasn't really time, not if he was to be certain of making the inquest by two. 



Five minutes later he emerged from the lift into the basement garage. The car he habitually used in London, a silver Alfa-Romeo Spyder, was in its usual place. When he got behind the wheel, he paused only to reach under the dashboard for a hidden catch. A flap dropped down to reveal a Walther PPK, a Browning and a Carswell silencer, all neatly clipped into place. He checked both weapons quickly, just to make sure. Life, as he had found, could be hideously full of surprises. Two minutes later and he was part of the traffic in Park Lane. 

Ferguson looked up from his desk as Tony Villiers entered the room. 'How is she?' 

'I met her at Heathrow. Went to Lord North Street with her. Her company has a house there.' 

'Have you gone into things in any detail with her?' 

'Not really. There wasn't the need. I sent all the relevant material over to her in New York before she left. French coroner's report and all the medical stuff. She's here now. She wants to attend the coroner's inquest in Canterbury at two o'clock. I said I'd go with her. I've warned her that if she puts in an appearance, then as next-of-kin she could be called.' 

'Did you now?' Ferguson frowned slightly. 'Is she going to be difficult?' 

Villiers managed to restrain his anger. 'It would be perfectly understandable in the circumstances.' 

'For God's sake, Tony, you know what I mean. This could be a tricky one for all of us. Anyway, show her in and I'll see for myself.' 

He moved to the window, thinking about how he should handle this distraught woman, and turned as she came into the room with Villiers, to get the surprise of his life. She wore a brown suede jacket belted at the waist and matching slacks. The hair hung to her shoulders, a dark curtain on each side of her face which was calm and determined. 

'Mrs Talbot.' He came round the desk, at his most charming, and took her hand. 'I can't tell you how sorry I am.' 

Thank you.' 

'Please sit down.' 

She produced Edward's silver case from her handbag, her one sign of nervousness, and he gave her a light. She said 'Why am I here, Brigadier?' 

He moved round the desk to his chair. 'I don't understand.' 

'I think you do. When Tony said he was bringing me here, I asked him why. He said you were his boss. 

That you would tell me.' 

'I see.' 

'Brigadier, my husband was a colonel in the British Army and I was a service wife for long enough to learn a few things.' 

'Such as?' 



She turned and put a hand on Villiers's arm. 'Well, I'm aware that my darling cousin by marriage here is not only Grenadier Guards, but SAS. I was always given the impression that his main line of business was military intelligence of some sort.' 

Villiers said wryly to Ferguson, 'I told you. The smartest brain on Wall Street.' 

'Exactly, Brigadier,' she said. 'So if you're Tony's boss, what does that make you, and what's more to the point, why are you involved in what I would have assumed was a matter for the police?' 

'Tony was right, Mrs Talbot. You're an exceptional woman.' He glanced at his watch and stood up. 

'We'd better get going.' 

'Where to?' she said. 

'My dear Mrs Talbot, you wanted to go to the inquest. Then by all means we'll go, and in my car. We can talk on the way.' 

She and Ferguson sat together on the rear seat of the Daimler limousine, Villiers opposite on the jump seat, the glass partition raised between them and the driver. Ferguson said, 'There are aspects of this case, one in particular, which do make this, at least in theory, a matter of national security rather than a more conventional crime that would be handled by the police.' 

'That's hardly the kind of statement to instil confidence,' she said. 'It takes me right back to Vietnam and my protest days. I mean, I've experienced the best the CIA have to offer at first hand, Brigadier.' 

'You'd better do the explaining, Tony.' 

'International terrorism needs money to keep going,' Villiers said. 'A great deal of money, not only for arms, which are expensive, but to fund operations. Drugs are a ready source of that kind of money and we've known for some time that in Ulster both the IRA and various Protestant paramilitary organizations have been raising money by becoming involved in the trade.' 

'But how does this affect Eric?' 

Villiers took an envelope from his pocket and passed it to her. There's a more detailed postmortem report from France. They, discovered not only heroin and cocaine, but a mixture of scopolamine and phenothiazine in his blood. In Colombia, where it originated, it's known as burundanga.' 

'It induces a kind of chemical hypnosis, Mrs Talbot,' Ferguson put in. 'Reduces the subject to being a zombie for a while.' 

'And that happened to Eric?' she whispered. 

'Yes, and during the past year, four members of the IRA executed by Protestant factions in Ulster have had traces of the same drug revealed at their postmortems.' 

'And that's what makes it a security matter, Mrs Talbot. It's a very rare occurrence,' Ferguson said. 

'Four members of the IRA in Ulster and now your stepson.' 

'And you think there could be a connection?' she said. 



'Perhaps the same people were involved,' the Brigadier told her. 'That's what we're getting at. We've got a computer hunt on now covering all Western European countries.' 

'And what have you found?' 

'Several cases in France over the past three years, all rather similar to your stepson's actually. Death by drowning under the influence of drugs.' 

Barbera's suggestion could no longer be avoided. 

'Which would seem to suggest to me,' she said evenly, 'that a number of people have been murdered while in this state of chemical hypnosis you mention.' 

'So it would appear,' he said. 

'Murdered for one reason only. So that their bodies could be used like some damned suitcase.' She hammered a clenched fist on her knee. 'They did that to Eric. Why?' 

'Five million pounds a time, Mrs Talbot, that's our conservative estimate of each consignment of heroin at street prices.' 

She took out the silver case. Villiers gave her a light. The smoking helped to steady her trembling. And it was anger she felt now. No, more than that - rage. They were entering the outskirts of Canterbury, threading their way through the ancient streets. She gazed up at the towering spires of the great cathedral. 

'It's very beautiful.' 

'The birthplace of English Christianity,' Ferguson told her. 'Founded by St Augustine in Saxon times.' 

'And bombed by the Nazis in 1942,.' Villiers shrugged. 'Not exactly a military target, but we bombed some of their cathedral towns, so they bombed some of ours.' 

The Daimler turned into a quiet square. She said, 'So the computer hasn't thrown up any more cases then?' 

'I'm afraid not,' the Brigadier said. 

'That's not quite true,' Villiers put in. 'A case came up this morning. I didn't have a chance to tell you. 

Eighteen-year-old girl found in the Thames at Wapping a few months ago.' 

'You're sure?' 

'I'm afraid so, sir.' Villiers paused. 'Actually, she was Egan's foster sister, sir.' 

Ferguson was astonished. 'You mean Sean Egan?' 

'Yes.' 

'Good God.' 



Sarah interrupted. 'And who would this Sean Egan be?' 

'A young sergeant who served with me in the SAS. Badly wounded in the Falklands. He's just left the Service.' 

'Tell me about him,' she demanded, but at that moment they pulled in at the kerb at the bottom of a row of steps leading up to an imposing Georgian building. 

'No time for that now, my dear,' Ferguson told her as the chauffeur opened the door. 'We're here.' 

There were a dozen or so people in court, mostly of the sort who sought free entertainment. Jago sat on the back row and noticed the Brigadier, Sarah Talbot and Tony Villiers as they came in, not that they meant anything to him at that precise moment, but Villiers gave him pause for thought. There is a saying in the British Army that it takes an old Academy man to know one, and Jago recognized the young colonel instantly for what he was, civilian clothes or not. 

The clerk of the court got the proceedings started. 'The court will rise for Her Majesty's Coroner.' 

They all stood. The coroner, a tall scholarly-looking man in a dark suit who, to Sarah's surprise, wore no robes, entered and sat down. 

'The court will come to order,' he said. 'Normally, in an inquest of this kind the presence of a jury would be mandatory. However, this is not a usual case and the jury procedure will not be necessary.' 

He nodded to the clerk who passed him a paper. The coroner examined it, then glanced up. 'Is Colonel Villiers in court?' 

'Sir.' Villiers stood up. 

'I take heed of this D-notice served by you on behalf of the Ministry of Defence and accept it. I would make the point to any members of the press present that the issue of the D-notice makes it an offence punishable by imprisonment to report any details of these proceedings. Colonel Villiers, you may sit down.' 

'Thank you, sir.' 

The coroner carried on. 'The facts of the death of Eric Malcolm Ian Talbot have already been established by the coroner's court in Paris, where the death took place.' 

Sarah wanted to shout out, to stand up and dispute what was being said, and Villiers, as if sensing what she was thinking, took her hand firmly. 

The coroner carried on. 'The lamentable turn events have taken after this unfortunate young man's death are a matter for investigation by the proper authority. Is the next-of-kin in court?' 

It took a moment for it to sink in and then she rose. 'Here, sir.' 

'Take the stand, please.' She went forward, stepped up and stood at the rail. The coroner glanced at the paper before him. 'You are Mrs Sarah Talbot, presently residing in the city of New York in the United States of America?' 



It was all so formal - so precise. ‘That is correct.' 

'Please state your relationship to the deceased.' 

Sarah moistened dry lips. 'I was his stepmother.' 

'The body of your stepson is at present in the city mortuary. Have you identified it, Mrs Talbot?' 

'No, sir.' 

The clerk passed another paper up. The coroner examined it. 'Fingerprint evidence presented to this court makes it possible for me to waive that requirement. I will issue you with a burial order.' He paused. 

'You have the profound sympathy of this court, Mrs Talbot.' 

'Thank you.' 

She stepped down, stunned that it was over so quickly, and the clerk cried, ‘The court will rise for Her Majesty's Coroner.' 

Everyone stood and there was a general move to the exit. Villiers said, 'It could have been worse. You did well, Sarah.' 

Jago, crowding in behind, heard her say, 'Far worse to come, but it can't be avoided.' 

'What on earth could that be?' Ferguson asked. 

'Eric,' she said simply. 'I want to see him.' 

Villiers put an arm round her shoulders. 'No need for that, Sarah. No need to go through it. I've seen him and it isn't Eric any more. I've got everything arranged. They'll bring him up to London this afternoon, service at Greenhill Crematorium ten o'clock in the morning. All taken care of.' 

'I need to see him,' she said firmly. 

He looked at Ferguson, the Brigadier nodded. Wearily, Villiers said, 'All right, let's get it over with.' 

He was right, of course. It wasn't Eric, the blackened twisted creature revealed when the attendant pulled out the drawer and removed the white rubber sheet, and yet she stood there for a long, long moment remembering his hand in hers at the wedding, full of happiness, full of trust. Finally, she nodded to the attendant and walked away, followed by the two men. 

They got into the Daimler, and as it drove away Ferguson said, 'Are you all right, Mrs Talbot?' 

She turned to him, eyes burning. 'All my life I've been what they describe as a good person. Your average decent citizen. Three cheers for the American way and the rule of law. Well, I've got news for you, Brigadier. I don't feel quite as well disposed today. I want the bastards who did that to him. I want them to pay.' 

Villiers's face was white. 'Sarah!' 

'That's how I feel, Tony. That's exactly how I feel,' and she turned away and stared out of the window. 



Jago made a call to the usual number from a phone box at the service station outside Canterbury and Smith rang him back within a couple of minutes. 

He's getting worried, Jago told himself and proceeded to fill Smith in with what had happened. 

'What did you think of her?' Smith asked. 

'I liked her. A real lady. Lots of style and balls of brass, that's my opinion.' 

'I've been doing some checking. Her old man left her a few millions when he died. On top of that she's a hotshot broker on Wall Street. She's staying at a house her company keeps for visitors on Lord North Street.' 

'I'm impressed,' Jago said. 

'But the two men with her, Villiers and Ferguson. What in the hell goes on?' 

'If you want my opinion, based on my seven years serving Her Gracious Majesty, I'd say they were Intelligence.' 

'But why? It doesn't make sense.' There was a pause. 'Get back to London fast. I'll phone you at your flat at six. Be there.' 

They dropped Ferguson off and Villiers went on to Lord North Street with Sarah. The house was a pleasant, tall, narrow building of the Regency period. The only staff employed was a maid who came in the mornings so they had the place to themselves. 

There were two packing cases in the hall and Sarah said, 'What's this?' 

'Eric's effects. I had them clear his room at Trinity College. I thought you'd like to sort through them.' 

'Oh, thank you so much, Tony. It was a kind thought.' 

She was into the first packing case instantly and Villiers said, 'I'll make some tea.' 

He was standing at the stove waiting for the kettle to boil when she came in carrying a large book bound in blue Moroccan leather. 'Look what I've found.' 

'What is it?' Villiers asked. 

'Some sort of diary he kept.' 

He glanced over her shoulder as she opened it and sat at the table. 'Good heavens, it's in Latin.' 

'Eric's favourite subject. Something else we had in common. I majored in Classical Languages at Radcliffe. Latin and Greek. My father thought it was a terrible waste of time.' 

Villiers poured the tea. 'What's it say?' She started on the first page, translating fluently and with obvious ease. 'Today, I arrived at Trinity. So exciting. Cambridge is wonderful, Sarah came for the weekend to settle me in. We went on the river in a punt and afterwards sat under the mulberry tree that Milton planted in the Fellows' Garden at Christ's College. She returns to New York tomorrow. I'll miss her like hell.' 

She stopped reading, closed the book and clasped it to her. 'Tony, if you don't mind, I'd like you to go now, because I think I'm going to cry and I don't think I'll be able to stop for quite some time.' 

He put a hand briefly on her shoulder. 'All right, Sarah, I'll see you in the morning,' he said and went out, closing the door softly behind him. 

Smith said, 'Right, this is what happens. I've managed to get an apartment on the top floor of a house on the opposite side of the street from where the Talbot woman is staying. Had to pay a year's lease, but there it is.' 

'Is it directly opposite?' 

'Almost. Two doors down. Sufficient for our purposes. The porter is expecting you to move in tonight. 

Your name is James Mackenzie. You'll have a delivery at nine o'clock.' 

'We're going to do a little eavesdropping, I presume?' 

'Exactly. There's a directional microphone which can pick up every word spoken in that house, no trouble. It has an ultra-frequency function that picks up telephone conversations. The whole thing will be linked to a recorder. I want to know what goes on over there.' 

'All right, you've got it.' 

There's also a new laser-orientated directional microphone for your car. I want to cover every possibility.' 

'Fine,' Jago told him. 'Taken care of, I guarantee it.' 

He put the phone down and went into the kitchen, whistling, realizing that he was actually beginning to enjoy himself. 

At Greenhill Crematorium the following morning there were just Sarah, Villiers, Ferguson and the minister, of course. The whole thing was as bad as it could be. Background choir music played on a tape and the minister with a parsonical whine to his voice like a music hall comedian's joke. 

'I am the Resurrection and the Life, saith the Lord: he that believeth in me, though he were dead, yet shall he live.' 

She stifled an insane impulse to laugh. Why not she that believeth in me? Why was everything he? 

The taped music swelled, the coffin moved out of sight on the conveyor belt, through the dark opening to the oven beyond. The minister shook her hand. She was aware of his mouth opening, but didn't hear a word, and then they were outside. 

Ferguson said, 'I'll be on my way. You'll see Mrs Talbot home, Tony?' 

'Of course, sir.' 



He took her hand. 'I may not see you again. I suppose you'll be going back to New York.' 

'No, I don't think so, Brigadier,' she said. 

'Oh, dear, I hope you're not going to be awkward, Mrs Talbot,' Ferguson said. 

'Most American citizens having a problem in London would contact our embassy,' she told him. 'Not me, Brigadier. You see my father was one of the President's oldest friends. All I have to do is pick up the phone and call the White House. Would you rather I did that, Brigadier?' 

Ferguson was angry, but managed a smile. 'I don't really think that will be necessary, Mrs Talbot.' 

She walked to the waiting car. A moment later Villiers got in beside her. 

'Would you do that, Sarah?' he said as the car drove away. 'Would you really drag the President into this?" 

'Tony, I'll shake hands with the Devil himself on this one if I have to.' She took out Edward's silver case and selected a cigarette. 'But that may not be necessary, if you're sensible. Now, tell me about Sean Egan.' 

FIVE

The London associates had arranged a car for her, a black Mercedes sedan. The driver was a middle-aged cockney called George who drove with incredible skill, pushing his way through the heavy afternoon traffic from Westminster along Victoria Embankment. 

'You really seem to know how to handle the traffic, George.' 

'You've got to, Mrs Talbot, or you'd never bleeding well get anywhere these days. All right for me, though. I was a cabby for twenty-six years.' 

'So you know the city then?' 

'I should do. Can't go on the road in a London cab until you've done the Knowledge.' 

'The Knowledge? What's that mean?' 

'Knowing the city backwards, that's what it means, Mrs Talbot. Now where did you want to go first. 

The Tower?' 

'No,' she said. 'A place called Wapping. Do you know it?' 

'Stone me, I should do. That's my patch. I was born in Cable Street. God, I could tell you some stories. 

Mind you, I live in Camden now, but it's not the same.' 

'So you're a cockney then?' 

'Too bleeding true, Mrs Talbot. A genuine East Ender. What was it you wanted exactly?' 

She produced the envelope Villiers had reluctantly given her from her handbag and took out the contents. There was a photo of Egan in service dress, just head and shoulders, the blank face giving nothing away. A couple of sheets of paper provided all she needed to know. Then there were the things that Villiers had said about Egan, some of which had shocked her. So much violence in one so young. It was difficult to grasp. 

She said, 'I want to go to a place called Jordan Lane. Do you know it?' 

He glanced sideways in surprise. 'Jordan Lane? That's not far from the old London Docks. Next to Hangman's Wharf. That's no place for you.' 

'Why not?' 

'They're all just a little bit wicked round there.' It was her first example of the cockney tendency to understatement. 'I mean, it's still a bit like the old days.' 

'In what way?' 

'The Pool of London and the Thames used to be the biggest port in the world, then things went sour. 

The unions got it wrong and everybody turned to Amsterdam. A year or two back you could have walked down through Wapping and found nothing but rusting cranes, empty docks, warehouses boarded up.' 

'And now?' 


There's a lot happening. New housing, warehouse developments. You see it's very convenient for the City, so all these flash young kids, brokers and bankers with a hundred grand a year and a Porsche, are moving into the area and squeezing the locals out.' 

'But not at Hangman's Wharf.' 

'No.' He seemed evasive now. 'Things are still pretty much the same down there.' 

She consulted the sheet of paper in front of her again. 'Do you know a man called Jack Shelley?' 

The car swerved slightly, but he regained control. 'Everybody in Wapping knows Jack Shelley, Mrs Talbot. What would you want to know about him for?' 

'I understood he was a famous gangster.' 

'In his day, but not any more. Now he's legit. He owns Hangman's Wharf itself and the whole river frontage and what he doesn't own, he controls.' 

'And do people like that?' 

‘The locals do. He doesn't go in for developments. Doesn't throw them out on the street. Mind you, he's got millions these days. Electronics, computers, couple of casinos.' 

'A respectable businessman in fact?' 

'Not like the old days.' George chuckled. 'He was a right villain. Smash and grab, robberies. Then there was the Darley Warehouse job. A million in gold bullion and that was real money in those days.' 



'And he never went to gaol?' 

'Six months when he was a kid. That's all he ever did. He was a legend in the East End. The Kray brothers and the Richardsons, people were scared to death of them, but not Jack Shelley. If you were in trouble you went to Jack. If you needed a couple of quid he'd probably give you a pony.' 

'A pony?' 

'Sorry, Mrs Talbot, the cockney in me again. Twenty-five pounds to you.' 

'A regular Robin Hood, it seems.' 

'Yes, well, all that was years ago. When they locked up people like the Krays and the Richardsons and threw away the key, Jack changed his ways. I suppose he realized you could do just as well in legitimate business if you had the brains.' 

They were passing Tower Bridge now and moved along St Katharine's Way into Wapping High Street. 

Sarah consulted her fact sheet again. 'Yes, Jordan Lane. It's a public house called The Bargee.' 

George swerved into the side of the road and pulled up. He turned to her. 'Now look, Mrs Talbot. The Bargee is no place for your sort, believe me.' 

Some yards behind them, Jago, who had also stopped in the silver Spyder, adjusted the directional microphone and turned up the volume on his car radio to which it was linked. He could hear everything perfectly. It was really very amusing. The truth was, the more he saw of Sarah Talbot, the more he liked her. 

'And what exactly is my sort, George?' she enquired. 

He said patiently, 'Look, most jobs done in London, bank hold-ups, bullion, that sort of thing.' He hesitated. 'They're all done by sixty or seventy men and everyone in the East End knows who they are. 

The Old Bill knows who they are - that's the police to you. They're all solid family men who love their kids, the kind of men who consider a noncer, a child molester, to be the lowest thing on God's earth, which he bleeding well is.' 

'But they're also the kind of men who'd shoot you dead if you got in the way?' 

'Just like the Mafia, Mrs Talbot. Nothing personal. Just business. Five or six come together according to the job requirement. That's how it works.' 

'And what has all this got to do with The Bargee?' 

'A lot of them hang out there.' 

'Good,' she said. 'It sounds interesting. Let's go. You can buy me a drink.' 

'Mrs Talbot, what am I going to do with you?' he groaned, and drove away. 

Behind them, the Spyder pulled out from the kerb and followed. 



The Bargee was at the end of Jordan Lane, the entrance on the corner looking out across the river, but it was no dive, that was her first surprise. The exterior was freshly painted as was the sign above the door, and there were flowers in the window boxes. George held the door open for her and she went in. 

The main bar had a low white-painted ceiling with black beams, the floor was covered with red tiles, much faded with years of usage and constant cleaning. There were seats in the two bay windows, tables scattered about the room and a long mahogany bar, all very Victorian, with bottles on the shelves behind and an ornate mirror. 

There were no more than a dozen customers, all men, and there was a momentary silence as Sarah and George were inspected. Ida Shelley stood behind the beer pumps, pulling a pint for someone. She was sixty-five, Sarah knew that, but looked older, the hair very grey, unmistakable signs of heavy drinking in the lined face. 

George said brightly, 'Now then, Ida, and how are you?' 

She frowned for a moment and then recognition dawned. 'George Black. Well, I never did. Haven't seen you in years. Thought you moved to Camden.' 

'I did, Ida.' 

'Look at you, all posh in your uniform. Not in the cabs any more?' 

'Chauffeuring now, Ida. This is Mrs Talbot from New York. She wanted to see a real East End pub.' 

'Well, we're that all right. Nice to see you, love. Here, have a drink on me to celebrate. What's it to be?' 

Sarah had a gin and tonic and George a pint of best bitter. As Ida was pulling it, he said, 'How's Sean these days?' Sarah glanced at him sharply. 

Ida said, 'Up and around. He caught a right packet in the Falklands. They thought he was going to lose his leg.' 

'Is that a fact?' 

'He's finally got some sense and packed it all in.' 

'And young Sally?' 

Her face went blank, wiped clean. 'Sally passed away, George, earlier this year.' 

He looked shocked. 'I'm sorry to hear that.' 

'Yes, well, you'll have to excuse me. I've got customers.' 

She moved down the bar and Sarah and George sat in a window seat. 'She seemed upset,' Sarah said. 

'She would be. Lovely girl, Sally.' 

'Ida's daughter?' She already knew the answer to that, but was probing. 



'God no. Ida is a Shelley too. Jack's cousin, but she's only been married to one thing in her life - the bottle. The young guy she mentioned, Sean, he's Jack's nephew. His parents used to have this place. He owns it now. Been in the army for a few years and Ida's been running it for him. That's why she's got her name on the licencee's plate over the door. Sally was his foster sister.' 

At that moment a door at the back of the bar opened and Sean Egan came out. She recognized him instantly, although the peculiar vividness of the china-blue eyes was a shock. He wore a black tee-shirt, black leather bomber jacket and jeans. He spoke briefly to Ida, waved to someone who called and then lifted the bar flap and moved to the door without even glancing at George and Sarah. 

'Hey, there's Sean,' George said. 

'I know.' She stood up. 'Let's go.' 

'Leave it out, I haven't finished my beer, Mrs Talbot.' 

'Now, George!' she said firmly and went out. 

Egan was unlocking the door of an old red Mini. As they got into the Mercedes he started to drive away. 'Mini Cooper,' George said. 'They don't make them like that any more. Flat out they're like a bleeding racing car.' 

'Follow him, George.' 

'Look, Mrs Talbot, what in the hell is going on?' he asked as he switched on the ignition. 

'Just follow him, George, that's all for now.' She lit a cigarette and added calmly, 'And if you lose him, I'll have your guts for garters, isn't that what you cockneys would say?' 

The journey took quite some time and they followed Egan up through Camden and into Kentish Town, finally turning into Highgate Road, George giving her a running commentary. 

'Parliament Hill over there,' he told her. 'God knows where he's going.' And then a moment later, 'Oh, yes, I do. The cemetery.' 

'The cemetery?' she said. 

'Highgate Cemetery, just coming up.' 

There were iron railings now, and through the trees Sarah could see headstones and the occasional marble cross. There were a number of cars parked beside a gate. The Mini Cooper stopped and George pulled the Mercedes into the kerb, staying well behind. 

'This place is famous,' he told her. 'There's another section over there that's the really interesting bit, but they keep the gate locked these days. Catacombs from Victorian times cut into the hillside. Egyptian gates, tombs. Really weird. Used a lot in horror films over the years.' He shuddered. 'You could just imagine Dracula creeping around up there.' 

'And this side?' 

'Oh, lots of famous people in there. They've got Karl Marx amongst others, but ordinary folk too.' 



Egan emerged from the Mini Cooper. He was carrying a bunch of flowers and went in through the gate. 

She said, 'Wait for me, George,' got out of the Mercedes and went after him. She could see Egan up ahead and followed him along a path between a jumble of graves, monuments of every kind on either side. Marble angels, great crosses, sarcophagi. There was a considerable Gothic charm, although in places everything seemed overgrown, the undergrowth rampant. 

Egan had stopped at a grave which was topped by a colossal head. He stood there looking at it for quite a while, and she turned away and pretended to be examining a grave herself, not that it really mattered. 

There were other people about and a woman with two children came towards her and passed by. 

Sarah turned to see that Egan was on the move. She paused briefly at the monument he had stopped at and found that the huge head was of Karl Marx. She glanced up at it, turned and found that Egan had gone. She hurried forward in sudden panic and when she came to the next turning saw him through trees, standing looking down at a grave. 

He squatted on his haunches beside it, removed a clump of dead flowers from a marble urn and replaced them with the fresh ones he had brought. He stayed there without moving for at least ten minutes and she waited in the trees, watching from behind a large marble tomb. 

It started to rain a little. He looked up, then stood, stared down at the grave, crossed himself, then walked away. Sarah waited until he'd turned into the main path before moving forward quickly. It was a simple grave with a black marble headstone. The inscription in gold letters said: Sally Baines Egan aged eighteen years. Greatly loved. 

She hurried back along the main path. She could see him going out through the main gate, and he was already getting into the Mini Cooper as she emerged into the road. It had started to rain quite hard now and she ran to the Mercedes and scrambled inside. 

'He was visiting his sister's grave,' she said. 

'Did you speak to him?' George asked. 

'No.' 

'Look, what's this all about, Mrs Talbot? Maybe I can help.' 

'No, George, nobody can help me on this one. Be a good guy and just drive.' 

The Mini Cooper pulled away and they went after it as, further back, Jago pulled out of the line of parked cars and followed. 

'Real November weather this,' George said as the rain hammered down. 'Going-home time and nearly dark. I could lose him in the rush-hour traffic.' 

'Just do your best.' 

She leaned back, thinking. Why hadn't she spoken to Egan when she had the chance? And then she realized, looking back on it, that she had felt like an intruder. But there was something more. Somehow, she knew that to speak to him, to make herself known, was to take a step in a direction from which there could be no going back, and the truth was, she was afraid. Afraid of what that might mean. 



Egan drove around for an hour and a half, moving into Islington and out to Tottenham, where he finally stopped outside a small working-man's cafe and went inside. He sat at a table by the window and ordered. 

'Egg and chips,' George said. 'Lucky bugger. I'm starving.' 

'I'll make it up to you, George.' 

Listening to the conversation in the Spyder at the end of the street, Jago smiled and said softly, 'What about me, sweetie? I'm starving too.' 

Egan finally came out, got into the Mini Cooper again and set off. 'Where to now?' George muttered. 

'It's nine o'clock, Mrs Talbot.' 

They found out soon enough. He drove down into Hampstead and turned into the forecourt of a garage opposite the tube station. They pulled in at the side of the road and watched him speak to an attendant in the glass office. He handed the man his keys, came out and crossed the road to the entrance to the tube. 

'According to the sign, that place offers a tuning service for specialist cars,' George said. 'He must be leaving it.' 

She was out of the Mercedes in a second. 'I'll make my own way back.' 

She slammed the door before he could protest and ran across the road, dodging through the traffic. 

'Oh, dear, here we go,' Jago said softly, switched off the radio, got out of the Spyder and followed her. 

Sarah went down the stairs after Egan and into the main hall. She saw him get a ticket from the fifty-pence machine and did the same, following him through the barrier and down the escalators until, finally, they came out on the platform. 

A train had just come in and people were hurrying forward. She saw Egan board, tried to follow, but there were a number of people still getting off and she was pushed to one side. The. doors of the next coach were opposite to her and as they started to close she jumped in. Jago, just behind her, managed to squeeze through a second later. 

Sarah moved to the end of the coach. It didn't connect with the next one, but she could see Egan through the glass door, about halfway along, and sat where she could observe him. Jago, sitting nearby, picked up a newspaper someone had left. 

There were only half a dozen other passengers, two old ladies, a young black girl, a teenage couple who looked like students. Jago opened the paper and watched covertly. The train coasted into the next station, Belsize Park. 

When the door opened, four youths burst in. Shaven skulls, studded denims, lace-up boots. One had a swastika tattooed between his eyes, another had his left nostril pierced and wore a gold nose ring. One of his friends was drinking from a half-pint bottle of whisky. 

'Take care, the maniacs are here!' he screamed. 



The one with the swastika tattoo leaned over the black girl. 'Heh, look what I've found. A black monkey.' His fingers fastened in her hair. 

The girl was terrified, already pleading, tears in her eyes. 'Please, let me go.' 

He slipped his other hand up her skirt. 'You should be pleased I take the time with a piece of black meat like you.' 

His friends started to laugh, faces like animals, completely cruel, and Sarah, rage welling up inside her, jumped up and grabbed at the boy's shoulder. 'Leave her alone.' 

He swung round in surprise and something moved in his eyes. 'Well, well, what have we here? A real lady. Wouldn't you say she was a real lady, Harold?' 

The friend to whom he had appealed nodded. 'I'd agree with that, Kevin.' 

Too good for the likes of us, but maybe she could learn to like us with a little persuasion.' 

He pushed Sarah down roughly and the one with the nose ring laughed. 'Or learn to like it.' 

They crowded in. For a moment, Sarah knew overwhelming fear and then Jago stood up and, without a word, delivered a vicious blow to Kevin's kidneys, knuckles extended. Kevin screamed and fell to one knee. Jago pivoted, his right elbow swung back, catching Harold under the chin. The boy fell to the floor, hands tearing at his throat, his eyes bulging, the swastika somehow obscene between them. 

They were coasting into Chalk Farm Station. Jago smiled amiably and said to her, 'Dreadful, some of the people one meets on trains these days.' 

People were hurrying to get out, anxious not to be involved. Sarah stared at him, mutely grateful, and then beyond him, through the window, saw Egan cross the platform and make for the exit. She darted through the door and went after him. There was a silence, the doors still open, two of the youths on the floor, the others bending over them. 

Jago moved forward, a smile on his face. 'They didn't do too well, did they?' 

He slipped out onto the platform and the boy with the nose ring shouted, 'You bloody ponce, I'll show you.' 

He came through the door, a flick knife in one hand. As the blade jumped Jago caught the wrist, half-turned, twisting the arm into a rigid bar until the boy dropped the knife. Jago's clenched fist descended like a hammer, there was an audible crack and the boy screamed. 

'Oh dear, I've broken his arm for him,' Jago said and pushed him back through the door to land in a heap on his friends as the train pulled away. 

When he reached the bottom of the escalator he could see Sarah at the top, just behind Egan. Jago went up the escalator on the run and reached the entrance hall to see Egan pause, looking out at the pouring rain. As Sarah walked up to him, Jago moved in close, picking a newspaper from a waste basket, opening it and leaning against the wall. 

He heard her say, 'Mr Egan. I must talk to you.' 



'It's about time,' Egan said. 'You've been following me around for long enough.' 

'You knew?' she said blankly. 

'As a good friend of mine used to say, you wouldn't last long on a wet Saturday night in Belfast. You stuck out like a sore thumb in the saloon bar of The Bargee and at regular intervals since. I must admit, you've got staying power - even if you lack subtlety. What can I do for you?' 

'I'd like to talk.' She hesitated, seeking the right words. 'I need your help.' 

'Lady, I can't even help myself.' 

He turned up his collar and stepped out into the rain. She said desperately, 'Please listen. It concerns your sister.' 

He turned, an extraordinary stillness to him now. 'My sister?' 

'Yes, Sally. Sally Baines Egan. You visited her grave today.' 

'And what would you have to say to me about her?' 

'Not so much about Sally, but a great deal about the manner of her going, Mr Egan.' 

'The manner of her going?' He nodded. 'Oh, you have a way with words, Miss...?' 

'Talbot - Sarah Talbot and it's Mrs.' She added by way of explanation, 'I'm a widow, Mr Egan, and I had a stepson who is now dead just as you had a foster sister who is now dead. I think we should talk about that.' 

'All right,' he said. 'Where would you suggest?' 

'I have a house in Lord North Street.' 

'That's on my way home anyway.' He raised an arm to a passing cab which pulled in. 'We'll go back to Hampstead and get my car.' 

'But I thought you'd left it at that garage.' 'Oh, there was nothing wrong,' he said as he followed her into the cab. 'I'd just got tired of trolling around. I wanted to see what you'd do.' 

It was five minutes before Jago managed to get a cab and follow them to retrieve his Spyder. Not that it mattered. He knew his final destination and the equipment was all set up and functioning. He leaned back in the seat and lit a cigarette. It had really been quite an evening. Very enjoyable, and Egan in action had been very good indeed. It was going to be a pleasure doing business with him. 

The lights were already on inside at Lord North Street when Jago arrived. He hurried inside the house opposite where Smith had leased the top-floor apartment. 

The porter, sitting at his desk reading a newspaper, glanced up, 'Nasty night, Mr Mackenzie.' 

'Good for the garden, that's about all.' 



'Not in November it isn't,' the porter told him morosely. 'No messages, sir.' 

The place only had four floors so it was hardly worth waiting for the tiny lift. Jago went up the stairs two at a time. Three minutes later, he was pouring himself a Scotch and listening to Sean Egan and Sarah Talbot. 

The sitting room of the house in Lord North Street was pleasant enough and furnished to suit the Regency period of the place. There was the correct wallpaper, the right silver, suitable carpeting and drapes. There was also a distinct impression of interior design that didn't sit comfortably on Egan. 

There was a library table standing by one bay window, piled with books. Eric's Moroccan leather diary was on top where Sarah had left it. Egan opened it idly and was examining it when she entered the room with tea things on a tray. 

'This is interesting,' he said. 'A Cambridge diary in Latin.' 

She put down the tray and took the book from him, closing it. 'Yes, it was my stepson's. You read Latin?' 

'I did it at school, if that's what you mean.' 

'Oh yes, you were at Dulwich College.' She poured the tea. 'You intended to go to Cambridge yourself, didn't you?' 

He took the cup she offered, but didn't sit down. 'How come you know so much about me?' 

'It's simple,' she said. 'I told you I was a widow? Well, my husband was a colonel in the British Army, killed in the Falklands. His cousin is your old commanding officer, Tony Villiers.' 

Egan smiled slowly and nodded. 'Tony playing games again. I might have known.' He put down his cup. 

'Well it won't work. I've already told him I won't join him at Group Four. Tell him I meant it.' 

He made for the door and she said desperately, 'Please, Mr Egan, just hear me out.' She extended a hand imploringly. 'I honestly don't know the first thing about this Group Four business.' 

He stood looking at her searchingly for a moment then walked to a wing-back chair by the window and sat down. 'All right, Mrs Talbot. What's it all about?' 

She opened the drawer in the library table and took out the envelope containing the material Villiers had sent to New York. 'Read that.' 

She found that her hands were shaking, went to the sideboard and poured herself a brandy which she drank neat. She walked to the window and peered down into the rainy street, ignoring Egan. She felt more lonely than she had ever done in her life before and filled with a restless longing. She wanted to be able to whisper, Where are you, my darling? but there was no darling. No Edward and, now, no Eric. 

Egan stood up behind her, his reflection plain in the dark glass. 'Are you all right, Mrs Talbot?' 

‘The telephone is only an echo in an empty room,' she said. 'Especially if there isn't anyone living there any longer. Have you ever thought of that? It's a profoundly philosophical statement. You were going to read Philosophy yourself at Cambridge, weren't you?' 

'Sit down,' he said gently. 

She did as she was told and he sat on the edge of the table. 'What are you trying to say to me? Your son is dead, I understand that and how you feel, but...' 

'Not dead, Mr Egan, murdered, one of several similar cases reported in Paris in the last two or three years. If you read the small print in the postmortem report, you'll notice they found evidence of heroin and cocaine in Eric's body, but also traces of a rare drug from Colombia called burundanga. It totally destroys the individual's willpower.' 

'So?' he said. 

'There have also been four cases of IRA gunmen killed by Protestant paramilitaries during the past twelve months where the victims' bodies showed traces of the drug. I got that from Tony and his boss.' 

'That old spider Ferguson?' Egan nodded. 'But what does it all mean? What do you want from me?' 

'Because of the security implications there doesn't seem to be much of a police investigation, and the French authorities are satisfied that Eric and the others all died accidentally.' 

'Which could be true. It's a bad habit drug addicts have.' 

'Not true in this instance. The burundanga indicates that, and it's a lead, don't you see? In the whole of Western Europe, so few cases. The same individuals must be behind it.' 

'And you want them?' 

'Oh, yes, Mr Egan, I want them very badly indeed.' 

'Revenge, Mrs Talbot, is that it?' He shook his head. 'There's a Sicilian proverb: Revenge is a season in hell. I know, because I've been there and you come away with nothing.' 

She paced across the room, then turned to face him. 'I know why you joined the army. You wanted revenge for the bomb that killed your mother and father.' 

'Quite correct. I was seventeen. I needed to do it. To be honest, I think I'd have gone crazy if I hadn't done something positive at the time.' 

[Then can't you see that's how I feel?' 

He took her hands gently. 'Mrs Talbot, I killed a lot of people over there in Ireland. On three occasions they were women. Oh, pretty violent women, I must admit, but it cuts a piece of you away each time. I killed again and again. Did I ever get the person responsible for that bomb? That's highly unlikely. It didn't bring my parents back, it didn't make me feel any better. In fact, it made me feel worse, and you know something else, Mrs Talbot? It destroyed everything for me, because when I came home, I found it didn't exist any more. I lost something back there. An ability to feel - to care about anything.' 

'Perhaps you should stop trying to care or looking for reasons. Maybe you should just act,' she told him. 



'What's this, free therapy?' 

'There was some trouble on the subway tonight. Four youths, you know the sort. They were intimidating a black girl. I told them to leave her alone and they started on me.' 

'What happened?' 

'It was incredible. There was a man sitting opposite. Very well dressed. Navy blue Burberry, military tie." 

'What happened?' 

'He didn't say a word. Simply stood up and attacked. It was all very professional, elbows and things. 

Suddenly there were two on the floor. And he laughed about it. Apologized.' She shook her head. 'He just didn't seem the sort.' 

'You mean he was a gentleman.' 

'I suppose I do, but whatever he was, he acted. He didn't enter into a dialectic. He went into action.' 

'There's a saying in the Koran that there's more truth in one sword than in ten thousand words. I learned a long time ago,' Egan told her. 

'In Ireland?' Sarah asked. 

'Good God, no. On the streets of Wapping when I was a kid. The first time I tried to talk myself out of a fight and got beaten to a pulp instead by three other boys.' Egan grinned. 'I must have been all of eight years old. It was a rough neighbourhood. You grew up fast or went under. You had to have bottle - lots of bottle.' 

'Bottle?' She frowned. 

'Courage - nerve. No fear, that's the big secret. Never ever be afraid, no matter what the odds. My uncle taught me that when he found me crying on the pavement, blood on my face. He kicked me up the backside and told me to go and find them and have another go. "You die," he said, "if that's what it takes, but you don't give in, ever."' 

'That would be the famous Jack Shelley?' she said. 

'You know about him?' Egan said. 'Is there anything you don't know?' 

'I don't think so. Tony's briefing was very thorough. The boy from the streets who went to public school, won a scholarship to Cambridge and became a soldier instead.' 

'An honourable profession. Somebody has to do it.' 

'Somebody has to be the public hangman,' she said, 'but I don't see why it has to be you.' 

He ran a hand over his face and smiled. 'Look, give me one of those cigarettes of yours. I shouldn't, it's bad for my lungs these days, but what the hell. It's the shank of the night and the rain is falling.' 

She gave him the cigarette reluctantly and offered a light. He coughed a little almost at once, turned to the bay window, opened it and sat in the window seat, looking out at the rain. 'I like cities at night, especially on this kind of night. Rain hissing down through the trees, washing everything clean. It's as if anything's possible.' 

'Don't you normally feel like that?' 

He seemed surprised. 'Not for quite a while now. I told you, something went from me a long time ago, Mrs Talbot, and now I don't care.' 

'That's a terrible thing to say.' She was genuinely shocked. 

'No, not terrible, just different. You see, most men involved in crime or violence have one thing in common. They're desperate to win. I'm not worried whether I win or not. Live or die. It doesn't make any difference in the end.' 

'I don't agree,' she said, surprised at the strength in her own voice. 'Dying is easy. It's living that's hard. 

Having the strength to carry on.' 

'Like I said earlier, you do have a way with words.' He tossed the cigarette out into the rain. 'Let's get down to cases. Let's see if I've got it right. You want revenge for the death of your stepson.' 

'Justice,' she put in. 'I just want justice.' 

'There's no such thing any more and you're not being honest. You want revenge. You want someone to pay the bill.' 

He paused, gazing at her intently, and she finally nodded and turned away. 'All right. Call it what you like.' 

'But a nice well-brought-up lady like you, who's travelled first class all her life, wouldn't really know how to go about it, so what she wants is somebody like me, macho man with a gun in his hand, to hunt the bad guys down. Somebody who knows the ropes. Am I right?' 

She nodded. 'Yes, I suppose that just about sums it up." 

'Well, I won't do it, Mrs Talbot. I told you soldiering was an honourable profession. When I killed there was a reason. What you're looking for is some kind of assassin. I'm sorry about Eric, but it isn't a good enough reason from my point of view.' 

He turned as if to make for the door. She said quickly, 'Maybe not, but Sally should be reason enough.' 

He went very still, then turned slowly. 'What about Sally?' 

'I'm sorry, Sean,' she whispered. 'Her postmortem indicated death by drowning under the influence of drugs.' 

'I know that.' 

'There were traces of the scopolamine there as well.' 

'That burundanga stuff?' 



'I'm afraid so. Tony's people have been making a computer search. Sally's case has been the only one to come up in England so far.' She moved close and gripped his arms. 'Don't you see, Sean? There must be a link with Paris, with Ulster...' 

He shook her off, went to the bay window and opened the door to the right that gave access to the balcony. He stood there, face up to the rain, and she lit a cigarette nervously and waited. 

Jago, on the other side of the street, moved to the window with a pair of Zeiss night glasses and focused them. Egan had his eyes closed, face still raised. 'Oh, dear,' Jago whispered. 'Mr Smith's not going to like this one little bit.' 

SIX

In the bathroom, Egan towelled his head, damp from the rain, then carefully combed his hair. He examined his face in the mirror. It was perfectly composed, the only sign of stress a muscle twitching slightly on the left side of his mouth. But he was in control and that was all that mattered. He went back into the sitting room and found Sarah by the window. Her face was troubled. 

'I'm sorry, Sean,' she said. 'Sorry I had to be the one to tell you.' 

'As they used to say in Crossmaglen when I was a wee boy, God forgive you for lying. Jesus, Mrs Talbot, you're a nice enough lady, but you've got what you wanted, so why pretend?' 

He helped himself to Scotch at the sideboard. She said, 'Listen, I'm Sarah, not Mrs Talbot. Now, what will you do?' 

'Check the facts with Villiers.' 

'What if he won't help?' 

'Oh, there are ways round that.' He sipped some of the whisky. 'I've been playing rough games for some years now. It leaves one with a wide circle of entirely the wrong set of acquaintances.' 

'Like your uncle?' she suggested. 

'One possibility. I'll probably have a word, but Villiers first.' 

'And what about me?' 

He laughed harshly. 'You don't give up, do you? The kind of people I'm looking for are like nothing you've ever known in your privileged life. Creatures from another planet. They'd kill you without thinking about it and that would probably be after you'd kept them amused for the weekend. Believe me, you're well out of it.' 

'But I'm not out, I'm in,' she said. 'From the moment Eric died I was in.' 

He stood looking at her, frowning slightly, then swallowed the rest of his whisky. 'All right, have it your way. I want a word with my Aunt Ida first, so we'll call at The Bargee. Afterwards, I'll take you to meet my uncle. It should prove to be a significant stage in your education. And bring that envelope with you.' 



Jago watched them from his window as they drove away while he waited for Smith to return his call. The phone rang, he lifted the receiver. 

'What's happening?' Smith demanded. 

Jago recounted the events of the evening and the substance of the conversation at the house in Lord North Street. 'She's got him annoyed,' Jago said. 'Which could mean trouble.' 

'The interfering bitch,' Smith said viciously. 

'I know, old stick, can't women be the devil?' 

'Everything's a joke to you, isn't it?' Smith said, anger in his voice. 

'Only way to get by in this miserable life,' Jago told him brightly. 'What do you want me to do? Knock

'em off?' 

'No, that's no good. Jack Shelley may be a respectable businessman these days, but underneath the Savile Row suit he's still the villain he always was, and to the London underworld he's still the governor. 

Knock his nephew off and he'd turn London upsidedown. The Talbot woman is just as bad. She's a friend of the President, for Christ's sake. Anything happened to her, there'd be hell to pay.' 

'They'd probably send in the Sixth Fleet,' Jago observed. 

'Very funny.' 

'So what do I do?' 

'Stay close to them. In fact, make sure nothing happens to them. If any leaks appear, you plug them. Just make sure they never get close to anyone who can be helpful.' 

'I see. What you really mean is I make sure that if they do get close to anyone, nobody talks." 

'That's it exactly,' Smith said. 'Now get moving. You know where they've gone.' 

Sean and Ida were in the kitchen, and Sarah waited in the small sitting room. There were several photos on the sideboard, most featuring Egan. As a boy, stiff and awkward in a school tie and blazer with a couple who were obviously his parents, and then in uniform, very handsome, with the SAS cap badge on the beret, the pilot's wings, the medal ribbons. There was one outside the gates of Buckingham Palace, presumably after an investiture, Egan in dress uniform, Ida on one side in hat and best coat, and on the other, a man who could only be Jack Shelley. 

Shelley wasn't particularly large, but his power was unmistakable. The face was amiable enough, full of an animal vitality, but there was a kind of mocking contempt to the smile. It occurred to her that it was the smile of a man who didn't care for other people very much. 

She opened a door and found herself in the main bar. As it was after closing time there was only a small security light on, and she stood there breathing in the stale smell of beer and smoke and was aware of Ida's voice crying out, the sounds of muffled sobbing through the kitchen door. 

Sarah went back into the sitting room and saw another photo on the mantelpiece, Egan, once again in uniform, and a pretty young girl, obviously Sally. Small, darkhaired, a good face, turned slightly profile, gazing up at Egan, all the love in the world on her face. 

The kitchen door opened and Egan and Ida came in. The old woman's face was swollen with weeping. 

When she saw Sarah holding the photo, she went and took it from her. 

'Sally, love,' she moaned and she looked up at Sarah. 'I never knew what happened, what went wrong. 

One minute she was still at school, seventeen and life before her. She changed overnight. Became a different person. Drinks, drugs, then the police pulling her in for walking the pavement. The shame of it. 

Even Jack couldn't seem to control her any more.' 

'Don't upset yourself, Ida,' Egan told her. 'Make yourself a cup of tea and go to bed. We'll be off." 

'Not that Jack really cared, except for appearances,' Ida continued and said to Sarah, 'She wasn't family, you see.' 

She sat down, holding the photo to her, and Egan took Sarah by the arm. 'Let's go,' he said and they left, closing the door quietly. 

They got into the Mini Cooper and he drove away quickly, keeping to the river, turning into a narrow street lined with old Victorian warehouses a couple of minutes later. Egan braked to a halt at the end of a pier overlooking an old boat basin and the river. 

'Hangman's Wharf. This is where he lives. He has an apartment on the top floor of the warehouse there.' 

'Are you sure he'll be in?' 

'If he isn't we'll try his club. Jack's Place, it's called. Very lowlife. Another stage in your education. Have you got the envelope?' 

'Yes.' She passed it across. 

'Good. Saves time. You stay here. I'll need to speak to him first.' 

Egan got out and walked away. She locked the doors and sat there a little nervous, painfully aware of the quiet. A hooter sounded mournfully as a ship moved down the river. Behind her, Jago walked up the street and moved into the darkness of a doorway, watching, feeling strangely protective. 

Egan went up in the old goods lift, floor by floor, no cage, just the open platform. As it reached the top, a man in his mid-forties stood waiting, arms folded. He was at least six feet tall, wore a loose-fitting suit, had a hard, raw-boned face and big hands. He was obviously ready for anything, face set, but now a look of incredulity appeared. 

'It's you, Sean. You're a sight for sore eyes.' 

The lift jolted to a halt. 'Hello, Tully, how's every little thing?' 

'Great, Sean, just great.' His big arms went round Egan in a bear hug. 'It's been too long. Jack goes on about you all the time. You hurt him, going to the Palace for the DCM, just you and Ida.' 

'I took him last time, didn't I?' Egan said. 'Who else is here?' 



'Gordon. You remember Gordon Varley? He's driving for Jack now, Jack sent him on the chauffeur's course at Rolls-Royce.' 

'Nothing changes,' Egan said. 'Everything still top show. Where's Jack?' 

'Down the other end. He'll be tickled pink.' 

He opened a door and led the way into a corridor. A dark mulatto man, a smaller edition of Tully, appeared in the kitchen doorway. He was in shirtsleeves, drying a plate. A look of astonishment appeared on his face. 'Gawd help us, it's you, Sean.' 

'Hello, Gordon. Still as ugly as ever,' Egan told him and passed along the corridor. 

When Tully opened the door at the end, they entered an enormous room that had originally been the entire top floor of the warehouse. Rows of iron pillars supported the ceiling, which was painted white. 

The wooden floorboards had been sandblasted then stained and sealed. Expensive Chinese rugs were scattered around and on the right a bronze Buddha, six feet high, stood in an alcove bathed in a white light. In fact, the predominant theme was Chinese, statues, artefacts everywhere, silk wall hangings, and ivory and black-lacquer screens, and at the far end where the main seating area was, several low couches in a circle around an enormous black lacquer table. 

Mozart was playing softly, one of the horn concertos, and Jack Shelley sat at a black desk inlaid with gold. He was in shirtsleeves and wore horn-rimmed reading glasses. Just now he was working through a mound of paper, and the figures on the computer screen next to him kept changing quietly. 

'Look who's here, Jack,' Tully said. 

Shelley glanced up. He went very still, then took off his glasses. 'Nice of you to look in after all this time.' 

He nodded to Tully. 'Wait in the kitchen, Frank.' 

Tully went away, his footsteps echoing. Egan helped himself to a cigarette from a box on the desk. 'You know how it is, Jack.' 

He reached for the lighter and Shelley grabbed his wrist. 

'Oh no you don't, my old son, not in my gaff. Bullet in the lung. What you trying to do, commit suicide?' 

'Still trying to run my life, Jack?' Egan pulled his wrist free and lit the cigarette. 'Worse than my old sergeant major.' 

'Jock White? He's still around, that bastard,' Jack said. 'Got an old farm in a bleeding marsh the other side of Gravesend.' 

'I know,' Egan said. 

'You'd go and see him, but not me, your own flesh and blood? Haven't even given me a bell since you got out of hospital. That's out of order, Sean. I'm your uncle, the only family you've got in the world.' 

'You're forgetting Ida.' 



Shelley laughed. 'Yes, well, she's bleeding well easy to forget, isn't she?' 

Egan shook his head. 'You never change, Jack. Still a king-sized bastard.' He took the envelope from inside his bomber jacket. 'Here, read this lot and we'll talk.' 

He tossed the envelope onto the desk and walked across to the windows overlooking the Thames. The view was marvellous and never failed to move him. Shelley had had the doors leading out onto the old goods platform glazed and Egan opened them, stepped out and stood at the rail. 

After a while Shelley joined him, his face grim. He held up the reports. 'A right carve-up and no mistake, but what's it got to do with you?' 

'The kid had a stepmother, Sarah Talbot. American woman, just in from New York. I'm helping her.' 

'You're helping her?' Shelley was incredulous. 'What's wrong with her bleeding husband, for Christ's sake?' 

'He was killed in the Falklands.' 

'Jesus!' Shelley stamped around. 'So he was killed in the Falklands. I mean, what was a Yank doing down there?' 

'He was a colonel in the British Army and he wasn't a Yank.' 

'Oh, very good. It gets better. But why you?' He held up the papers. 'This is for the Old Bill, not you. 

Never get involved in other people's troubles. How many times have I told you that?' 

'The kid had traces of a drug called burundanga in him.' 

'Never heard of it,' Shelley said. 

'Well, it exists. It turns people into the walking dead. That means it's easy to kill them off properly and make it look kosher. Eric Talbot was one case. There have been several others in Paris and four in Ulster during the past twelve months, all IRA.' 

'Paris, Ulster, the bleeding IRA?' Shelley was really working himself up. 'And a drug that sounds like a new brand of decaffeinated coffee. I still say, what's it got to do with you?' 

'And one case in London,' Egan said. 'A young girl drowned in the Thames at Wapping called Sally Baines Egan.' 

Shelley went very still, jaws clenched together, glaring at him. He turned and went to the desk and flung the papers down. He leaned on the desk for a while and then carefully put the papers back in the envelope and handed it to Egan. He went round the desk and sat down. He seemed composed now. 

'You're sure about this? I mean, how do you know?' 

'My old boss, Colonel Villiers, got it out of the computer for me. It was there all the time, the fact of it. 

Just didn't make any sense to anyone before. It was only an item in the small print, if you follow me.' 

'Small print?' Shelley's face was terrible to see. 'I'll get the bastards behind this, every last one of them. 



And I tell you what, my son, they'll be a long time dying. Nobody pulls a fast one in my own back yard. 

Sally might not have been family to me, but she was to you, God help you. And you're all I've got.' He got up, crossed to a drinks cabinet and poured brandy from a cut-glass decanter into a glass. He swallowed it down and turned to Egan, holding up the decanter. 

'No thanks,' Egan said. 

'Well I will.' Shelley poured another. 

'So what are you going to do?' Egan asked. 

'I'll put the word out in every manor in London. I'll get the old firm on it. There's a lot of people owe me favours, including some very high-ranking gentlemen at Scotland Yard. I'll find out who these bastards are and I'll have their fucking hands cut off, and that's just for openers. I may have lunch with bank chairmen at L'Escargot, but I'm still Jack Shelley. I'm still the governor and don't you forget it.' 

'When did I ever?' Egan said. 

'Don't take the piss out of me, my old son, you're more like me than you know. Now tell me about the Talbot bird.' 

'Not a bird,' Egan said. 'A real lady, this one.' 

'Really?' Shelley grinned. 'I like that. Bit of class, right?' 

'A lot of class, Jack, also very rich. Her father left her half Fort Knox. Also very bright. She's a Wall Street broker and she's important, Jack. Friends right up to the White House.' 

'Really?' Shelley took his jacket from the back of his chair and pulled it on. He adjusted his tie. 'I can't wait. When can I see her?' 

'She's sitting downstairs in my car now.' 

'Downstairs?' Shelley was aghast. 'In that bleeding tin can of yours? Jesus, I sent you to public school to learn how to be a gentleman. I give up, I really do.' 

He walked out very rapidly, calling as he passed the kitchen, 'All right, you two, move your arses.' 

Tully and Varley arrived on the run, Varley pulling on his jacket. They all got into the lift and it started down. 

Shelley said, 'I was going to the club for a bite to eat. You might as well join us, only the lady can come with me in the Roller. You can follow on.' 

'We'll see what she says,' Egan told him. 

'I know what she'll say if she's got any bleeding sense.' 

They got out of the lift at the bottom and Varley hurried across to the white Rolls-Royce Silver Spur and got in. The others walked out onto the dock and approached the Mini Cooper. Sarah saw them coming, opened the door and got out. 



'Mrs Talbot.' Shelley took her hand in both of his. 'A great pleasure, believe me. I've got to apologize for my nephew, leaving you on your own like this. I thought I'd taught him some manners, but kids today.' 

He shrugged. 

'That's perfectly all right, Mr Shelley,' she told him. 

Shelley was becoming more impressed by the second. 'Yes, well, anyway, Sean's filled me in on everything and I don't want you to worry. I'll clear this up personal, just give me a few days.' 

'That's marvellous.' 

'Enough of that now, I've got a little club not far from here. I was just going along for a bite of supper.' 

At that moment the Rolls-Royce arrived. 'I thought you might appreciate a ride in a decent car. My nephew can follow us in the sardine can.' 

'That's really not necessary,' Sarah said. 

'But I insist.' 

He escorted her to the Rolls and opened the rear door. 

Tully said to Sean, 'He was real proud of you, Sean, being a hero and all that. The medals.' 

'I'm sure he was,' Egan said. 

'Frank, get your arse over here." Tully hurried across and got in the front. 'We'll see you there,' Shelley called to Sean and put the window up. 

Egan stood still while the Rolls drove up the street and turned the corner. It was very quiet. He walked to the car, started to open the door and paused, some sixth sense stirring. It was as if something waited there in the shadows, but that was silly. Too much Belfast time, he told himself. He got in the car and drove away. A second later, Jago slipped out of the doorway and hurried along the street. 

Jack's Place was another warehouse conversion by the river, not very far away. The car park was in the old unloading yard. The Rolls-Royce was already there when Egan arrived and he parked beside it. He walked along the street towards the front entrance, the name clear above the door, on an old-fashioned red neon sign. There was a queue waiting to get in, four young men in designer suits at the front. 

One of them wore a gold Rolex and sported a diamond in his left ear. He was getting annoyed with the doorman, an amiable giant of twenty stone called Sammy Jones who also wrestled on TV, in his spare time. 

'How much longer?' he demanded. 

'You'll have to wait, man,' Sammy told him and then, as Egan bypassed the queue, he smiled. 'Hey, Mr Egan, great to see you. Come right in." 

'What's he bleeding got that the rest of us don't?' the man with the Rolex demanded. 

'I wear after-shave not perfume,' Egan said. 'You should try it,' and as the man snarled and moved forward, he stepped inside. 

From Egan's description, Sarah had expected something far worse, but the decor was excellent, with a thirties theme, the roof mirrored, a beautiful cocktail bar with crystal lights behind and high leather stools, and the waiters wore white monkey jackets like shipboard stewards. 

She and Shelley were sitting in a corner booth, Tully standing against the wall behind, arms folded. On the way in, Shelley had been treated like royalty, constantly having to stop to shake hands. And the evidence of money surprised her most. Everyone was expensively dressed, although some of the women were decidedly over the top. 

The head waiter bustled over. Shelley said, 'Henri, this is Mrs Talbot, a very special friend. We'll have a bottle of Krug for starters, the non-vintage.' He turned to her. 'Best champagne in the world, Krug non-vintage. Something special they do with the grapes. What about something to eat?' 

'I don't think so. I'm not very hungry.' 

'Nonsense, got to feed you up. Bring us a pile of smoked salmon sandwiches, Henri, and some pate or something.' 

'Certainly, Mr Shelley.' 

'And bring Frank a large Scotch.' 

A wine waiter bustled up with the Krug in an ice bucket. 'You like it?' Shelley asked her. 'The place, I mean?' 

'It's fascinating.' 

'I used the same guy who did my apartment. You must see that some time. A bit of a poof, but you know what gays are like. Nobody to beat 'em at the interior design game. I told him I wanted the place to look like a Fred and Ginger movie and that's what he gave me. They used to have a bar like that at the Ritz before the war. He copied it, or that's what he told me.' 

'Maybe he was telling you that, just to keep you happy, Jack,' Tully put in. 

'You drink your Scotch and keep stum.' Shelley grinned. 'He doesn't like gays. Always wants to believe the worst. You notice the band? I didn't want a bleeding disco. Can't hear yourself think.' 

She glanced across at the trio on the tiny bandstand who were playing music appropriate to the decor and at the same moment saw Egan enter the room. In his jeans and black bomber jacket he looked quite alien and people turned to stare curiously as he moved through the crowd. 

'Look at you, for Christ's sakes,' Shelley said. 'Dressed as if you're going to work at Covent Garden market.' 

Egan reached for the champagne bottle, filled a glass and sat down. 'I'm comfortable, that's all that counts.' 

'He's got the shares in my business I gave his mother, Mrs Talbot. Three million quid. Would you believe that? Never touches a penny. And when I die,' he shrugged, 'at least twenty, not that I've any intention of going just yet.' 

Henri delivered the sandwiches personally and Egan helped himself. 'I see you've got the usual select crowd in tonight. Manchester Charlie Ford over there, spending big. Is it true he and his boys did that security van job in Pimlico last week?' 

That's the word.' Shelley shrugged. 'Old-fashioned stuff that. Blokes like Charlie never learn. Stocking masks, sawn-off shotguns and security vans always puts you in Parkhurst for fifteen years sooner or later.' He nudged Sarah and there was a certain pride in his voice when he said, 'Mind you, there's some of the best-known villains in London here tonight. They all come here. Here or to his bleeding pub.' 

There was a sudden fuss up at the bar and Egan saw the man with the gold Rolex from the door and his three friends demanding service loudly. 

'Who the hell is that?' Shelley demanded. 

'Kid called Tiller, Bert Tiller,' Tully said. 'He's a ponce. Was in Soho, but he's expanding. Those are some of his boys. The one with the red hair is called Brent. Don't know the others.' 

Sarah turned enquiringly to Egan. 'A ponce lives off women,' he told her. 'What you'd call a pimp.' 

'If there's one thing I got no time for it's the kind of scumbag who lives off women. Drugs and women,' 

Shelley said. 'I never made a penny out of either in my life.' 

'Mind you, he's cemented a few people up in the North Circular Road in his time,' Egan observed. 

'That's different - that was business. You don't get anywhere with a pipe in your pocket pretending it's a gun.' He folded his arms and stared across at the noisy group. 'Look at him with his gold watch and Armani suit, probably earned by a load of fifteen-year-old girls servicing old men. I'd really like to give him a going-over.' 

Tiller happened to turn, and noticed Shelley's glare. He stopped laughing for a minute, then said something to his friends. They all turned to look and burst into laughter. Tully straightened and Shelley put a hand up. 'Leave it, Frank. Not now.' 

Sarah said, 'If you'll excuse me for a minute.' 

She got up and crossed through the dancers, went up the steps by the bar to the ladies' room. Tiller and his friends stopped talking and watched her all the way. As she went in through the door there was another outburst of laughter. 

'Not good,' Egan said, refilled his glass with champagne and swallowed it down in a single gulp. 

'Get ready, Frank,' Shelley said softly. 'I think you're going to have to do a little chastising.' 

Sarah emerged and made for the steps. Tiller grabbed her by the arm. He leaned down and whispered something in her ear. She tried to slap his face and he held her, laughing, and then Egan was there, well ahead of Frank. He simply reached up and punched Tiller behind the right knee so that the leg buckled and he lost his balance and fell backwards onto the dance floor. The crowd got out of the way fast and Tiller tried to get up, and then Shelley was there, stamping down hard, grinding his heel into the back of the hand. 



'Keep still or I'll break your fucking fingers." 

Sarah came down the stairs and Egan pulled her behind him. Tully stood waiting, his great arms dangling, daring the other three at the bar to make a move, and then Sammy Jones appeared from the bar with Varley who was swinging a baseball bat. 

Shelley took his foot off the hand and Tully pulled Tiller up and twisted an arm behind his back. Shelley patted his face. 'Now you run off home like a good boy and don't come back, because if you do,' here, he patted Tiller's face again, 'I'll put you on sticks for six months.' He nodded to his minders. 'Now get this scum out of here.' 

The crowd parted as Tully, Jones and Varley herded the four out and then the music started and people began to dance again. 

'Come and sit down, Mrs Talbot,' Shelley said. 'In my own place and to a friend. A bleeding disgrace.' 

When they sat, she found that her hand shook so much she nearly spilled the champagne. She put the glass down carefully. 'I think I've very definitely had enough for one day. I'd like to go home.' 

'Of course,' Sean said. 

'I'll take you in my car,' Shelley put in. 'No, I insist,' and as Tully returned, said, 'You and Varley go and get the Roller ready. We'll be along in a minute.' 

She was too tired to argue and followed Shelley out, Egan trailing closely behind. It was raining again and Sammy Jones said, 'You wait here. I'll go and tell them to bring the car up, Mr Shelley.' 

'Not worth it,' Shelley said. 'Give us an umbrella.' 

He put it up and stepped out in the street, an arm linked with Sarah, and Egan said, 'Got a cigarette, Sammy?' 

'I sure have, Mr Egan.' The big negro gave him one and a light. 'Here, keep the packet.' 

'I shouldn't, but I will.' 

Egan went down the steps, the door closed behind him. Shelley and Sarah were halfway to the car park when, suddenly, Tiller and one of his friends stepped out of a doorway and confronted them. At the same time, Brent and the fourth member of the gang came up some basement steps behind them. 

Shelley said calmly, 'Team handed, eh? Just about your style.' He raised his voice and cried, 'Frank, where are you?' At the same time he closed the umbrella and lunged with it like a sword, catching Tiller's companion under the chin. The unfortunate youth fell to the pavement, his hands tearing at his collar. 

Egan arrived, running silently, stamping one foot behind Brent's knee, grabbing a wrist, forcing the arm up behind him then ran him through the gate in the railings to fall head-first down the basement steps. The fourth youth backed away in horror, dodging Tully and Varley as they came after him, fleeing for his life. 

And Tiller didn't show any fear, simply took out a cut-throat razor and opened it. 'Big man,' he said. 

'Jack Shelley, the governor. Well, let's see how good you are.' 



Shelley waved Tully and Varley away. 'Leave him,' he said. 

At the same moment Tiller slashed out, the blade slicing into Shelley's sleeve. Shelley took a step back and examined it. 'You little bleeder. I paid a grand for this at Gieves and Hawkes. You've ruined it.' 

His foot flicked forward, catching Tiller under the kneecap. Tiller started to double over and Shelley raised a knee into his face, at the same time catching the wrist and twisting the arm up so that Tiller was forced to drop the razor, then Shelley hauled him over to the railings and forced his palm down on one of the spikes. 

'Now then, you ponce, how tough do you feel?' 

Sarah cried out, 'No, Mr Shelley, please don't!' He turned to look at her, eyes glazed. 'Please!' she said again. 

He nodded and threw Tiller at Tully and Varley. 'All right, get him out of my sight. Kick his arse and send him on his way.' He turned to Egan. 'Take the lady home. I'm sorry about this, Mrs Talbot. It turned out to be like a bad night in Belfast.' 

She walked away, Egan's arm around her shoulder. They passed Tully and Varley frogmarching Tiller down the street, got in the Mini Cooper and drove away quickly. 

Tully and Varley dragged Tiller into the car park. Shelley strolled in a moment later. 'You've got the bastard then?' 

'I figured you'd want a word, Jack,' Tully said. 

'I certainly do. Put him down on his back.' They threw Tiller down and Tully and Varley held him. 

'For God's sake, Mr Shelley,' Tiller pleaded. 

For God's sake? I'm God here, my old son,' Shelley told him, 'and you've been right out of order. You need a lesson.' He stamped down on the right shin very hard and a bone cracked. 'I said I'd put you on sticks for six months and I just did. I always keep my promises. And one more thing.' He pulled the gold watch from Tiller's wrist. 'There you are, Frank. You always wanted a Rolex. Be my guest.' 

He walked to the Rolls-Royce and got in. Tully, clutching the Rolex, and Varley, hurried after him. They drove away leaving the unfortunate Tiller writhing in agony. There was a footstep in the darkness and Jago appeared and looked down at him. 

'Are you all right, old man?' 

Tiller moaned and managed to croak, 'Help me.' 

'Yes, I thought you were,' Jago said cheerfully and he went and got into the Spyder and drove away. 

When they reached Lord North Street, Egan took the key from Sarah and opened the door. She looked exhausted and, somehow, sad. 

'A hard night on the town,' he said. 



'A nightmare.' 

'I warned you what you were getting into.' She moved into the hall and they stood there for a moment. 

'Have you had your lesson?' 

'No, Sean, I need to go on. More than ever now.' 

'You stubborn fool,' he said. 'You just won't learn, will you?' And then he had an idea. 'You've seen violence in action tonight. That's fine, but how would you feel about dishing it out yourself?' 

'What do you mean?" 

'Could you shoot someone if you had to?' 

'I don't know.' She was drained, unable to think straight. 'I really don't know.' 

'All right. It's Saturday tomorrow. I'll take you downriver to see a friend of mine. Jock White, my old sergeant major. He has a farm in a marsh the other side of Gravesend. Runs survival courses. We'll see what you're made of.' He shrugged. 'It'll help fill in the time while Uncle Jack tries to turn something up.' 

'Anything you say.' 

'Go to bed,' he smiled. 'I'll see you tomorrow and not too early.' He closed the door and went down the steps to his car. 

Jago listened to the tape a few minutes later and then contacted Smith. They discussed the evening's events. 

'You'd think it would have finished her off,' Smith said. 'First plane home and so on.' 

'Not the sort,' Jago said. 'Lady of pluck and determination. About this farm at Gravesend. You want me to go?' 

'Of course.' 

'Then it's time I changed vehicles. Sensible precaution. Arrange for a Land-Rover or something like that in the morning. I can switch the equipment in a few minutes.' 

'I'll see to it,' Smith said. 

The line went dead. Jago drew the curtain slightly and looked along the street at Sarah's house. There was a light in the bedroom. It went out. 

'Sleep tight, sweetie,' he whispered. 'You've earned it.' 

Egan drove into the yard at the side of The Bargee and killed his lights. As he got out of the Mini Cooper, he noticed a sedan at the back of the yard. Its lights were suddenly switched on and Tony Villiers got out. 

'Sean,' he nodded. 'How are you?' 



'Pretty fair. To what do I owe the honour?' 

'She found you then?' 

That's right.' 

'Keep her happy, Sean, no more than that. I don't want her involved in anything. You understand?' 

'She told me about Sally,' Egan said. 'About what you found in that computer.' 

‘That was privileged information. There won't be any more. And remember one thing, Sergeant. For your first six months after release from the army you're still subject to military law. In your case, you're also on priority reserve. With your security classification, I can haul you back any time I want.' 

'Colonel Villiers,' Egan said. 'Why don't you go to hell?" And he opened the door and went inside. 

Villiers stood there for a moment and then smiled reluctantly. That's my Sean,' he said softly. 

SEVEN

It was raining the following morning when they set off just before noon. Sarah felt herself again, fit and surprisingly cheerful. They never seemed to leave the city, which amazed her. 

'London seems to go on for ever,' she observed. 

'It only seems that way,' Egan grinned. 'Soon out of it now. Dartford coming up.' 

They were through Dartford and into Gravesend almost before she knew what was happening. Beyond Gravesend, they moved into a different world, a desolate landscape of flat green fields broken by marsh, all drifting towards the river. 

She said, 'I'm not too sure I like it. Strange to find such a place so close to London.' 

'Yes, you get the feeling nothing's changed much here.' 

There were sea creeks and mudflats and in the far distance she could see large ships moving down to the sea. Here and there reeds grew, almost as high as a man. They drove along a narrow road raised like a causeway, then passed through a small village called Marton where there was a caravan site. 

'Who on earth would want to come to a place like this for a holiday?' she demanded. 

'Bird-watchers. Nature lovers. This kind of place would be just their cup of tea,' Egan said. 'It isn't everybody who wants to be on the beach at Cannes.' 

Jago, a quarter of a mile behind, smiled softly. 'I do, old man. Just give me the chance.' 

He was driving a green Land-Rover, a fishing basket and rod case in the back plus a canvas holdall. He wore a crumpled tweed hat and green anorak and waterproof leggings and boots. There was a pair of Zeiss glasses on the seat beside him. 



Just outside Marton a wooden sign to the right said All Hallows Farm, and the place was clearly visible through the trees, a rambling house with stables and barns adjoined, the whole surrounding a courtyard reached by an archway in a wall. Egan and Sarah drove in, and he braked to a halt. 

'Jock?' Egan called and sounded the horn. 

There was no response. Sarah said, 'What a marvellous place. It looks very old.' 

'Parts of it are sixteenth century. Jock's wife owned it. Came down through her family. She died some time ago. He took his papers after the Falklands Campaign and settled here.' There was no reply to his knocking. 'Let's see if we can find him.' 

They followed a path up through trees and along a small valley, a stream gurgling through. It was very quiet and undeniably scenic. 

'It's lovely,' Sarah said. 

'Oh, sure, only don't drink the water.' He nodded at the stream. 

'Why not?' 

'Try it and you'll soon see. This is a salt marsh.' 

They moved on, following a path between tall reeds. She said, 'You've known Jock White long then?' 

'Ever since I transferred to the SAS. We've served together in the Oman, Cyprus, Ireland and then the Falklands.' 

'How old is he?' 

'Supposed to be sixty, but I think he's lived for ever. He was in the Korean War, for God's sake, Borneo, Aden. Oh, and Vietnam, on secondment with the Australian SAS.' He glanced sideways at her. 

'Did you know Villiers was in Vietnam?' 

'No, I didn't.' She was shocked. 

'Yes, there are few places the SAS don't go. But getting back to Jock, he runs survival courses here for anyone willing to learn.' 

'He sounds a very special kind of man.' 

'He's that all right. More than a legend in the regiment, an icon.' 

A rough voice with only a hint of a Scots burr said, 'Don't listen to a word, lassie, he was always big for exaggeration.' 

As they turned, Jock White stepped out of the reeds. He was a giant of a man with unkempt grey hair, white beard, wearing a camouflage jump jacket, corduroys and rubber boots. A shotgun was tucked under his arm. There was a movement in the reeds and a yellow Labrador appeared. From her appearance, she'd recently had pups. She whined, wriggled, and approached Egan in delight. 



He crouched to caress her. 'Hello, who's a lovely girl then?' He said to Sarah, 'This is Peggy, sheer delight, and this,' he looked up at the older man, 'is Jock White. Whenever he did a tour in South Armagh, the IRA used to shut up shop and go to Florida for the winter.' 

'Cheeky young devil,' Jock said. 'Always was. You're in bad company, lassie.' 

'Not now, Mr White.' She took his hand. 'Sarah Talbot.' 

'Oh, I like this one, Sean. For once you've done something right. Let's go back to the house and we'll have a cup of tea. You're staying, of course?' 

'We had hoped to.' 

'That's good.' The big man drew her arm through his and they went back along the track. 

Jago drove through Marton as far as the sign to All Hallows, then reversed and went back. He'd noticed the small caravan site behind the village garage, and drove in through the gate. An old man in overalls and a cloth cap was standing on a stepladder painting one of the caravans. He turned and looked at Jago. 

'Something I can do for you?' 

'You the proprietor?' 

'Fancy word, but true enough.' 

'You wouldn't happen to have a caravan for rent, would you?' 

The old man balanced his brush across the tin of paint and descended the ladder. 'How long for?' 

'Tonight - maybe tomorrow as well.' 

The old man was peering into the back of the Land-Rover. 'Fisherman, are you?' 

'Bird-watcher really.' 

'Just as well, you wouldn't catch much around here with that gear.' He turned, scratching his backside. 

'Well, take your pick. No one else here this time of the year. Ten quid a night and there's a gas cylinder included.' 

'Marvellous.' Jago got his bag and the fishing gear out of the Land-Rover. 

'I own the garage as well. We keep most things in the shop there. What name?' 

'Mackenzie.' Jago smiled charmingly and followed him towards the nearest caravan. 

The sitting room had a ceiling so low that Jock White's head almost touched it. The fireplace was large enough to stand in. There were chairs, an old bed settee, a sideboard with a few photos from service days on it, and books everywhere, a pleasant clutter to everything. 

Jock White sat on the window seat, a pair of steel-rimmed army-issue spectacles on the end of his nose, working his way through the papers relevant to Eric's death. The French windows stood open and Sarah was sitting in the garden with a basket of puppies, Peggy crouched beside her. Egan sprawled by the fire, smoking a cigarette. Every so often he coughed quite badly. 

Jock said, 'Are you trying to kill yourself or what, laddie?' 

Egan shrugged. 'Come off it, Jock, it's all one in the end. You know how much scrap metal I'm carrying around.' 

'How's the knee?' 

'I get by.' 

Jock sighed, removed his spectacles and held up the papers. 'A dirty business this.' 

'You could say that.' 

Jock looked out at Sarah in the garden. 'A fine young woman like her shouldn't be getting herself mixed up in this sort of thing.' 

'She's very determined,' Egan told him. 'Got the bit between her teeth. Wants to take them on, face-to-face.' 

Jock White shook his head. 'So why have you brought her here?' 

'We've got the weekend spare while my uncle's people see if they can come up with anything. I thought she might find it interesting. I mentioned your survival courses.' He stood up and put a log on the fire. 

'There's another thing. She's never even pulled a trigger in her life. I'd like to think she couldn't when it comes to the crunch.' 

The older man nodded. 'You're still a cunning young swine, laddie. What you're really saying is you want me to put her off by putting her through it.' 

'Exactly,' Egan told him calmly. 

'You always were a hard young bastard', Jock said. 'I'm going to take her for a walk. You stay here and mind your business.' 

He picked up his jump jacket, pulled it on and went out to Sarah. 'How about you and me taking a breath of air, lassie?' 

‘That would be nice, Jock.' 

They left the garden by a small gate and went up through the trees, following a stream. He said, 'I'm sorry about your son.' 

She paused and looked at him searchingly. 'You're one of the few people who've called him that. Most people say stepson.' 

'Oh, it isn't always the blood tie that's important. It's how people feel. I get a feeling he couldn't have been more important if he'd been your own flesh and blood.' 



She reached up and softly patted his cheek. 'That's one of the nicest things anyone has ever said to me." 

They continued the walk. 'I knew your husband,' he said. 'Served with him in Aden a long time ago. 

There was a district called the Crater dominated by Marxist guerrillas. When they ambushed a number of our lads, he took a platoon in to rescue them. All he carried was a swagger stick in his right hand. I can see him now, right out in front as if he was on a Sunday afternoon stroll, daring them to shoot.' 

'They got him in the end, didn't they?' she said. 

He glanced at her, puzzled, then saw the point. 'I suppose that's one way of looking at it.' 

'I've never understood soldiers. The first boy I ever loved was killed in Vietnam. It always seems so stupid.' 

'Sometimes necessary, lassie. The trick is to live here and now in the timeless moment. To act as if that's all there is. No beginning, no end.' 

Jago, on top of a dyke in the far distance, watched them through his Zeiss glasses. Seeing her with White he felt almost overwhelmed by resentment that someone else should be allowed the contact he was denied. A feeling of desolation touched him for a moment. 

He whispered, 'Now don't start going soft on me now, old man.' 

'Ìt's so lovely.' Sarah shivered slightly in the cold as she looked out across the salt marshes. 

'It's been a sanctuary for some since Roman times,' Jock said. 'There was Saxons here, then outlaws hunted by the Normans. Centuries later it was the smugglers, revenuers breathing down their necks. 

There's a bit of that still goes on, mind you.' 

'That's it,' she said. 'A place of shadows. A dead world.' 

'Never that, lassie. There's life here. Crabs in the gullies, fish in the creeks, curlew and redshank and brent geese fly here every winter all the way from Siberia. All a man needs to survive is here.' 

'And that's what you teach, survival?' 

'If it pleases you. You could survive a holocaust with what I teach, but then there are those who deny life. Poor, miserable creatures who would curl up and die without a roof over their heads, a wrapped loaf, and milk delivered to the doorstep in a carton.' 

She laughed. 'You think I'm like that?' 

He waved his hand. Those reeds, woven properly, make a fine dwelling and proof against all weather. 

Almost every living thing on this marsh can be eaten. Insects for their protein, crows, hedgehogs.' He stooped at the side of the track, grabbed into the ooze and came up clutching a large toad. 'Fine eating, Mrs Talbot. Would you have the stomach for it? Or dried worms? There's real protein for you.' 

She was fascinated by the sheer ugliness of the toad. 'Well, 1 don't suppose worm would go down very well on the menu at The Four Seasons.' 



'What's that?' 

'My favourite Manhattan restaurant.' She touched the toad gently with one finger. 'Actually, he's too sweet to eat.' 

'I've a suspicion you're going to become a trial to me, Sarah Talbot.' He replaced the toad carefully in the ooze. 'Come on, we'll go back now.' 

She took his arm. 'I think you've been talking to Sean. I think you're trying to put me off this whole business.' 

'You're wrong, lassie. My concern is to stop you from wasting your life up a dark alley that's going to lead nowhere.' 

'Look, I don't have any choice. If I did nothing, I think I'd go out of my mind.' 

'I understand that.' He sighed heavily. 'And while you're here, we might as well make use of your time, I suppose. In any case, with luck that villain Shelley will come up with the right answers in a day or two and you can go home.' 

'We'll see,' she told him and in the same moment realized, to her horror, that she didn't want that at all. 

My God, Sarah, she thought, what's happening to you? 

One of the barns had been turned into a kind of gym, the walls neatly whitewashed. There were climbing bars, weight-lifting equipment, and ropes dangling from the ceiling beams. In the centre of the floor there were several judo mats. Sarah was wearing a tracksuit, Jock White an old sweatshirt and running shorts. 

Egan sprawled on a bench wearing his usual bomber jacket and jeans, watching them. 

'Karate and judo, in fact all the martial arts, take a long, long time to learn - too long. Someone like you I can teach four or five things to do if someone attacks you, that's all.' 

'I was threatened by some punks last night on the subway.' 

'What happened?' 

'A man interfered. He knocked two of them down.' 

Then what?' 

'I don't know. I took off.' 

'He must have been good,' Jock said, 'but you'll never meet anyone like him again, because most of the time if you're attacked, no one will help. In fact they'll run the other way.' 

'So what do I do?' 

'You must be as mean or vicious as necessary. The kind of man who'll attack you might start reaching for your handbag, but he'll have rape on his mind before he's finished. So, it's fingernails, stiletto heels, a thumb in his eye - anything it takes.' 

'All right, where do I start?' 



'Well, as we're all adults, a man's most vulnerable with what he's got between his legs. Still nothing like a good kick in the crotch. Here, try kneeing me.' 

'I don't think I could,' she said. 

'Yes, you bloody well can. As it happens, I'm wearing a protector, but a rapist would be much more likely to be ready for action when he grabs you.' And grab her he did. 'Come on, darling, be nice to me, that's what he'd say, his weakness would be that he wouldn't expect a nice girl like you to react violently.' She was gasping now, his strength enormous, crushing her. 'Go on, knee him in the balls!' he cried and pulled her even closer, his breath hot on her face. 

For a moment there was terror as she fought to free herself and then something else surfaced, a kind of rage, a hatred, for the moment, of everything male. 'You bastard!' she screamed, and swung her knee up between his legs with all her force, felt it connect painfully with the plastic protector. 

'Marvellous.' He had her by the shoulders, laughing. 'Perfect. Right in the goolies. He's on his back and you're on your way.' 

'I didn't think I could do anything like that,' she said, panting heavily as the adrenalin continued to course through her. 

'Anybody can. It's survival, lassie. The instinct to keep on living and the willingness to do anything necessary. With most people it's buried deep, but it's there in us all. It just needs coaxing out. Now do that again.' 

For at least half an hour they worked on that one simple technique. Then Jock White took her further. 

'Physically you'll never match up to a man, that's a fact of life. So for you, it's always got to be technique. 

You've got longer fingernails. Right, when he gets his arms round you, grab his lower lip, using both hands. Dig your nails in, then twist as if you're pulling things apart. Believe me, the sheer agony of that will blow his mind for long enough for you to get on your bike.' He smiled. 'With this one, I'd appreciate your treating me gently.' 

She had him howling with pain within seconds. Egan applauded. 'You've got a natural here, Jock.' 

'You shut up,' Jock winced. 'Gently, lassie, gently. I'm not as young as I was.' 

She practised for about twenty minutes until he was satisfied. 'Now as I said, you're a woman, so no point in trying to punch him in the mouth, but if you form a phoenix fist, you'll always inflict pain wherever you hit him. Squeeze your hand together, allow the middle knuckle to protrude between the fingers.' She followed his example. 'Excellent. It's like a nerve being touched wherever that goes in. Under the chin, in the throat, the temples. Oh, and under the nose. The septum's very vulnerable. Come over here.' 

He stood behind the large punchbag and held it. 'All right, phoenix fists with both hands and start punching.’

Sarah attacked vigorously. Egan got up and yawned. 'I think I'll turn in.' 

'Lazy bastard!' Jock said. 



‘Night, Sean,' Sarah called. 

Egan paused crossing the yard and breathed in the salt air. There was a half moon; the night was alive with stars, and it was quiet, only a dog barking hollowly somewhere in the distance. For the first time in years, he felt life stirring in him. It was a strange and uncomfortable sensation. There was laughter from the barn now and he listened for a moment. She was enjoying herself, that was certain. In fact, things were not working out as he had expected, but then that was life. He went in and closed the door. 

Jago lay in the long grass by the causeway. He wore earphones and the directional receiver from the Land-Rover was at his side. He could hear the sounds of combat from the barn clearly, every grunt, every groan, Sarah's excited laugh. 

That's it, lassie, harder,' Jock was saying. 'Hit me harder.' 

And Jago found himself laughing too. 'Give it to him, Sarah.' He rolled on his back and looked up at the moon. 'What a woman,' he said softly. 'What a bloody marvellous extraordinary lady.' 

'We stay for an hour,' Sean told her. 'Not a move till I tell you. He'll be the enemy and he'll come looking. You'd like to beat him, wouldn't you?' 

'Oh, yes,' Sarah said. 

It was just before noon the following day. She wore an old paratrooper's jump smock Jock had given her, jeans and jump boots. They were in the marsh, deep in the reeds, in about two feet of mud and water. She was cold, very cold, and then it started to rain which didn't help. 

'He's coming,' Egan whispered. 

Like her he wore an old combat smock, the hood pulled up. He gently parted the reeds and she saw Jock White advancing towards them, a shotgun cradled in one arm. One minute he was there and then he simply disappeared. 

'Where did he go?' Sarah whispered. 

'He's trying to make us break cover. Just follow me and do what 1 do.' 

They crawled through the reeds, slipped over the edge of a dyke down into a narrow creek that disappeared into the further reeds. 'That's the way through,' Egan said. 'Like an underground tunnel.' 

She followed him on, crawling through ice-cold water and slime, at times only her head above the surface. The stink was terrible, and at one moment a water rat streaked through the water in front of her. 

It took every ounce of control to stifle the scream. And then, after what seemed an eternity, Egan paused. 

'Almost through. We should come out by the main causeway, cross over, go down through the woods and home, the kettle on before he gets back. Lead the way, I'll follow.' 

She nosed out through the final barrier of reeds, her head coming up out of the water cautiously, and found Jock White up above her, sitting on the edge of the causeway filling his pipe. 'Oh, there you are,' 

he said. 'What kept you?' 



Towards evening she felt strangely restless. Egan had walked into Marston to get cigarettes. He was smoking more, she'd noticed that. Probably her influence, but it was her one bad habit and her one concession to the strain of her situation. Jock slept peacefully in front of the fire, Peggy and the puppies at his feet. 

Sarah looked out. Dusk was beginning to fall. Another hour and it would be quite dark. On impulse, she opened the door, stepped out and crossed the courtyard. She was wearing an old tracksuit and running shoes and went up through the wood, starting to run when she reached the causeway. 

Jago, who had been out for a walk on his own account, saw the figure in the distance, raised his Zeiss glasses and realized it was her the moment she sprang into focus. He kept walking, some distance away from her, watching as she moved along one narrow dyke after another. He paused to focus on her again and suddenly felt water lap across his feet, and when he turned, realized that the tide was coming in fast, a bore pushing across the estuary, washing in over the marsh. 

He started to run, working his way from one dyke to the next, most of them already a foot under water, until he reached the edge of the marsh and scrambled up onto the main causeway. He turned quickly, but there was no sign of Sarah. 

At that moment she was a good two hundred yards towards the estuary where there was some comparatively high ground. It was only on breaking out of the reeds that she found herself knee-deep in water. 

She looked back, saw the rapid movement of the sea in across the marsh, realized her predicament, and started to run as best she could. Strangely enough it was Jock she thought of then and what he'd said about trouble. No one to rely on. Only yourself. She couldn't panic; there was no time. Just keep on the move, try to follow the lines of the dyke tops just under the water. 

She was almost at the causeway now and it started to rain, a great, grey sheet of it reducing visibility to almost nothing, the world closing in on her. Something seemed to move up there, a marsh ghost, a phantom, she couldn't be sure, and then she went under, was choking, fighting for her life. 

Something fell across her face, the sleeve of an anorak, and she grabbed for it, floundering, looked up and found Jago at the other end, leaning over the edge of the dyke, face pale, the scar very pronounced. 

'Good girl, Sarah, hang on!' 

She tried, went under again, feeling the current pull at her feet, and then she had the sleeve securely, held on tight as he hauled her in and up onto the causeway. The reeds banked away on the other side into the gathering gloom. 

She turned over and looked up at him and recognition dawned. 'But I know you. You're the man from the subway.' 

'How perceptive, old girl.' Jago rolled up his anorak. 

And then she was on her hands and knees being very sick indeed, the salt-marsh water turning her stomach inside out. When she finished, she found herself alone, only the wind in the reeds, the rain a little lighter now, the falling darkness. 

She started to walk, squinting through the twilight in search of her rescuer, and heard a voice call, 



'Sarah?' 

Peggy was the first to reach her, leaping up, snuffling excitedly. Egan and Jock arrived a few moments later. 

'Are you all right?' Egan demanded. 'When Jock woke up and found you gone he went crazy. The tides here are notorious. They make the marsh a deathtrap.' 

Jock got his combat jacket off and put it over her shoulders. 'Dear God, lassie, you're soaked. What happened?' 

'I got caught by the tide, almost drowned, and then a man appeared on the causeway like some ghost. 

He got me out.' She choked, trembling with cold. 'He saved my life. Then I was sick and when I looked up he was gone.' 

Egan said, 'That doesn't make sense.' 

'Even less sense when I tell you it was the same man who saved me on the subway the night before last.' 

Egan turned to Jock. 'Tony Villiers. It must be.' 

'I'd go along with that.' 

'I don't understand,' Sarah said. 

‘This man's turned up twice now. That can only be because he's been following you, and that means Villiers has put one of his Group Four operatives on the job.' 

'Damn him!' Sarah said. 

'Come now, lassie, I know Colonel Villiers,' Jock said. 'Served with him for years. A fine gentleman. 

Anything he does will be out of concern for you.' 

They started back to the farm. Egan said, 'In fairness this might not be the Colonel's doing at all. 

Probably that old bastard Ferguson. Not that it matters. I'll find out what's going on. I'll even find out who our mysterious friend is. After all, he's saved your bacon twice now.' 

'Yes, well, all I want right now is a nice hot bath,' she said. 'So please lead me to it as fast as possible.' 

After dinner, they went down to the old wine cellar, which Jock had converted into a shooting range. 

There was a trestle table with several weapons on it, earmuffs and spare ammunition clips. The targets were cardboard figures of Russian soldiers at the far end against a bank of sandbags. 

Egan lit a cigarette and sat on the end of the table, one leg swinging. Jock said, 'Have you ever fired a handgun before?' 

'Never and I'm not sure that I could.' 

'Oh, you could fire it all right, anybody can do that. The question is, could you shoot someone if you had to?' 



He indicated the first gun, a rather large weapon, she thought. 'Browning, nine millimetre, semi-automatic. Takes thirteen plus one up the spout. Preferred handgun of the SAS.' He nodded at Egan. 'My laddo here prefers it to a sub-machine-gun in a crowd. In the hands of a marksman a very deadly weapon.' 

She picked up the smaller handgun. 'And this?' 

'Walther PPK, semi-automatic. Takes seven plus one in the hold if that's what you want. I wouldn't call it a lady's gun. James Bond uses one, but it will slip into your handbag easily and it will definitely stop any man I've ever come across dead in his tracks.' Carefully, he taught her the safety procedures, then made her load and unload the gun until she thought she could do it in her sleep. 'Now, what I want you to do is hold it like this, keep both eyes open, look along the barrel at the middle soldier and squeeze the trigger.' 

She did as she was told, holding the Walther in both hands, and the firing seemed so rapid, so easy, the sound of it dulled by the earmuffs. Still, she couldn't deny the trembling of her hands, the sweat pouring down her face, the terrible nausea. 

Jock pulled the card forward. There wasn't a single hit. 'Never mind,' he said. 'Most people can't hit a barn door with a handgun. Try again.' 

Again, the same overwhelming symptoms of fear and loathing, with the result no better. Egan said, 'This is a waste of time, Jock. She hasn't got the stomach for it.' 

'Can you do any better?' she demanded angrily. 

He picked up the Browning, screwed a silencer on the end then flung his arm forward without apparently taking aim. There were three dull thuds and a hole appeared in each of the hearts of the three targets. 

'Let me show you something.' He took Sarah by the arm and led her down the shooting range. 'Now raise your arm and touch that target between the eyes.' She did as she was told. 'Now pull the trigger.' 

'What?' she demanded, and suddenly there was sweat on her palm as she gripped the butt of the Walther. 

'I said pull the trigger.' 

She did as she was told. A hole appeared between the eyes. 

That's what you're going to have to do. You're going to have to be that close.' Egan turned back to the table and put the Browning down. 'There you are, Jock, she can blow a man's brains out with the best of us.' 

She was bone-tired and fell asleep almost at once when she went to bed, coming awake with a start to feel a hand over her mouth, Egan's voice in her ear. 'Don't make a sound, just get up and pull your tracksuit on.' 

'What is it?' she demanded. 

He put a finger to his lips. 'Don't argue, just do it.' 

She was dressed in seconds and joined him at the door, which he had opened slightly. It was then that she saw he had the Browning in his right hand, the Carswell silencer screwed to the end of the barrel. 

'Sean, what is it?' 

He passed her the Walther PPK. 'Here, you're going to need this. Someone's killed Jock.' 

She couldn't take it in. 'That's not possible.' 

'I just found him in the sitting room, it's not a pretty sight. We've got to get out of here.' 

He opened the door and started down the stairs, and she went after him. The sitting-room door was partially open. She heard Peggy whining. It was too much for her to bear and she stepped in the room to see Jock lying on his back in front of the fire, blood on his face, a great deal of blood, eyes staring, the dog snuffling anxiously at him. 

Her stomach turned and Egan pulled her away roughly. 'Just do as you're told if you want to get out of here in one piece.' 

He opened the back door. It was raining again and he led the way across the yard into the garage and slid behind the wheel of the Mini Cooper. As she got in the passenger seat, he switched on the ignition. 

Nothing happened. 

'No go,' he whispered. 'We've been got at. Let's try Jock's old station wagon.' 

They climbed out of the Mini Cooper and moved into the next barn. Sarah waited, not getting in, as Egan slipped behind the wheel. The red light came on although the engine wouldn't turn over, and then he tried the lights and the twin beams splayed out through the open door revealing the sinister figure of a man in black with a stocking mask over his face, a pump-action shotgun in his hands. 

As he fired, Egan jumped from behind the wheel, shoving Sarah against the wall, and fired back. He pushed her towards the back of the garage and opened the door leading to the gym. 'Run for it, Sarah.' 

She started across the gym, Egan behind her. The lights came on. There was another blast of the shotgun and Egan went down, the Browning sliding across the floor. 

Sarah turned, the man in black stood in the doorway for a moment then started forward. She crouched beside Egan. There was blood on his jump jacket. He whispered, 'Shoot him, Sarah. Shoot the bastard.' 

Her hand came up, holding the Walther, but she couldn't pull the trigger; it was as simple as that. The man stood over her and slowly raised the shotgun. She moaned, her arm fell to one side. 

Egan suddenly reached over, grabbed the Walther from her hand and fired three times at point-blank range, only the man in black didn't go down. Instead, he pulled off the stocking and Jock White looked down at her. 

'Now do you understand, Sarah Talbot?' he said gravely. 

It was raining again the following morning when she and Egan left. Jock walked out to the Mini with them, Peggy at his heels. 'I suppose you think we were very unfair,' he said. 

'Not really. You taught me a lesson. You proved to me that I can't pull the trigger.' 



'A souvenir.' He took the Walther from his pocket. 'What you Americans call an ace-in-the-hole, just in case.' 

She hesitated then put the gun in her handbag and kissed him. 'You're a great guy, Jock White.' 

'I should have been twenty years younger, lassie.' 

'That would have been too much to take.' 

She got in the car and Jock leaned down to the window. 'You said you'd find out what Villiers was up to. You know Alan Crowther left the department last year, don't you?' 

'Alan Crowther is exactly who I was thinking of.' Egan grinned. 'I love you, you old bastard,' he said over the roar of the car's engine. 

Jago was parked on the causeway in the Land-Rover, listening in. He let them go, gave himself three minutes, then followed. Alan Crowther? That sounded interesting. He started to whistle softly. 

EIGHT

'This man Crowther,' Sarah asked. 'Where does he fit in?' 'Alan? Oh, he's quite a character,' Sean replied. 'A Yorkshireman who married a German. His wife was not only Jewish but Marxist, so he went home with her to Dresden in East Germany. He became a professor at the university there. His speciality was conceptual thought in computers.' 

That's a tall order,' she said. 

'The Japanese are pretty close to achieving it and it's what everybody is after. Working towards creating a generation of computers with the ability to think for themselves. Anyway, Alan wasn't too happy under the Communists. He figured that if London had been good enough for Marx it was good enough for him. 

He made approaches to the Christian underground, they passed the happy news on to our people.' 

'Who were more than delighted to have him?' 

'Exactly.' Egan nodded. 'He and his family were smuggled out in a farm wagon at a little border crossing post where the guards had been bribed. At the last moment someone machine-gunned the truck as it passed into West Germany. Alan's wife and two sons were killed.' 

'My God,' she said. 'How terrible. But he survived.' 

'I suppose you could call it that. He didn't carry on with his academic work. Took over the experimental side of the computer department at DI5. He's a genius, of course, no other word for it.' 

'And he's still there?' 

'No. He found out last year that the unfortunate business of the machine-gunning of the truck getting him out of East Germany was the work of a double agent called Kessler. He'd betrayed Crowther and his family to cover his own tracks. What Alan discovered was that our people knew all about it, but they'd kept quiet for ten years because Kessler was still useful to our side.' 



'That's the most disgusting thing I ever heard.' 

'Exactly what Alan thought. He simply walked out. Caused a hell of a stink, not only because he's the best there is, but because of what he knows.' 

'And he'll help us?' 

'I think so. He has a house in Camden by the canal. We'll go straight there, but I want to make a couple of phone calls first.' 

'And I'd better check in with the office as well. They must think I've died.' 

He swung the car into a service station, got out and walked across to a telephone booth. Sarah stretched a couple of times, then went to join him. She opened the door of the other booth and placed her call to Dan Morgan, overhearing snatches of Egan's conversation as she waited for it to go through. 

'Jack, is that you? Sean here. Have you come up with anything?' 

Shelley was seated at his desk in a white towelling robe, his hair damp from the shower. He emptied his coffee cup and pressed a button on the desk. 'Not a thing, my old son, but it's only Monday morning, for Christ's sake. Scotland Yard takes the bleeding weekend off to all intents and purposes, but someone, somewhere knows something and we'll find them. Stay in touch.' 

He put down the phone and a pretty young Filipino maid entered, trim in black silk dress, stockings and high-heeled shoes. 'More coffee, Maria,' he said and slipped an arm round her waist as she picked up the tray. 

'Certainly, senor.' 

He fondled her bottom. 'Jesus, you've got a great arse, girl. Go on, get out of it before I change my mind. I've got work to do.' 

Villiers was at Ferguson's flat in Cavendish Place when Egan phoned DI5 headquarters. They patched it through and Villiers, standing at Ferguson's desk, took the call. 

'Who's the character you've had tailing Sarah?' Egan demanded. 

'Explain,' Villiers told him. 

'He came to the rescue in the tube at Chalk Farm the other night when some skinheads were bothering her. Knocked hell out of two of them. Then he pulled her out of the marsh at Jock White's place yesterday when the tide caught her.' 

'What's he look like, this man of mine?' 

'According to Sarah, medium height, good-looking, well spoken, hot stuff at handling himself. She said he really sorted those skinheads. Oh, one distinguishing feature. A scar from the corner of the left eye to the mouth. He must be new. I thought I knew all your people at Group Four.' 

'So did I, Sean. Sorry - can't help.' 



'You're a damned liar,' Egan told him. 

Villiers replaced the receiver. The Brigadier looked up enquiringly. 'What was all that about?' 

Villiers told him. 'Anything to do with you, sir?' 

'My dear Tony, devious I may be, but not in a matter like this, believe me.' 

'Then who can it be?" 

'Her guardian angel from the sound of it. Still, it would be useful to know who he is. Try a description check on the computer and see who it throws up.' 

'Needle in a haystack stuff, sir.' 

'Nonsense. Amazing what those computers can come up with in two or three days. Now, phone the details through and let's get on with some work.' 

As they crossed the Thames at Waterloo Bridge, Sarah said, 'I've been thinking about our mystery man. 

If he's not with Tony, what about your uncle?' 

Egan shook his head. 'Be logical. Jack didn't meet you until after the incident on the tube.' 

'You're right,' she said. 'How silly of me. Why didn't you mention him to your uncle when you talked?' 

'I don't have to tell him everything. No need and it always pays to hold something back. Anyway, the bloke is a Group Four man. Villiers is lying. It makes perfect sense that he'd have someone keeping an eye on you.' 

He turned the Mini Cooper into a side street close to Camden Lock and turned again into a street named Water Lane. It was lined with Victorian terraced houses and there were a great many cars parked at the kerb. Egan pulled into a tiny driveway, at the end house which looked over the canal. 

This is it.' He got out and went to the door and knocked. 'This was a bargemaster's house in the old days," he told her. 

The door opened and a man appeared, tall, gangling, about sixty, with iron-grey hair and a greying beard. He wore a bow tie in blue and white, and a navy blue cardigan with a shawl collar. He held a dark brown Burmese cat in the hollow of his left arm. 

He smiled delightedly. 'Sean, my dearest boy.' He reached forward to embrace him, still clutching the cat. 'Where have you been all this time?' 

'Oh, getting my act together. I'd like you to meet Mrs Sarah Talbot from New York.' 

'Mrs Talbot. A great pleasure.' He had a slight Yorkshire accent which was rather pleasant. 'And this is Samson, so named because he is the weakest and most foolish cat in the neighbourhood.' 

'Alan, we need your help,' Egan told him. 

'That's what friends are for,' Crowther answered. 'So come in, why don't you?' 



Parked in the Land-Rover further down the street, Jago had got most of this. Now he pressed the encoder button on the car phone and rang Smith. He had a reply within ten minutes. 

'How did the weekend go?' Smith asked. 

'All right. They spent the time trying to turn her into Wonderwoman. She almost drowned in the marsh when the tide caught her. Luckily I was around and managed to haul her out in the nick of time.' 

'She saw you?' 

'Only briefly.' 

'I don't like that.' 

'You can't have it both ways, old boy. You're the one who told me to make sure nothing happened to her or Egan. As a matter of interest, Egan's convinced I must be one of Villiers's minions from Group Four.' 

'That's something, I suppose. Where are you now?' 

'Water Lane, Camden. They're visiting Alan Crowther who used to be in charge of computer research at DI5. I'll listen in for a while and phone you if anything new comes up.' 

He replaced the receiver, sat back and turned up the radio. 

Alan Crowther's sitting room was quite small, furnished with mainly Victorian pieces, two paintings by Atkinson Grimshaw on the walls, both done in the 1870’s. One was a scene of the Embankment at night, the other a nocturne, Tower Bridge by moonlight, a barquentine drifting downriver. 

'These are really excellent,' Sarah commented. 

Crowther, sitting in a couch by the window reading the contents of the envelope, didn't reply. Finally he looked up, first at Egan sitting opposite, then at Sarah, and his face was sad. 'I'm sorry, Mrs Talbot, truly sorry.' 

'Such pure evil is hard to understand,' she said. 

'Not for me, I'm afraid.' He turned to Egan. 'So what's been happening? Tell me everything.' Egan described the events of the past few days. When he was finished, Crowther said, 'What do you want from me?' 

'My uncle's people are doing what they can, but you might be able to give us a few shortcuts.' 

'And how could I do that?' 

'You've got one of the best private computer systems in London in that study next door. King of the hackers. Access Group Four's main file. Interface. Anything you have to. Just pull out everything they've got on this thing. There could be details Villiers is holding back.' 

'Ferguson,' Crowther corrected him. 'Tony is a good man, Sean, but like the rest of us he has to do as he's told.' 

Egan said, 'You didn't. You gave them two fingers.' 

'There's such a thing as the Official Secrets Act. The sentence handed down for this kind of thing would be heavy, to say the least.' 

Sarah said, 'I know computers. I work on Wall Street. I would have thought it impossible to access a high-security system such as they have. Even if you could break in, wouldn't their alarm system indicate the fact?' 

'Oh, sure.' He nodded. 'But there are ways round that." 

'He put the damn system together for them,' Egan said. 'Come on, Alan, after what those bastards did to you, you don't owe them a thing.' His face was intense as he leaned forward. 'Your family. Do I need to remind you?' 

'No,' Crowther said gravely. 'But I said kaddish for them a long time ago. Life goes on, my young friend.' He turned to Sarah. 'My wife, and therefore my two boys, were Jewish.' 

Suddenly, Sarah felt rotten about the whole thing. 'I'm sorry, Mr Crowther. This is all wrong. You've suffered enough. Why should you involve yourself in my affairs?' She turned to Egan. 'Let's go.' 

'No, wait,' Crowther told her. 'Edmund Burke once said that the only thing necessary for the triumph of evil was for good men to do nothing.' He stood up. 'Who am I to argue with Edmund Burke? Come next door.' 

The study had wall-to-ceiling shelves filled with books, and there was a computer bank at one end which was as sophisticated as anything Sarah had seen. 'This is amazing,' she said. 

'I created most of it myself.' He sat down at a keyboard. 'Now sit over there and shut up. This could take time.' 

She and Egan did as they were told. It was very quiet, only a slight hum from the equipment, the sounds of the keys barely audible. It was perhaps five minutes later that he grunted in satisfaction. 'I'm in. Now let's see what they have.' 

Eric Talbot's name appeared, the file, and then the facts surrounded the case. The link with burundanga was recorded, the names of the other victims in Paris, Sally, and then a continuation section concerning the dead IRA gunmen in Ulster. 

'Any information on the Prods who did it?' Egan demanded. 

Crowther shook his head. 'No, it simply says that the word is they were not UVF. Possibly Red Hand of Ulster or some other extremist group.' 

'You're sure there's not a privileged information section under another code?' 

'Definitely not.' Crowther went back to work and finally sat back. 'There you are. The only piece of interesting information not mentioned in those reports Villiers sent you. Greta Markovsky. Cambridge student aged twenty-one. Heroin user. Also suspected by the police of being a pusher. Apparently a close friend of your stepson.' 

Egan examined the facts on the screen. 'Look at that. She and Eric were busted at the same party in that drugs raid last year.' 

'Where is she now?' Sarah asked. 

'Grantley Hall, just outside Cambridge on the road to Ely. It's a rehabilitation unit. She's in the care of a psychiatrist called Dr Hannah Gold,' Crowther said. 

'Could she help?' Sarah turned to Egan. 

'There's only one way of finding out.' He said to Crowther, 'Alan, you're a jewel. We'll get moving. 

Cambridge next stop.' He took Sarah by the arm and pushed her to the door. 'I'll be in touch.' 

'Mazel Tof!' Alan Crowther called and then they were gone. 

Jago was already on the road, had left the moment he heard Greta Markovsky's name mentioned, phoning Smith instantly. Within minutes the car phone rang. 

'We're in trouble,' Jago said. 'They've got on to Greta Markovsky.' 

'How did they manage that?' 

'Crowther accessed Group Four's computer. She was on it. Patient at the Grantley Hall place outside Cambridge.' 

'I don't want her talking,' Smith said. 

'She won't. I'm already on my way and I'm ahead of them.' 

Jago replaced the receiver, took the cut down into the motorway at the next turn and drove north very fast indeed. 

As the Mini Cooper turned into the Kentish Town Road, Sarah said, 'I've been thinking. What if they won't let us speak to her?' 

'We'll have to deal with that as it comes,' Egan told her. 'You'll just have to see how far your transatlantic charm gets you with this Dr Gold. Woman-to-woman stuff.' 

He concentrated on his driving. She opened her handbag to forage for the cigarette case and found the Walther. Her hand closed over the butt. It was a strange sensation. She shivered, took out a cigarette and sat back, smoking nervously. 

Jago made excellent time to Cambridge, driving straight through, pausing only once at a small flower shop on the outskirts of the town where he bought a dozen red roses. He chose a greetings card that said: Get Well Soon; and wrote on the bottom: To Greta, Lots of Love. The whole transaction took no more than three minutes and he was on his way. 

He found Grantley Hall with no trouble, a country house which stood in extensive grounds and was reached by a driveway. He parked the Land-Rover in a car park at the side of the building. He took off his anorak, rolled up his shirtsleeves, got a pair of sunglasses from the glove compartment and put them on. Clutching the bunch of roses, he approached the porticoed entrance and went inside. There was a large cool hall tiled in black and white, a sweeping staircase in front of him, corridors to the left and right. 

A porter in peaked cap and blue uniform behind a desk looked up enquiringly. 

Jago approached cheerfully. 'Bankhouse Flowers. You got a Miss Greta Markovsky staying here?' He deliberately assumed a cockney accent. 

The porter checked a list in front of him. 'Markovsky. Oh, yes, here she is. Room fifteen, second floor.' 

'What do I do, take 'em up?' Jago enquired. 

'Do you hell, son. They're all locked up in there. Junkies mostly. So much stuff in 'em it's coming out of their ears.' 

'Is that a fact?' Jago said. 

A nurse in white uniform came down the stairs leading a gaunt grey-haired woman in a dressing gown. 

The porter said, 'Leave 'em here. I'll see she gets them.' 

'Fair enough.' Jago put the roses on the desk, glanced along the corridor to the left and saw a door at the far end. 'I'll see you then.' The porter had already returned to his magazine. 

Jago went out, crossed the car park and went round to the side of the building. The wall was festooned with iron fire-escape ladders, but he found the door he was looking for. He opened it, slipped inside and found himself at the other end of the corridor from the hall. There was a staircase on his right, probably servants' stairs from the old days. He started towards it then noticed a door standing ajar. He peered into a linen room. Beside the sheets and the blankets and towels there was a pile of white coats, neatly folded. 

'Very thoughtful,' he said softly, pulled one on, left and went up the stairs quickly to the second floor. 

When he opened the door at the top he entered a long corridor. It was silent except for the faint sound of music in the distance. He walked on confidently, pausing only at a side turning which gave access to a glass door with a fire-escape sign above it. He opened the door smartly and stood on a steel catwalk and leaning over the rail looked eighty feet down to the paved courtyard below. 

He went back along the corridor and came to room number fifteen. There was the sound of muffled sobbing from inside. Jago took a deep breath, then eased back the security bolt and passed inside. 

The girl who crouched in the corner wore a white linen smock and her feet were bare. Her head was on her knees, long dark hair hanging loose. When he knelt beside her she raised her head slowly. The eyes were sunken, the skin translucent, bones showing through. 

'Greta?' he said gently. 

She moistened dry lips. 'Who are you?' she whispered hoarsely. 

'I've come to take you home, love.' He raised her up. 

'Home?' 



'Yes, this way. I'll show you.' Jago put an arm round her and led her out into the corridor, closing the door behind him. They walked a few paces and he turned her into the side corridor and opened the fire door. 'There you go, love.' 

She stepped onto the catwalk and stood there, the wind moulding the smock around her. 'I feel sick,' 

she moaned. 

He stood behind her, arms around her, and kissed her gently on the neck. 'I know, love, you're better out of it.' 

He eased her forward, placed a hand between her shoulderblades and catapulted her over the rail. He was already moving back inside as she hit the courtyard, eighty feet below. He was down the rear stairs, two at a time, at the bottom in seconds. He tore off the white coat, draping it over a convenient peg on his way out. 

There were voices shouting somewhere at the rear of the building and an alarm bell sounded as he climbed behind the wheel of the Land-Rover and started down the long drive, only increasing his speed when he turned into the main road. He reached for a cigarette and lit it, fingers rock steady, then dialled the contact number. After a while, Smith replied. 

'How did it go?' 

'Went like a charm. Couldn't be better.' 

'Are you sure?' 

'You know the old saying?' Jago said. 'Canaries don't sing, especially dead canaries.' 

As he replaced the receiver he saw the Mini Cooper coming towards him on the other side of the road. 

He glanced down until it had passed, then watched it go on from his driving mirror. 

'Too late, Sarah,' he said. 'Entirely too late,' and he drove on into Cambridge. 

As Egan and Sarah Talbot went into the main entrance at Grantley Hall, three nurses pushed a trolley carrying a draped body along the corridor. A woman doctor in a white coat, a stethoscope around her neck, followed. She was about thirty-five with dark hair arranged in a bun. It gave her a slightly severe look that was enhanced by the gold-rimmed spectacles. 

'Number one operating theatre,' she said, 'and keep her there until the police arrive.' 

She turned to the desk, took out a pen and made a note on the file she was holding. The porter said to the visitors, 'Yes, what can I do for you?' 

'Is Dr Gold available?' Sarah asked. 

The woman at the desk turned. 'I'm Hannah Gold.' 

'My name is Egan,' Egan cut in. 'And this is Mrs Sarah Talbot. We were hoping to have a word with you about Greta Markovsky.' 



'You'll be lucky,' the porter said grimly. 'Missed her by twenty minutes you have.' 

'Not funny, Alfred,' Dr Gold said. 'Come this way.' She walked down the corridor, opened a door into an office. She went behind the desk. 'Please sit down. What can I do for you?' 

'Greta Markovsky,' Sarah said. 'I was wondering if we could see her?' 

'You already have, I'm afraid,' Dr Gold said. 'She was on the trolley that passed you in the hall just now." 

Sarah said in horror, 'What happened?' 

'It would seem someone failed to secure the bolt on the door. There will have to be an enquiry into that, of course. She fell from the fire escape on the second floor into the courtyard. The only good thing is that she died instantly.' 

'Was it an accident or suicide?' Egan asked. 

'We'll never know that now. She was very ill. It's entirely possible that she simply lost her balance when she ventured onto the catwalk and fell over the rail. The height could have made her feel dizzy. On the other hand, suicide is common with that type of patient. She tried to slash her wrists the first night she was in here.' She took off her glasses and polished them with a tissue. 'May I ask what your interest was?' 

Sarah glanced at Egan, he nodded, and she took the envelope from her bag and handed it across. 

Hannah Gold took the reports out and read them quickly. Her face remained impassive as she replaced them in the envelope and pushed it across the desk. 

'There was a connection between your stepson and Greta, is that what you're saying?' 

'They appeared in court together on a drugs charge last year,' Sarah told her. 

'But surely this is a matter for the police?' 

'Of course,' Egan said smoothly. 'It's just that things seem to be moving rather slowly and Mrs Talbot is understandably concerned. She was hoping that the Markovsky girl could have filled in some of the blank spaces.' 

'I'm sorry,' Dr Gold said. 'Even if I knew anything, it would be improper for me to comment. A question of the doctor and patient relationship.' 

'Of course.' Sarah stood up. 'I understand perfectly.' 

Hannah Gold said, 'I'll see you out.' She accompanied them along the corridor and paused on the steps at the main entrance. 'Look, Mrs Talbot, she was a sick girl and very heavily overdosed with heroin when she came here. She rambled a great deal. Childhood, her mother, that sort of thing. She'd been abused by her father which didn't help.' 

'How terrible,' Sarah said. 

'What I can tell you is of no help, I'm afraid. Not once in my sessions with her did she mention an Eric Talbot. I have my notes. I'd have remembered.' 



Sarah shook her hand. 'Thank you, you've been very kind.' 

'I'm sorry, Mrs Talbot. Sorry for her and very sorry for you.' 

She stayed there watching them all the way to the car park. They got into the Mini Cooper. Egan said, 

'That's it, then?' 

'Yes,' she said. 'That is very definitely it. Another dead end. Back to London, Sean,' and she leaned back in her seat and closed her eyes. 

It was raining when they returned to Lord North Street, dull, cold November rain. Jago, already back in the flat, saw them arrive and go in. He settled in a chair by the window where he could watch and listen. 

Sarah said wearily, 'I'll make some tea,' and went into the kitchen. 

Egan stood at the bay window. He lit a cigarette, coughed over it a little, then turned idly to the library table. Eric's blue Moroccan leather diary was on top of a pile of books. He sat in the window seat and started to leaf through the pages, all filled with careful handwriting in Latin, trying to decipher a phrase here and there. He stiffened, staring incredulously at the page before him, and stood up. Sarah came in at that moment with the tray. 

'What is it?' she asked, putting the tray down. 

'She's here on this page. Look for yourself.' Egan handed her the diary. 'Greta Markovsky.' 

She took it from him with a sense of wonder. She hadn't worked through it before; she'd been too upset. 


But now she sat down and started to read. At that moment, the front door bell sounded and Egan looked out and saw Jack Shelley on the step, a fawn-overcoat draped over his shoulders, the Rolls-Royce parked at the kerb. 

Jago had gone into the kitchen to make coffee and he returned to the window in time to see Shelley enter the house. He put his coffee down quickly and turned up the volume on the receiver. 

Shelley, in the hall, said to Sean, 'We still aren't making progress. I thought I'd call and see how things were.' 

'Well, we are,' Sean said. 'We discovered Eric had a girlfriend, a pusher, who was in court with him on a drugs rap last year. A Greta Markovsky. We went to see her in a drugs rehabilitation clinic outside Cambridge.' 

'And?' Shelley demanded eagerly. 

'She's topped herself. Took a dive from a fire-escape catwalk, but we've just found her name in a diary the boy left.' 

'A diary?' 

'Yes, he kept a diary in Latin. That's what he was studying at Cambridge.' 

'Well, that's a lot of bleeding good, Latin,' Shelley told him. 'We'll need a sodding professor to translate.' 



'As it happens, Mrs Talbot majored in Latin and Greek at Radcliffe.' 

They went into the sitting room and Sarah, at the window, looked up, pale with excitement. 'It's all here,' 

she said. 'Every damn thing.' 

She put the diary down, hands shaking, and it was Shelley who put an arm round her. 'You come and sit down. Take your time and tell us.' 

'Greta Markovsky recruited him to act as a drug courier, provided him with a false passport in the name of George Walker. She was acting for a man she refers to as Mr Smith.' 

Shelley frowned. 'Well, that name doesn't sound any bells. Go on.' 

'He was to go to Paris. A cafe by the Seine near the Rue de la Croix called La Belle Aurore.' 

'That's the last place he was seen alive,' Sean said. 'It was mentioned in the French coroner's report. Run by a woman called Marie something-or-other. She gave him a drink and sent him on his way with a couple of possible addresses of rooms for the night.' 

'What isn't mentioned in the report is that he was to ask for a girl called Agnes. He was to say that Mr Smith sent him.' 

For a moment there was silence, then Shelley said grimly, 'That's it, then, Paris next stop.' 

'You mean you'll come with us?' Sarah said. 

'Try and stop me.' He seemed to have come alive with a kind of animal vigour. 'Besides, I've got a few useful contacts over there. Spent a year in Paris a long time ago while a spot of bother was sorted out here.' Egan tried to speak and Shelley said, 'Don't argue. For one thing we'll need a couple of shooters when we get there. Can't take anything through customs.' He glanced at his watch. 'Right, I'll get back to the office. You'd better pack a bag, darling.' He patted her on the shoulder. 'We'll sort it, never fear.' 

He beckoned to Egan, who followed him out into the hall, and Sarah opened her bag and took out the Walther. As Shelley had said, no way of taking a thing like that through customs. She weighed it in her hand, a strange, unlooked-for tingle of excitement in her stomach. Angry with herself, she crossed to a Sheraton bureau, opened one of its drawers and put the Walther inside. Strange, but it was as if she was trying to hide it from herself. 

Shelley opened the front door and went down to the Rolls. Varley was sitting in front and Shelley said to Sean, 'Get in for a minute.' 

'All right.' 

They got in the back and Shelley pressed the button to raise the glass divider, blocking Varley off. 'I'm not sure she should come, but I figure she'd raise Cain if we tried to say no.' 

'She certainly would.' 

Shelley picked up the car phone and dialled his number. It was picked up at once and Frank Tully answered. Shelley said, 'Frank, I'm on my way in. Phone British Airways and book three seats on the Paris flight.' 

'Which one, Jack?' Tully demanded. 

'How do I know which bleeding one? Give us, say, two hours to get to Heathrow and book in. Find one that fits round about then, and pack me an overnight bag. Then get the black book out of the top drawer of my desk, the one with the special addresses. There's a Pierre Dupont there and a Paris number. Ring him. He speaks English. Tell him Jack Shelley will call tonight and he'll expect to get tooled up. I'll be with you in twenty minutes.' 

He replaced the receiver. Sean said, 'You're enjoying this, aren't you?' 

'Too bloody true, my old son. We're going to get these bastards. Now, get moving. I'll see you and the lady at Heathrow.' 

When the phone went Jago picked it up instantly. 'What's happening?' Smith asked. 

Jago told him, quickly and concisely. The diary and what it had revealed, Jack Shelley, everything. 'It seems to me we're in what the Americans call deep shit, old man,' he said. 

'Not if we stay cool. Lots of planes to Paris from Heathrow. You said they were going British Airways. 

That's Terminal Four.' 

That's right.' 

'You go Air France. They leave from Terminal Two, don't they? You'll be there in an hour. You can phone Valentin and Agnes from Heathrow. Warn them what to expect.' 

'And what they get if they step out of line,' Jago said. 

'They won't step out of line, there's too much in it for them,' Smith told him. 

'You still want me to use kid gloves with the Talbot woman and Egan?' 

'Definitely.' 

'I could knock Shelley off for you,' Jago said cheerfully. 'I mean, he is turning out to be rather a nuisance.' 

'Be your age. Shoot Jack Shelley and we'll have half the London underworld on our backs as a matter of principle. He's a national institution.' 

'All right, but maybe I could just shoot him a little,' Jago said. 'To encourage the others. Isn't that what the French say?' 

'Just use your discretion, and get it right. There'll be another big bonus in it for you.' 

'Music to my ears,' Jago said. 'Lucre, filthy lucre, as my old Scots nanny used to say. It'll be the death of me yet.' 

He put down the phone. Within three minutes he was on his way down to the basement garage. When he turned into the street in the Spyder, the Mini Cooper was still outside Sarah Talbot's house and he grinned as he drove past it. 

As Sarah came down the stairs, Egan was on the phone to Alan Crowther, bringing him up to date. 'Is there anything you want me to do?' Crowther asked. 

'Yes, access any relevant system you can think of. Not only DI5, but Central Records at Scotland Yard. 

See if there's anything on this Mr Smith.' 

'Not much to go on. About as common a name as you can get.' 

'But a very uncommon man or I miss my guess. I'll have to run, Alan.' He put down the phone and said to Sarah, 'All right, let's get going. This time it looks as if we're really going to get somewhere.' 

NINE

In Paris, at La Belle Aurore, Jago sat in the back room with Agnes and Valentin. This could be trouble,' 

Valentin said. 'Big trouble.' 

'Not if it's handled right,' Jago told him. 'They only know one thing they didn't know before. That the boy came here saying Mr Smith sent him and asking for Agnes. They don't even know you exist, Valentin.' 

'So what are you suggesting?' the Frenchman asked him. 

'Well, let's look at what we have here. Agnes, a convicted prostitute who does what her pimp tells her.' 

'I don't understand.' 

'You will.' Jago opened a copy of Paris Soir. 'Here, on page four, is the report of an inquest on one Henri Leclerc, shot dead in a gun battle with the police a week ago.' 

Valentin laughed harshly. 'I knew that bastard well enough.' 

'It says here that Leclerc was a well-known gangster with convictions for armed robbery, drug pushing and organized prostitution. It even gives his address in Montmartre.' 

'But what has it got to do with us?' Agnes demanded. 

'You were one of his girls, don't you see? He told you to wait here that night for a boy named George Walker, who identified himself as being from the mysterious Mr Smith. You were then to give the boy Leclerc's address and send him on his way.' Jago shrugged. That was your only part in the affair. End of story. You just happened to be one of Leclerc's poules that he picked on to perform this little favour, and as we all know, you girls always do as you're told.' 

Agnes gazed at him in awe. 'That's good. Very good.' 

Jago looked at Valentin. 'You agree?' 

Valentin nodded slowly. 'Agnes is right. It does make sense.' 

'Of course it does. Our friends will be off on a wild-goose chase which can only lead to a blind alley because Leclerc is dead.' He finished his cognac and stood up. 'Right, I'll see you later. I've got things to do,' and he went out. 

Agnes said, 'That takes care of it then?' 

'Hell it does.' Valentin poured another cognac and scowled. 'If anything goes wrong on this, Agnes, it's you and I who'll be left holding the baby, not our clever friend. He'll be long gone.' He rubbed his unshaven chin. 'No, it's better to get rid of them once and for all. No messing around.' 

'But how do we do that?' she whispered. 

He considered the matter and smiled. 'How about this. When they get here, you tell them about me. You say you sent the boy to see me that night at my place.' 

The flour mill? Fourniers?' 

'That's it. I'll be waiting there with a couple of the boys, suitably equipped, naturally. Our friends from London won't know what's hit them.' 

'Jago won't like that.' 

'Jago can go and screw himself. We'll deal with him too at the right moment.' 

'And Smith?' 

'He'll still need someone in Paris, won't he? And we have a foot in the door now he and Jago aren't aware of. We know about the place in Kent. This Deepdene Garden of Rest.' 

She nodded slowly. 'It's clever, Valentin, I'll give you that.' 

'Of course it is. All it needs to succeed is for you to give the acting performance of your life when they turn up, and let's face it, cherie, you've been doing that in bed for years.' He kissed her, pleased with himself. 'We'll talk to Marie later. Now be a good girl and get me another cognac.' 

It was just before seven when the airport taxi turned into Rue de la Forge and stopped outside a large double-fronted shop. The windows were lit, revealing a selection of antiques behind security grilles. The sign above the door in gold and black simply said: Pierre Dupont. 

They got out and Shelley paid off the driver with a handful of francs. 'Bon chance, my old son,' he said as the taxi driver drove away. 'Well, this is it.' He looked up at the sign. 'Pierre Dupont, antique dealer extraordinaire, amongst other things.' 

'He certainly knows his antiques,' Sarah said, looking in the window. 

'There's nothing this bloke doesn't know. Here, this way.' Shelley led them into an alley at the side of the shop and pressed a bell at a door halfway along. 'When he was a kid he was a gunman with the Union Corse, that's a kind of French Mafia that operates in Marseilles. Then he got smart. Realized he had a brain, know what I mean?' 

There was a security voice box. Someone said, 'Qui est la’

'Jack Shelley, you old bastard.' 



The door opened. The man who stood there was quite small, with a heavily tanned face, clipped moustache, dark wavy hair. He wore a black velvet evening jacket and trousers. 

'Jack. You're a sight for sore eyes. It's been too long. Far too long.' His English was excellent. 'You look wonderful.' He embraced Shelley, kissing him on both cheeks. 

'Here, none of that Frog nonsense,' Shelley said. 'And you know what I think about garlic. This is my nephew, Sean, and Mrs Talbot.' 

Dupont took her hand. 'A great pleasure, madame.' 

'You'll have to watch him,' Shelley told her. 'I've never known anyone have so much trouble with his trousers round women.' 

They moved on through the shop's interior, an Aladdin's cave, everything from complete suits of Samurai armour to Louis Quatorze furniture. 

'How come you look younger than when 1 last saw you, ten years ago?' Shelley asked as they entered an elegant sitting room which doubled as an office. 

'Oh, sun beds play their part, and I must confess my hair now owes more to the chemical manufacturers than it does to nature. But to business. What exactly are your requirements?' 

'A motor for starters.' 

'There's a Citroen in the garage you may use.' 

'And the boy and me need tooling up. The thing is, we need to have a serious business discussion with some of your compatriots, and I don't think poking two fingers through my pocket's likely to convince them.' 

'No problem.' Dupont pulled back an oil painting on the wall revealing a safe. He quickly twirled the combination dial and opened it, rummaging inside. When he turned he was holding two handguns which he put on the desk. 'All right?' 

Shelley picked up the first, a Smith and Wesson.38 revolver. 'Perfect. I always did like playing cowboys and Indians. What's this piece of tin?' 

Egan picked up the black-metalled automatic. 'Makarov. It's a standard-issue weapon in most Eastern European armies. Not much stopping power, but it does the job.' 

'Right.' Shelley slipped the revolver in his raincoat pocket. 

'This way.' Dupont took them through the kitchen and down a few steps to a basement garage. There was a Renault and a black Citroen. 'Do you want me to come with you, Jack?' 

'No, you stay out of it. Hold the fort, that sort of thing.' He turned to Sarah. 'No good asking you to stay, 1 suppose?' 

'What do you think?' 



He shrugged. 'Okay, but stay back and don't interfere.' He opened the rear door for her. 'This is serious business, Mrs Talbot. When you go in, you go in hard. You don't play patty fingers. Understand?' 

'I get the point, Mr Shelley.' 

'I hope you do.' He nodded to Sean. 'Let's get moving.' 

They left the Citroen on the other side of the small quay and walked across to La Belle Aurore. Light spilled out from the windows across the damp cobbles. When they peered inside the place was empty except for fat Marie sitting behind the bar. 

Shelley said, 'Right, in we go, and don't forget what I said, Mrs Talbot. You behave yourself.' 

He opened the door and led the way in. 'Evening,' he nodded and Sarah and Egan sat on bar stools. 

'You do speak English, madame?' 

'But yes, monsieur.' 

'Yeh, well, I think that should be an essential requirement for Europeans now we're all in the Common Market, and while you're considering that piece of wisdom you can pour us three Pernods and listen to what my friends here have got to say.' 

She frowned warily, but produced three glasses, a water jug and a bottle of Pernod. 'I don't understand, monsieur.' 

Sarah said, 'The other week the body of a young Englishman was found in the Seine nearby. In the coroner's report the night patrolman said that he'd seen him coming in here.' 

Egan said, 'When interviewed you told the police that the boy seemed ill and that he was looking for a bed for the night. You gave him a drink and a couple of addresses and sent him on his way.' 

'That's true, monsieur, a great tragedy. I remember it vividly.' She shrugged. 'But I told the police all I knew.' 

'Interesting,' Egan said. 'I saw the police report indicating everything found in his possession. There were no addresses. I find that strange.' He turned to Shelley. 'Don't you find that strange?' 

'No,' Shelley said. 'Not strange. I find it fucking unbelievable. I mean, here's this kid at midnight, on drugs and so sick you give him a free drink. He asks you to suggest where he might get a bed, and you expect me to believe you wouldn't write it down?' 

'Please, monsieur,' she stammered. 

'Added to which you failed to mention to the police the fact that the boy gave you a password,' Egan told her. 'He said Mr Smith had sent him and he wanted Agnes.' 

'Agnes?' she whispered. 

'That's it,' Shelley said. 'Very popular girl, Agnes. Much in demand, and now, we'd like to meet her.' 



'I know no one of that name.' 

Shelley took out the revolver and showed it to her. 'I could tell you that if you don't come clean on this Agnes slag in the next five seconds I'll put a bullet through your left knee, but ammunition's expensive.' 

He put it back in his pocket. 'So we'll have to seek an alternative.' 

He reached across, grabbed her by the hair, and smashed the Pernod bottle on the edge of the bar. 

When he held it up, the shards of broken glass were inches from her face. 

She screamed, 'No, monsieur!' 

Sarah Talbot tugged at his sleeve. 'Mr Shelley, for God's sake!' 

'You stay out of it!' he snarled. 

Marie collapsed totally. 'I'll get her, monsieur. I'll get her. She's in the back room.' 

'See what I mean?' Shelley appealed to Sarah and Egan as he put down the broken bottle. 'All you have to do is be a little bit reasonable in this life.' 

Valentin, behind the curtain at the rear, an arm about Agnes's waist, whispered, as Marie approached, 

'You know what to do, cherie. Make it good. I'll see you soon,' and he slipped out of the side door. 

Marie came through the curtain and stood there enquiringly. Agnes nodded. The older woman turned and went back into the bar and the girl followed her, a hand on her hip, a provocative enough figure in the mini-skirt and black plastic mac. 

'Monsieur?' she said to Shelley. 'You wanted to see me?' 

'You are Agnes?' Sarah asked. 

'That's right, madame.' 

'One night the other week a young Englishman came here, using the name George Walker.' 

Agnes shrugged. 'Perhaps - perhaps not. I can't say I remember.' 

'She's been walking the pavement so long it's addled her brains.' Shelley grabbed her by the arm. 'Don't fuck about with me, you little slag. He was told to say he was from Mr Smith and ask for Agnes.' 

Marie said quickly. 'Tell him, cherie, for your own sake. He's an animal, this one.' 

'All right. Just let me go.' Agnes pulled away and nursed her bruised arm. 'I don't know who Mr Smith is. I work for a pimp called Valentin. He told me to be here the night the boy came in. I was to send him to him and that's all I know.' 

'Where?' Egan demanded. 

'The other side of the quay, along the river a little. There's an old flour mill. Fourniers, it's called. Valentin has an office there. Uses the place for business.' 



'Such as?' Shelley asked. 

'I don't know. Hot cars sometimes.' 

'Great.' He turned to Egan and Sarah. 'So let's go and see this creep, Valentin, and you, darling,' he grabbed Agnes's arm, 'can come along and see the fun.' 

Jago, watching in the shadows outside, had seen Valentin emerge from the side door of La Belle Aurore and hurry away across the quay. 

'Oh, dear,' he said. 'That wasn't in the script.' When the others emerged, Shelley clutching Agnes by the arm, and set off in the same direction, he shook his head, waited a moment, then went after them. So he was being double-crossed, but then he'd budgeted for that. 

'Poor old Valentin,' he said softly. 'What a stupid man you are.' 

A river taxi moved past, festooned with coloured lights, laughter drifting across the water. The old Fournier mill was eight storeys high and in an advanced state of dilapidation, windows boarded up, paint peeling. It had a vaguely menacing air. 

Shelley said to Egan, 'I've been thinking. All a bit easy, know what I mean?' He turned to Agnes. 'It's just possible this little cow is playing naughty girls.' 

'No, monsieur, I swear it,' Agnes told him fearfully. 

'All right, I'll take it from the rear.' Egan turned to Sarah. 'If he's right, it might be better if you waited here.' 

'On the other hand, if I do go in,' she said, 'I would have thought it would have made whoever is in there feel more secure.' 

'I told you she was a smart lady, my son. Now, on your bike.' Shelley, pushing Agnes in front of him, crossed the street to the entrance. 

There was a small Judas gate set in the larger one, the kind used by workers for easy access. It opened to Agnes's hand and he went after her, followed by Sarah. 

Egan moved up the alley at the side and pulled down a counter-balanced fire ladder. He went up quickly, finding a broken window on the third level. He felt inside, sprang the catch and climbed in. Jago, from the shadows of the alley, watched him go and then followed. 

He was in a large storeroom filled with packing cases. He crossed to the door, opened it, and moved along a dusty passageway. Below, the central hall was illuminated by a single bulb. There were several motor cars down there and a ladder climbed up to a glass office in which Valentin sat writing at a desk. 

Shelley and the two women appeared in the patch of light and in the same moment, Egan heard a whisper, a hint of a movement in the shadows of the gallery on the floor below. He turned, went down the stairs quickly and paused. Someone whispered, 'Get ready, Jules.' 

Agnes called, 'Valentin, are you there?' 



There were two men on the gallery. One of them was holding an Uzi sub-machine-gun, the other a pump-action shotgun. Egan slipped up behind the one with the Uzi and chopped him very hard across the back of the neck. The man went down with a groan. 

The other said, 'Jules, are you there?' 

Egan made a slight noise, but said nothing and then, when the man was close enough, kicked him in the crotch and lifted a knee in his face. 

Jago, in the darkness of the landing above, but on the other side of the central hall, observed everything. 

'Very good, old man,' he whispered. 'Excellent technique.' 

Below, Valentin came out of his office and down the steps. 'And what have we here?' he demanded and tickled Agnes under the chin. 'What have you been up to?' 

'What we have here, you fly-blown ponce,' Shelley told him, 'is a number of things which I require your assistance in sorting, such as Agnes here and a gentleman named Mr Smith, and a young English boy calling himself George Walker who Agnes tells me she passed on to you.' 

Valentin patted her face. 'You've been a bad girl again, cherie. I'll have to discuss that with you later.' 

'The only person you discuss anything with is me,' Shelley told him. 'Me and my friend here,' and he took the Smith and Wesson from his pocket. 

Valentin laughed. 'You have it wrong, monsieur. It is I who gives the orders here, not you. My friends and I, to be more exact.' He looked up and whistled. 'Jules? Charles?' 

Egan appeared from the shadows and crossed the hall. 'I think he means the two men he had up there with the Uzi and the shotgun. They're taking a nap at the moment.' 

Valentin turned and started up the stairs, and Shelley grabbed him by the ankles and dragged him down. 

'Scumbag!' he snarled and put the muzzle of the Smith and Wesson to Valentin's back. 'Smith, who is he? Tell me or I'll blow your spine out.' 

'No, monsieur!' Agnes screamed. 'Please don't. He doesn't know who Smith is. Neither of us do. We deal with Jago. Only with Jago.' 

'Who's Jago?' Egan demanded. 

'The Devil, monsieur. He always acts for Smith.' 

And then Egan had a wild idea. 'He's very English, right? Good-looking? Scar down the side of his face?' 

'That's right, monsieur.' 

Sarah said, 'The man from the subway.' 

'And All Hallows. It seems we've been well covered.' He turned to Agnes. 'What happened to the boy?' 

She hesitated. Shelley rammed the barrel of his gun under her chin. 'Tell him or you'll be making your excuses to St Peter.' 



Terrified, she told the truth for once in her life. 'Valentin drowned him in the Seine.' 

'After drugging him? The special drug?' 

She took a deep breath. 'Yes.' 

Sarah turned away. Egan said, 'And there were others?' 

She nodded reluctantly. 'Yes, several.' 

Shelley said, 'I've a good mind to scramble his brains right now,' and he turned his gun on Valentin. 

'Please, monsieur, don't harm him. If you spare him I can tell you something very interesting.' 

'What's that?' Egan asked. 

'We used to have to ring a funeral firm in Kent called Hartley Brothers.' 

'It was phoney,' Egan said. 

'I know, monsieur, but once, the answering machine was on in the background while our man spoke to us. Valentin heard it say Deepdene Garden of Rest.' She opened her handbag and took out a piece of paper. 'See, monsieur, I wrote it down, and the number.' 

The weapon Jago balanced across the rail was a Colt Woodsman target pistol. It was only.22 calibre, but that was quite enough in the hands of an expert marksman. He shot Valentin in the right temple, killing him instantly. 

Egan knocked Agnes down and pushed Sarah Talbot back into the shadows. Shelley crouched and fired wildly up into the darkness. Jago said, softly, 'Just a little nick, old stick. Teach you your manners.' 

He took careful aim and shot him in the left shoulder. 

Shelley lost his balance and fell back into the shadows. He put a hand inside his jacket and brought it out covered in blood. 'Jesus, Sean, I've been shot!' he said in a kind of wonder. 

'Out!' Egan ordered. 'We've got what we came for.' He pulled Shelley up and pushed him at the door. 

'Go on, Sarah.' 

He turned and clutched at Agnes and she pushed him away. 'No, leave me.' 

She crawled to Valentin and crouched over him, moaning. Egan slipped through the Judas and followed the others to the Citroen. Sarah had put Shelley into the back. Egan got behind the wheel and drove away. 

'Where to?' he demanded. 

'Dupont's place,' Shelley told him. 'I need patching. Then we get our arses up to Charles de Gaulle, and back to London.' He winced. 'Christ, it hurts.' 

'It always does,' Egan told him. 



Sarah said, 'Do you think it was this man Jago?' 

'It could be,' Egan said. 'I'll get Alan Crowther to do some checking when we get back. I'd really like to know who the gentleman is.' 

There were footsteps approaching across the floor and Agnes looked up to see Jago appear, the Colt in his right hand, at his side. 

'You killed him,' she said. 

'Never mind that. What did you tell them?' 

'Nothing.' 

'Don't lie, sweetie. I heard Egan say, "We've got what we came for." 'He shook his head. 'Now don't be stupid.' 

She said, 'It wasn't me, it was Valentin. When he spoke to the man at Hartley Brothers he heard one of those message tapes in the background. It said it was Deepdene Garden of Rest.' 

'And you told them?' 

She nodded. 'I thought he was going to kill Valentin.' She looked up at him. 'Instead, you did.' 

'Yes, well, that's how it goes. You shouldn't have joined.' He started to walk away and paused. 'I was forgetting.' 

'Yes, monsieur?' 

As she looked up, he shot her twice in the heart. She fell back across Valentin. Jago slipped the Woodsman into his Burberry pocket. 

'Poor silly little bitch,' he said, turned and stepped out through the Judas gate. 

The doctor Dupont had summoned cut away Shelley's bloodstained shirt and did what he could. Finally, he shook his head. 'To retrieve the bullet would require an operating theatre, monsieur.' 

'No way. You patch me up and give me another injection for the pain. Surgery can wait until I get to London. I know a good doctor. An Indian named Aziz. Has a clinic for posh alcoholics in Bell Street. 

He'll handle this for me.' 

'Are you sure, Mr Shelley?' Sarah asked. 

'All I want to do is get back to London, girl.' He grinned. 'Never liked Frog doctors. They give you the pills up your backside. Now find me a clean shirt and jacket, Pierre, and get us out of here.' 

An hour and a half later they caught a British Airways flight from Charles de Gaulle. Jago was not so lucky. He missed the last Air France plane for London by twenty minutes. Nothing for it but to wait until the breakfast plane. 



He decided to book his ticket while the going was good and approached the Air France desk. The girl on duty said, 'If you'd still like to go tonight, sir, you can. The plane is delayed on the apron. A minor technical problem. With any luck, no more than an hour.' 

Jago checked his watch. Heathrow by one o'clock. He smiled, at his most charming. 'That's wonderful, mamselle. How well you French know how to run things.' 

She blushed and gave him his ticket and he walked away. Luck indeed. There was obviously the chance that the others were still in Paris, but even if Shelley managed to hold himself together and they'd made the last BA flight, it would take the rest of the night for them to get Shelley sorted out. Which left Jago plenty of time to deal with Bird and his black friend. 

He found a telephone and dialled the Kent number. It was Bird who answered. 'Yes?' 

'Jago here. I'm in Paris. I'll be arriving at Heathrow at one. I need to see you. I'll come straight down.' 

'Certainly, Mr Jago. Any problems?' 

'Good Lord, no. Just a bit of business Mr Smith thought you might like me to put your way. You'll wait up for me?' 

'Of course.' 

Bird was in the study playing draughts by the fire with Albert, and had been considering the pleasures of bed when the phone rang. He replaced the receiver. 

Albert said, 'What did he want?' 

'He's coming in from Paris. Wants me to stay up for him. Business, he said.' 

'Sod him,' Albert said. 'I wanted to go to bed.' 

'Well you can't, duckie, so go and get me a Scotch like a good boy and we'll have another game.' 

As he crossed the floor towards the departure lounge Jago was whistling softly. Things couldn't have worked out better. As he went through the gate, he was smiling. 

The clinic in Bell Street was in St John's Wood, a discreet establishment in what had been an imposing Victorian town-house in its own grounds. Dr Aziz lived on the premises, had been summoned from his bed by the night porter when they arrived just before midnight. A quick examination and he had Shelley straight into surgery. Egan and Sarah waited in the Indian's study, drinking tea. Too much had happened and the strain showed in Sarah's face. 

Egan said, 'You look bushed.' 

'1 am,' she said. 'You don't. You're like your uncle. You seem to thrive on it.' 

'I was going to study philosophy, remember. Heidegger once said that for authentic living, what was necessary was the resolute confrontation of death. How does that strike you?' 

'Like a great deal of philosophy, total garbage.' 



The door opened and Dr Aziz, a tall cadaverous man, entered. He was still wearing operating clothes. 

He laid the bullet on the desk in front of Egan. 'I got it out. No trouble.' 

Egan examined it. 'Two-two. That's interesting. Probably a Woodsman. A real marksman's weapon.' He looked up at Aziz. 'Will he be all right?' 

'A few days' rest, that's all he needs, but this comes expensive, Mr Egan. A serious professional risk for me.' 

'You'll be taken care of. Can we see him?' 

'I don't see why not, but he needs sleep. Make it brief.' 

He led the way out and along the dimly lit corridor past several doors, finally opening one at the far end. 

Shelley was propped up in bed against pillows, eyes closed, the room in shadows, only a night-light on. 

'He's asleep,' Sarah whispered. 'The anaesthetic, I suppose.' 

'Actually he would only allow me to give him a local,' the Indian told her. 

Without opening his eyes, Shelley said, 'Too bleeding true. Never know what you might say under the other kind.' He was looking at them now. 'I'm getting too old for this kind of gig. What are you going to do now?' 

Egan glanced at Sarah. 'This one looks as if she needs a year's sleep. I'll take her back to Lord North Street. Tomorrow's another day. We'll see if we can locate this Deepdene place in the morning.' 

'Keep me posted.' 

Shelley closed his eyes and Sarah went and took his hand. 'Mr Shelley?' He looked up at her. 'Thank you,' she said. 

He smiled. 'That's all right, girl. Get off home to bed.' 

He closed his eyes again, Aziz nodded and they went out quietly. 

At Lord North Street, Egan unlocked the door for her and followed her in. She turned, looking very tired, and he said, 'You need your bed.' 

'I know. I feel terrible.' 

'I warned you what it would be like.' 

She said, 'Will you do something for me?' 

'Anything.' 

'Stay the night. There are four other bedrooms to choose from.' 

'The couch will be fine.' He smiled. 'Great places to sleep on, couches, especially if they're large enough. 



Better than beds.' 

'All right.' Impulsively, she came forward and kissed him on the cheek. 'Thanks, Sean. Thanks for everything,' and she turned and went upstairs. 

He made tea in the kitchen and while he was waiting for the kettle to boil, took out the slip of paper Agnes had given him with the number for the fictitious Hartley Brothers. There was a telephone on the wall. He lifted the receiver and dialled directory enquiries. 

He gave the operator the number. 'It's on the Kent exchange. Am I right?' 

'That's correct, sir." 

'Deepdene Garden of Rest. I wonder if you'd mind checking the address for me?' 

She was back to him within seconds. 'Here it is. Deepdene Garden of Rest, Maltby, near Rochester.' 

'Thank you.' 

He replaced the receiver, put a teabag in a mug and poured on boiling water. He stirred in a little milk and went into the sitting room, drinking it and thinking about things. Sarah was dead to the world, would probably sleep for twelve hours, but he wasn't. He checked his watch. It was exactly one o'clock. 

Maltby near Rochester. At this time of night he could make it in an hour. 

He let himself out of the house quietly, opened the boot of the Mini Cooper, and pulled down the flap which contained the tool kit. There was a Browning in there also. He slipped it inside his bomber jacket, got behind the wheel and started off through the silent streets. 

TEN

There was a further delay at Paris, not much, but it meant that it was half-past one when Jago arrived at Heathrow. As he only had hand luggage with him he walked straight through, picked up the Spyder and was on his way within ten minutes. 

Egan, at that moment, was driving through Rochester. With the roads empty at that time of the morning, he'd had a clear run, pushing the Mini Cooper up to the limits. He found Maltby on his road map, five miles on the other side of Rochester, but came to his destination, quite unexpectedly, on the right-hand side of the road before he reached the village. The imposing sign said, Deepdene Garden of Rest and Crematorium. It also promised twenty-four-hour service, which, in the circumstances, was exactly what he was looking for. He turned the Mini Cooper in through the gate and went up the drive. 

Asa Bird, bored with the long wait for Jago, had gone down to the preparation room. He had two funerals in the morning, both bodies due for the crematorium afterwards, and an embalming. He always handled that personally, for he prided himself on his expertise, especially difficult cases, and this was certainly that, a young man killed instantly in a car crash with severe facial injuries. Bird pulled out one of the cold-drawers and examined the body as Albert came in with a cup of tea. 'He looks bad, Mr Bird,' 

Albert said. 

'Not by the time I've finished with him. The wax, the make-up. You can do wonders, and we have to consider the relatives. I mean, his poor mother has been hurt enough. She doesn't have to see him like this.' 



'You're a good man, Mr Bird,' Albert assured him. 

'I try to do my best, Albert,' Bird said. 'Now let's check the ovens. Don't want anything going wrong in the morning.' 

They went out of a rear door and crossed to a large barn which had been converted into a crematorium. 

Albert opened the door, switched on the light and led the way in. There was a small landing, eight or nine steps down to the main room below. It was all very neat, the walls painted white, a bank of electronic apparatus and two black ovens with glass doors. 

Bird went down, pressing a button, firing first one oven then the other. 'Excellent,' he said. 

At that moment the bell sounded from the entrance hall. 'Jago,' Albert said. 

Bird nodded. 'You let him in. I'll see him in the study,' and they went out. 

Bird had just seated himself behind the desk in his study when the door opened and Albert came in. Bird frowned. 'Where is he?' 

'It isn't Jago,' Albert said. 'It's a client. A Mr Brown. Says his mother's just died.' 

Bird checked his watch. It was two-fifteen. 'An inconsiderate time to go, I must say.' 

'We do advertise a twenty-four-hour service,' Albert pointed out. 

'All right,' Bird said impatiently. 'Show him in. Let's get on with it.' Albert turned to the door and hesitated. 'Well, what is it?' Bird demanded. 

'Something about him, I'm not sure what, but it's there.' 

Bird frowned and nodded his head slowly. 'All right, Albert, five minutes, then ring through from the office. I'll join you there. We'll talk about it.' 

Albert went out. Bird sat there, drumming his fingers on the desk. The door opened and Albert showed Egan in. 

'Mr Brown.' 

Albert left and Egan came forward and shook hands. 'It's very good of you to see me at such a ridiculous time, Mr Bird.' 

'Not at all, Mr Brown, please sit down.' Bird indicated a chair. 'What can I do for you?' 

'My mother's been ill for some time. She lives on the other side of Rochester. I got a call to say she was fading fast so 1 came down from Scotland as quickly as I could. Got in an hour ago to find she'd just died.' 

'So sad,' Bird nodded. 'But there's a time for everything, Mr Brown, for all of us. So, you'd like us to handle things for you?' 



'The thing is, I'm an engineer in the oil game,' Egan lied. 'Should be flying out to Iraq tomorrow. I can postpone it a day, but that's all. Luckily, a neighbour of my mother's mentioned you. The fact that you were so close by and that you offer a twenty-four-hour service.' 

'Death, Mr Brown, has no sense of time,' Bird told him and picked up his pen. 'Now, just a few details.' 

'Actually,' Egan told him, 'I had heard of your establishment before. Businessman I met in London told me about it. What was his name now?' Egan frowned. 'Oh, yes, Smith. That was it. Mr Smith." 

The pen had been poised above the form Bird had drawn forward. Now, he placed it down carefully and stood up. 'Smith? No, that doesn't strike any chords. Actually I wonder if you could excuse me for a moment.' 

He went out into the hall and opened the door into the small general office next door where Albert was waiting. 'What's going on?' Albert demanded. 

Bird motioned him to silence, pulled back a painting on the wall and looked through the mirror into his study where Egan was going through the desk drawers quickly. 'You were right, Albert, there is something about him.' 

'What are we going to do?' Albert asked. 

'I'll offer him a facilities tour. When we get to the crematorium you'll be waiting behind the door, and give it to him hard, Albert, but leave enough energy in him so he can tell me who he is.' 

'And then?' Albert demanded. 

'That depends. If necessary, you'll have to warm an oven up, won't you? Now get moving.' 

Bird followed him out, hesitated outside the study, rattled the door knob and went in. Egan was sitting in the chair where he had left him. 

Bird said, 'Actually, it occurred to me, especially as you're pressed for time, that I could show you our facilities now, Mr Brown. You do wish for cremation, I assume?' 

'I think so,' Egan said. 

'Very wise. As the prayer book says, ashes to ashes.' Bird opened the door and led the way out. 'We can choose a suitable casket afterwards.' 

Thank you,' Egan said. 

When Bird opened the door to the courtyard the rain was drifting down through the lamplight in a silver spray. He found an umbrella from the corner stand. The crematorium's on the other side of the yard, I'm afraid.' 

He held the umbrella over both of them, their arms touching lightly, and he trembled slightly, which would have been enough to alert Egan if it had not been for the fact that he was expecting some sort of move anyway. 

Bird opened the door and put down the umbrella. 'After you.' 



'Not at all, Mr Bird, after you.' Egan pushed Bird forward with such force that he stumbled down the steps, clawing at the banister, ending up in an untidy heap at the bottom. At the same moment, Egan slammed the door back against the wall. Albert, standing behind it holding a club, received the door full in his face, breaking his nose instantly. Egan slammed the door in hard again. Albert howled and dropped the club. 

Bird tried to get up and collapsed again. 'Christ, I think I've broken my ankle.' 

When Egan pulled back the door, Albert was on his knees, sobbing, the handsome face ruined, blood everywhere. Egan put a hand on the door as if to hit him again and Bird cried out in horror. 

'Don't - please don't.' 

Egan went down the steps and took out the Browning. 'I'll kill him if I have to. It's up to you.' 

'Who are you?' Bird said. 'What do you want?' 

'Information. Give it to me and your boyfriend here is off the hook. If not...' Egan shrugged. 'It's your choice.' 

Bird glanced wildly from side to side. Egan cocked the Browning. Bird cried, 'All right, anything you want.' 

'Fine.' Egan took out a cigarette and lit it. 'I know all about your Hartley Brothers activities, the corpses from France packed with heroin. I also know you work for Smith. Isn't that true?' 

'Yes,' Bird nodded eagerly. 

'Who is he?' 

'I don't know.' 

Egan raised the Browning, went back to the steps and lifted Albert's head. He placed the muzzle of the gun against it. 

Bird shrieked, 'It's the truth, for God's sake! I don't know who he is.' 

'Then how do you manage business?' 

'You call him on an answering-service number. You can never phone him direct. Sooner or later, he phones back.' 

'And you've never seen him?' 

'No, only Jago, the man who acts for him. He's been here a few times.' 

It occurred to Bird for a second to tell Egan that Jago was expected at any minute. On the other hand, if he did turn up at the right moment that would be too bad for Egan. So, best to keep quiet on that point. 

'Describe Jago for me.' 



'Oh, a real gent. Ex-officer. Public-school accent.' 

'And a scar from the left eye to the corner of the mouth?' 

That's it,' Bird said. 'You've met him then?' 

'Not quite.' Egan stood looking down at him and Bird tried to smile ingratiatingly. Egan raised his voice, made himself sound threatening. 'You know what I think? That you're wasting my bloody time, and I don't like that. Don't like it at all.' 

He grabbed the half-conscious Albert by the hair, raised the gun again and Bird cried, 'I've told you everything. I've never met Smith, and I only see Jago now and then and I can only contact him through Smith.' 

'No one else?' Egan said. 'In the entire organization? You expect me to believe that?' 

'It's true,' Bird gabbled and then paused. 'Just a minute. There was something. I'd forgotten.' 

'You'd better remember.' 

'Smith gave us an order one day last year to leave a suitcase full of heroin in a left-luggage locker at King's Cross Station. Albert did the delivery but the silly young bugger couldn't resist hanging around afterwards. He saw who picked the case up. Saw him and recognized him.' 

'Who was it?' 

'A man called Frasconi - Danielo Frasconi. His picture was in all the papers last year. There was a big trial to do with the drugs business in London. The Mafia Connection, they called it. They implied that Frasconi was big stuff. Anyway, he got off. Witnesses disappeared or changed their stories. The usual thing.' 

Egan said. 'So what did you do?' 

'Do?' Bird demanded. 'What could we bloody well do? That's what I told that silly young bugger there. 

Those people don't play games. With them, killing is just part of business.' He took out his handkerchief and wiped his face. 'I suspect it's that way with you, Mr Brown.' 

'It's been said before,' Egan told him. 

He turned, went up the steps, stepped over Albert and walked across the courtyard in the rain, slipping the Browning into his bomber jacket as he went. He went round the side of the building to the car park and slid behind the wheel of the Mini Cooper. Frasconi - Danielo Frasconi. It was a lead, but to where? 

There was only one person who could give him a quick answer to that, Alan Crowther. 

As he turned into the main road and picked up speed, the Spyder was approaching. Jago recognized the Mini Cooper at once and kept on going, watching its tail-lights recede in his mirror. His quick glimpse had told him there was only one person in the car, who had to be Egan. Strangely enough, Jago's main feeling was one of admiration. 

'I'll say this for you, old son,' he said softly, 'when you move, you really move fast,' and he slowed and turned through the main gates. 

Bird got up and leaned on the rail, looking up at Albert. 'Are you all right, love?' 

Albert groaned and his eyelids flickered. Bird hopped across to a sink in the corner, turned on the tap and wet a cloth. As he started to come back, Jago appeared in the doorway. He stood there, hands deep in the pockets of the navy blue Burberry, a figure of considerable menace. Bird groaned and sank into a chair at the small table in front of the ovens. 

'You have been having yourself a time,' Jago told him, and he leaned down and examined Albert. 'Poor sod, there go his good looks, and let's face it, that plus his backside was all he had to offer.' He lit a cigarette and leaned on the rail. 'So, my friend Egan's been here?' 

'Brown, Mr Jago,' Bird said eagerly. 'Brown was his name.' 

'Egan,' Jago said. 'Twenty-four or -five, slim build, hard face, black leather jacket, jeans?' 

'That's him.' Bird nodded. 

'So what did you tell him?' 

Bird managed to look puzzled. 'Tell him, Mr Jago?' 

'Don't play games,' Jago said patiently. 'He didn't come here to pass the time of day. He came to ask you about bodies from Paris, Eric Talbot, Mr Smith and very possibly me. So what did you tell him?' 

'But what could I tell him, Mr Jago?' 

Jago pulled Albert to his feet, held him up for a moment and then threw him backwards down the steps. 

He landed awkwardly and there was a hollow crunch when his skull hit the tiles. Jago came down the steps and kicked Albert in the ribs. 

Bird screamed. 'No, don't hurt him any more. I'll tell you. I'll tell you everything.' 

He started to gabble, the words spilling out of him as he went through what he'd told Egan. When he was finished, he sat there, quietly sobbing. 

Jago looked down at Albert and stirred him with his foot. 'I wonder how many other times he did that, lurked around playing Peeping Tom?' 

'Only the once, Mr Jago, I swear it.' 

'But once was enough, because he saw Danielo Frasconi, and he's a very important man indeed. And now our friend Egan knows and Mr Smith isn't going to like that. He isn't going to like that at all.' He leaned down and examined Albert more closely, then straightened. 'Not that it's going to mean much to him any more. He's dead.' 

'Albert!' Bird wailed. He stood up, lost his balance and fell over. He lay there for a moment then started to crawl towards the chauffeur. 

Jago walked across to the ovens, and pressed the automatic starting buttons. The ovens flared at once. 



He waited a second or two until the gas jets were peaking, then opened both glass doors. Flames swept out immediately and paint on the walls above the oven bubbled in the intense heat. 

Bird cried, 'No, Mr Jago, you mustn't do that. There'll be a blowback.' 

Jago ignored him, picked up a can of cleaning spirit from the table on the corner, crossed the room quickly and went up the steps, unscrewing the cap on the can as he went. 

There was horror on Bird's face now and he tried to get up, stumbled and fell across Albert. 'For God's sake, no!' 

Jago emptied the contents of the can over the wooden banisters and steps, threw the can down and struck a match. Everything fired instantly. Bird screamed as flames touched one of his trouser legs. He beat at it in vain. Behind him, the entire wall and ceiling were on fire, flames roaring out of the ovens. 

'See you in hell, old man,' Jago called and went out, closing the door behind him. A minute later and he was turning the Spyder out of the gate and taking the road to Rochester. 

He checked the time, three o'clock, and wondered what Egan's next move would be, but he'd find that out soon enough when he got back to Lord North Street. And there would be Smith to bring up to date in the morning. So much to tell him. Certainly he'd be as mad as hell about the Frasconi thing because that would jeopardize the entire Sicilian connection. Oh, yes, Smith wasn't going to like that one little bit. 

For some reason that amused Jago intensely, and he sat back, a slight smile on his lips, and concentrated on his driving. 

Egan decided to go straight to Alan Crowther's instead of Lord North Street. Crowther was an insomniac who often worked through the night, he knew that, but when he pulled up in front of the house in Water Lane just before four o'clock, it was in darkness. He got out and tried the bell, but there was no response. He tried a couple more times, then went through the passage to the rear and found the spare key to the back door which Crowther always left under one of the rockery stones in the small garden. 

It was warm in the kitchen. He turned on the light, then boiled a kettle and made a cup of tea. Wherever Crowther was, he'd soon be back, for he never went away, never took holidays. Egan went into the sitting room, finished his tea, then lay on the large couch, arms folded. After a while he slept. 

He came awake to the sound of the front door. He swung his legs to the floor and checked his watch. It was five o'clock. Then Alan Crowther came in, but an Alan Crowther Egan had never seen before. He wore a dark woollen cap pulled down almost to eye level, a heavy roll-neck pullover, blue anorak, jeans and lace-up boots, and carried a small rucksack on his back. 

'Sean. My God, you gave me a scare,' he said. 

'Sorry,' Egan replied. 'I let myself in at the back door with the spare key. I needed to see you. But what is all this? Where the hell have you been, dressed like that?' 

'You're discovered my guilty secret.' Crowther removed his leather gloves, took off the rucksack and anorak. 'Come in the kitchen. I'm frozen. My need for about a gallon of hot coffee is immense.' 

In the kitchen, he put on the percolator, spooned in coffee and turned, rubbing his hands. 'A good night. 

I've been to Birmingham and back. By train, of course, the only way to travel." 



'By train?' 

'Not the way you mean.' He sat down at the table and laughed. 'When you reach my age you want something different, but what? That's the problem. Too late to learn to fly or climb the Eiger.' 

'So?' 

'I'm a freightbagger, Sean. Met a fellow in a pub in Camden a year ago who put me on to it. An architect.' He smiled. 'We jump freight trains, just for the hell of it. Always at night, of course.' 

'You must be mad,' Egan said incredulously. 

'I'm in good company if I am. We're not yobs, Sean. Amongst my colleagues, if I may call them that, are accountants, City financiers, two doctors and at least one professor from the University of London.' 

He went to get his coffee and Egan said, 'People like that? But why?' 

'Kicks, dear boy, that's how we get them. Danger, excitement. Hopping on a moving train in the dark as it rolls out of the freight yard behind Paddington or Victoria stations isn't exactly easy. It takes nerve. 

That thing called bottle you're always on about.' 

'Crazy.' Egan shook his head. 'You must be.' 

'Tonight was a short run because I wanted to get back, but I've been as far as Glasgow, sitting in a Ford Escort on a flat-top all the way. Marvellous sense of freedom, especially as you roar through a brightly lit station. Mind you, you have to take care on that run. Up Liverpool way, gangs of young ruffians board looking for car radios, and that means railway police, so you have to be on your toes.' 

'Crazy,' Egan repeated. 

'Nonsense. Best thing that ever happened to me. But what about Paris?' 

Egan brought him up to date. When he was finished he said, 'So, Smith's definitely behind everything. 

Have you come up with anything on him while I've been away?' 

'Not a thing. Oh, lots of crooks named Smith and of every shape and variety, but nobody who would fit your man.' Crowther shrugged. 'Of course, that isn't surprising, is it? After all, Smith isn't his real name, that stands to reason.' 

'Which leaves us with two leads. Jago, and Danielo Frasconi. Can we see what you can dig up?' 

They went into the study, Crowther put down his coffee and got to work. 'I'll do Frasconi first. That should be simple. With his record, they'll have him on file at CRO, Scotland Yard.' Two minutes later he nodded. 'I'm in.' The facts started to unfold before them. 'My goodness, it's like a sequel to The Godfather.' 

The Frasconis were a powerful Mafia family, based in Palermo, controlled by twin brothers, Danielo and Salvatore, thirty-five years of age. They obtained the bulk of the family's income from drugs. The London end of the business involved two casinos and an interest in a chain of betting shops. They also owned three hotels. 



'All a front to launder their drug earnings,' Egan commented. 

'It would appear that Danielo ran things over here until the Drug Squad nailed him last year,' Crowther said. 'He beat every charge brought against him except one, assaulting a police officer. Served six months at Armley Prison, Leeds, and returned to Sicily on his release.' 

'Give me a print-out on that?' Egan asked. 

'Certainly.' 

The printer started to chatter. 'Now for friend Jago,' Egan said. 

'I'll stay with Scotland Yard.' Crowther went to work and finally sat back. 'Only three, an unusual name, you see. A burglar in Cardiff, a man doing life for murder in Durham Prison and an ex-City accountant at present doing five years in Parkhurst for fraud. Not much joy there.' 

'All right,' Egan said. 'What do we know about him? Ex-army, or I miss my guess. What most people in our class-ridden society would call a gentleman. A hell of a good man when it comes to trouble and handling himself. Scar on the left cheek.' 

'Sort of man who if he'd once been army might well turn to the mercenary bit?' Crowther suggested. 

'That's a thought,' Egan said. 'You could try known mercenaries. I need a cup of tea. I'll get you another coffee while I'm at it.' 

As he started for the door Crowther said, 'Didn't you say you mentioned him to Villiers?' 

'Yes, but that was when I thought he was one of his boys at Group Four.' 

'You're missing the point.' Crowther scratched his head. 'You see, you know now that Jago doesn't work for Ferguson's lot, but Villiers knew that when you made the accusation. If I know our Tony, he wouldn't let that go. He'd want to know who the mystery man with the scar was as much as you. Set up his own search.' 

'That makes sense.' Egan nodded. 'Group Four again. See what they've got.' 

He made his tea and was pouring Crowther a fresh cup of coffee when he heard the other man's shout of triumph. He carried the cups through as Crowther looked up beaming with delight. 

'Here it is. It's a K-insert. That means put on file within the last twelve hours. Tony must have had a battery of computers working on this one. Jago is an alias. Otherwise this gentleman fits perfectly.' 

There was a computer picture of Jago from army records that included the scar. 'As you can see he got that serving with his regiment as part of the UN peacekeeping force in the Lebanon.' Crowther sipped some of his coffee. 

'Harry Andrew George Evans-Lloyd,' Egan said. 'Substantive rank captain. Military Cross in Ireland, reason unspecified.' 

'Dishonourable discharge,' Crowther added. 'Four at one blow. In the fairy story that was the tailor killing flies on his jam and bread. With the good Captain Evans-Lloyd it was four IRA gunmen shot in the back of the head.' 

'And were they what they seemed to be?' Egan pointed out. 

'Exactly. Not too nice for his old man. Retired major general and still alive. Look at his son's roll of honour. Selous Scouts in Rhodesia, commando stuff for the South Africans in Angola.' 

'For which read death squad,' Egan commented. 

'That nasty business in Chad,' Crowther went on. 'But nothing for the past three or four years.' 

'Nothing known, you mean,' Egan added. 'Give me a print of that too.' 

Crowther sat back. 'What will you do now, go to Villiers? After all, you know more than his people at the moment.' 

'I don't know. It's up to Mrs Talbot really, or that's the way I see it.' Egan took the print-outs and folded them. 'I'll be on my way. I can't thank you enough, Alan.' 

'It was nothing, but take care. I don't know what Villiers intends to do about Jago, if that's what we're still calling him, but remember, Sean, he's a thoroughly dangerous man.' 

'I will.' 

As they went to the door Crowther chuckled. 'Very funny really, the great Jack Shelley on his back with a bullet in the shoulder. Serves him right playing games like that at his age.' 

'Just as daft as freightbagging at yours,' Sean told him and went out into the cold morning air. 

It was six o'clock, the streets beginning to stir as he drove down to The Bargee. He parked in the yard, let himself in at the kitchen door and went upstairs quietly. Ida's door was partially open. He could hear her heavy breathing as she slept, closed her door and went to his own room. He showered and shaved, changed to fresh underclothes, shirt and jeans, and set out. 

Ida's door opened and she came out. 'Sean, it's you. I've been worried, you staying out so much. You're not in trouble, are you?' 

Trouble?' He grinned. 'When was a good-looking girl trouble? Don't you worry about me,' and he hurried downstairs and out of the door. 

She went back to bed, but couldn't sleep. After half an hour of tossing and turning, she went downstairs, put the kettle on to boil and made some toast. There was a knock at the kitchen door. When she opened it, she found Tony Villiers standing there. 

'Hello, Ida, I know it's early, but I thought I might find Sean here.' 

'Come in, Colonel Villiers. You just missed him. Cup of tea? It's fresh made.' 

She poured it out for him. Villiers said, 'He was here last night then?' 



Alarm bells started in her head. She said, 'Of course he was.' 

He smiled. 'Good for you, Ida, only I happen to know he wasn't.' 

She said, 'Are you trying to say he's in trouble?' 

'No, but he could be.' He took out his wallet and produced a card which he put on the mantelpiece. 'My telephone number is on there, Ida, a special line that reaches me anywhere, day or night. If you ever need me, if you ever have anything to say, you know what to do.' 

He went out. She sat down at the table, stirring her tea, eyes blank, and then she started to cry. 

At seven o'clock, Jago, who had slept by the window with a rug over him for a couple of hours, awakened and looked down into Lord North Street. There was still no sign of the Mini Cooper and silence from the house. He checked his watch again and called Smith. 

He was in the kitchen making coffee when the return call came. 'Where are you?' Smith asked. 

'Back in London at the apartment.' 

'What happened in Paris?' 

'It's a long story,' Jago told him. 

'Well, get on with it. I haven't had my breakfast yet.' 

Jago poured coffee and drank it as he talked. When he was finished, Smith said, 'Not good.' 

'Why not? Valentin and that silly little tart out of the way. Shelley on his back in a hospital bed. Bird and his boyfriend incinerated. All avenues blocked except for Frasconi, and I'm entirely at your service on that one.' 

'Danielo Frasconi's back in Palermo and he intends staying there. London got too hot for him. She and Egan wouldn't last half a day if they went over there. You know the Mafia.' 

'So what's the problem?' 

'You and me,' Smith said. 'She and Egan now know we exist.' 

'Yes, old stick, but the joke is, that won't do them any good at all because I'm not me and you're not you. You worry too much.' Jago laughed. 'Have your breakfast. I'll keep you posted.' 

He put down the kitchen phone and got the bread out for toast. A moment later he heard sounds from the equipment in the sitting room and hurried in. Sarah was speaking to Egan. Jago looked out, saw the Mini Cooper parked outside the house. He went and got his coffee, came back and settled down to listen. Suddenly, he stiffened and sat up. 

'Evans-Lloyd, that's his real name,' Egan was saying. 

Sarah, in her dressing gown, sat on the window seat reading the print-outs, occasionally making comments. Finally, she said, 'I don't understand this man. He's a killer, we know that, and yet he's saved me twice. Why?' 

'Maybe you're not on his list,' Egan said. 'If he's the kind of professional I think he is, then everything's business. He has targets or a job to do. That's what he's paid for, no more or less. He's not so much a murderer in the criminal sense of the word as an assassin, or that's how he sees it.' 

'You're seriously trying to tell me there's a difference?' Sarah said. 

'The Assassins were founded in Persia during the eleventh century. They used to get high on hashish, hence the name. They believed only in the action of the moment. They would kill for anyone who paid for their services, but the true Assassin was totally committed once he'd taken the blood money. No going back, whatever happened, even at the cost of his own life.' 

'And you think Jago is like that?' 

'It's a kind of honour with a man like him. The only pride he has left,' he told her. 

She nodded. 'Let's forget him for the moment. What about Danielo Frasconi?' 

'He's in Palermo and he won't be back.' 

'All right, we could go there.' 

Egan shook his head. 'It's another world. The Mafia still run everything that counts. Inconvenience people like the Frasconi brothers and they find you in the gutter, if you're found at all.' 

'Just a moment.' She crossed the room, opened a drawer in the Sheraton bureau. Beside the Walther PPK from Jock White was the card Rafael Barbera had given her on the plane. She came back and gave it to Egan. 'Read that.' 

'Vito Barbera, Grosvenor Apartments, South Curzon Street.' He was puzzled. 'I don't understand.' 

'I've got Mafia connections, Sean, and of the very highest quality. Have you ever heard of Don Rafael Barbera?' 

'Yes,' he said reluctantly. 'He's Capo Mafia in all Sicily. Boss of bosses.' 

'How do you know that?' 

'Because I've operated in Sicily. I shouldn't even hint at this, it's a security breach on my part, but the main reason I didn't want to work for Ferguson and Group Four is because I was on attachment to them from the SAS, just before I went to the Falklands. Attachment in Sicily.' 

'What were you doing?' 

'I wouldn't ask if I were you. Let's say we're back to Assassins again and leave it.' 

'I met Barbera on the plane coming over,' she said stubbornly. 'I was very upset. We talked about Eric. 

He was understanding and kind.' She held up the card. This is his grandson, Vito Barbera. He runs the family business in London. Casinos, betting shops, restaurants. No drugs.' 



'Who says so?' 

'Don Rafael, and I believe him. He was on his way to Palermo, but he told me he'd speak to his grandson about me. That he'd tell him to help me in any way he could.' She was very determined now. 'I intend to see Vito Barbera, Sean. If you won't help, I'll go alone.' 

They stood there confronting each other and then the doorbell went. Egan looked out of the window and saw Ferguson and Tony Villiers on the step. 

ELEVEN

It was Egan who opened the door. Villiers pushed his way past, looking angry. 'I've been looking for you.' 

He went on through and Ferguson followed. 'Morning, young Sean,' he said brightly. 

'What's got into him?' Egan asked as he closed the door. 

'He's not happy, not happy at all,' Ferguson said. 'Thinks you're leading the lady into what I believe the bullfighters term the circle of danger, when you should really be curbing her excesses. To be perfectly frank, I agree with him.' 

He went into the sitting room and Egan followed. Villiers was confronting Sarah. 'We have what's called a moving search system on our computer. If we put your name on it it picks up whatever's happening to you on computers elsewhere. Credit cards, which restaurants you're eating at, where you shop. 

Wonderful aid to keeping tabs on what you're up to.' 

'Strange,' Sarah told him. 'I'd always thought the Gestapo went out of business in 1945.' 

'My dear Mrs Talbot,' Ferguson told her. 'We only have your best interests at heart, you must see that. 

Tony feels that this young idiot,' here he glanced at Egan, 'is rather allowing your enthusiasm to run away with him.' 

'The computer picked up that you'd both gone to Paris on a British Airways flight yesterday,' Villiers said. 'And with Jack Shelley.' 

'You came back in a rush close to midnight and booked Mr Shelley into a rehabilitation clinic for alcoholics in St John's Wood.' Ferguson smiled. 'I've been familiar with Mr Shelley's activities for years, and whatever other failings he has, and they are numerous, I can assure you he doesn't have a drink problem.' 

'Which intrigued us, so we made enquiries at the clinic,' Villiers said. 'Oh, very discreetly, of course. The good Dr Aziz doesn't suspect a thing.' 

'But what we found does confirm our suspicions. You've had a lively night out in Paris, Mrs Talbot, if it cost Jack Shelley a bullet in the shoulder," Ferguson said. 

Sarah said, 'I've got nothing to say.' 

Villiers turned to Egan angrily. 'Are you trying to get her killed or what?' He took a white sheet from his pocket and unfolded it. 'The man with the scar on his face on the underground who you thought worked for me? Well, he didn't. We put a computer search on, explored every possibility and came up with this.' 

He passed the print-out across. It was a facsimile of what Crowther had given Egan on Jago. Egan pretended to read it then passed it to Sarah. 'Captain Harry Evans-Lloyd,' she said and turned to Egan. 

'Jago?' 

'Jago?' Villiers said. 'What are you talking about?' 

That seems to be the name he's known by,' Egan told him and glanced at Sarah who nodded. 'He's a contact man for someone we only know as Mr Smith.' 

'Smith?' Ferguson frowned. 'That doesn't strike any chords.' 

'Well, he does exist,' Sarah told him. 'He's behind everything.' 

Ferguson unbuttoned his coat and sat down. 'I really think it might be an idea if you told us what's been going on.' 

Sarah said, 'You might as well handle that, Sean. I don't see any reason to hold back any essential facts,' 

and yet there was something in her eyes that was telling him otherwise. 

Egan picked his way briefly through the affair. Jago's appearance not only on the underground, but at All Hallows, the abortive visit to see Greta Markovsky, the discovery of Eric's diary. He made no mention of Alan Crowther's part in the affair at all, but launched into an account of what had happened in Paris. 

Before he could reveal what Agnes had told them about Deepdene Garden of Rest, Sarah cut in. 

'All right, Tony, so if it gives you any satisfaction, we went all that way for nothing.' 

'Yes, well, as a matter of interest, after we discovered Shelley had been wounded, I phoned a friend of mine in Service Five, that's a rather important department of French Security,' Villiers said. 'I asked him to check police sources and see if there'd been any gunplay in Paris last night.' He took out a small notebook. 'Claud Valentin, thirty-eight, a real all-around bad lad, shot to death. I'd say our friend Jago was responsible for that, also his girlfriend. A known prostitute named Agnes Nichole. Two bullets in the heart.' 

'A very dangerous man,' Ferguson commented. 

Villiers said to Egan. 'So, Agnes and this man Valentin didn't tell you anything at all?' 

Sarah cut in quickly. 'They didn't get a chance. It all happened so fast.' 

Egan, taking his cue from her, said, 'We'll never know the truth now, but I think they must have been trying to double-cross Jago in some way, if it was Jago, that is. Then the shooting started from up above. 

Jack was hit. I just wanted to get Mrs Talbot out of there.' 

Ferguson stood up and buttoned his coat. 'I'm sure you see now, Mrs Talbot, that it's far better to leave these things to experts.' 

'And Jago?' Egan put in. 'What about him? Will you pick him up?' 

'First we have to find him,' Ferguson said. 'And friend Smith, but then, as I said before, there are security aspects to the affair. That's why one wouldn't want gentlemen with hairy knuckles from the Drug Squad at Scotland Yard handling things.' He turned to Villiers. 'We'll go now, Tony.' 

He went out. Villiers said, 'What will you do now, Sarah, go home?' 

'I'll see, Tony.' She reached up and kissed him on the cheek. 'Try not to worry about me.' 

'But I do,' he said and he followed Ferguson out. 

The Brigadier was already in the rear of the black Daimler as Villiers joined him. He tapped on the window and the driver drove away. 'What do you think, sir?' Villiers asked. 

'Oh, they haven't told us everything,' the Brigadier said. 'That was patently obvious. They have a further lead, that's my guess.' 

'So what do we do?' Villiers demanded. 

'At this stage, let them get on with it. We'll monitor the situation. It could lead us to where we want to be.' Villiers looked grim and the Brigadier laughed. 'My dear Tony, you can't hold her hand for ever. 

Now let's get back to Curzon Street. There's a lot to be done.' 

Egan said, 'That was pretty devious. No mention of Bird and the Deepdene place.' 

'Because that would have disclosed the link with the Frasconis and I don't want that, not yet. I want to deal with Vito Barbera myself. See what he has to say. Are you game, Sean?' 

'Oh, what the hell, why not? We've come this far.' 

'I'll get dressed.' 

She reached the door and he said, 'There is one thing.' 

'What's that?' 

'Agnes was still alive when we left the mill, which means Jago must have killed her after we'd gone.' Egan shook his head. 'He's a bad bastard.' 

'I know,' she said. 'I know,' and she went out and upstairs quickly. 

Jago was on the line again to Smith within minutes. 'Not good, I'm afraid,' he said when he was finished. 

'The understatement of the age,' Smith told him. 'First of all, Group Four know your identity.' 

'No problem,' Jago said. They don't intend a general search for me, my mug on the wall of every police station. This is a security affair as far as they are concerned and that's because of the Irish link. Never pays to get involved with those people, I've told you before. Too volatile.' 

'But somebody will be looking for you. The Talbot woman knows your face, the rest have a photo.' 

'So I change, old stick.' Jago laughed. 'I've done it before, believe me, or which me do you want to believe? There are several locked up tight in my old black make-up box. I was a great loss to the National Theatre.' 

'But now Ferguson and Villiers know I exist," Smith said, 'they'll be thinking their way to me is through you.' 

'And there's the joke, old man,' Jago said. 'Even I don't have the slightest idea who you are, unless, of course, you care to reveal all.' He stiffened as he heard Sarah's voice on the speaker. 'Got to go, they're getting ready to move.' 

Instead of the usual Burberry, he varied his image. A check sports jacket, scarf at the neck, a pair of black Ray-Ban sunglasses and a camera over his shoulder. He hurried down to the garage and got into the Spyder. As he eased out of the entrance, Sarah and Egan emerged from the house and got into the Mini Cooper. They drove away and Jago followed. 

The Flamingo in Corley Street was not the Barbera family's most important casino. For one thing, it was the smallest, had never aspired to the kind of opulence that most of the larger establishments offered, but Vito Barbera had a soft spot for it. He'd once been its manager although that was fifteen years ago, when he'd been a young Sicilian in London to learn the language and the business. 

The main gaming room was thickly carpeted and furnished in excellent taste, scenes of Garibaldi's march on Rome painted on the walls. There were the usual gaming tables on offer as one would expect the world over and a wonderful bar in onyx and crystal, tables scattered around it. 

Vito Barbera sat at the bar in his shirtsleeves, a dark, rather intense young man, very handsome, a hint of classical Greek in his face, which in view of Sicily's history was not surprising. He was examining last night's accounts, a glass of champagne and fresh orange juice at his elbow. The far door opened and one of the club porters came in. 

'Lady and gentleman to see you, sir, a Mrs Talbot.' He put a card on the bar top. 'Asked me to give you this, sir.' 

Vito examined the card, frowning, then his face cleared. 'Of course, show the lady in.' 

The man went out and came back with Sarah Talbot and Egan. Vito went round the bar to greet them. 

'Mr Barbera,' she said, 'I'm Sarah Talbot and this is Sean Egan. I believe your grandfather may have spoken to you about me?' 

'Indeed he has, Mrs Talbot.' He kissed her hand gallantly. 'I've had my orders, believe me, and they are to do anything I can to assist you.' He went back behind the bar. 'But first, join me, please. No Sicilian likes to drink alone.' 

He poured fresh orange juice and champagne into two glasses and pushed them across. Sarah settled herself on a bar stool. 'That's very kind.' 

He toasted her gravely. 'So, how can I be of service?' 

She glanced at Egan and then explained as briefly as possible. 

Barbera's face hardened. 'I can now see why my grandfather sent you to me. In what way can I be of service?' 



Egan said, 'We now know rather more than we did. The man behind all this, the Mr Big, is called Smith. 

Does that ring any bells with you?' Vito shook his head. 'Or Jago, does that help? He's the middleman.' 

'No, neither name means a thing.' 

'All right,' Sarah said, 'Let's try Frasconi - Danielo Frasconi.' 

Something unholy glowed in Vito Barbera's eyes. 'Frasconi?' 

'Apparently he was heavily involved with the drug trade in London. Is that true?' Egan asked. 

Vito nodded. 'He should, have got twenty years, but his people went to work on the witnesses. He did a short sentence for assault and went back home. But how is he involved in this?' 

'Apparently there's a connection between the Frasconis and Smith,' Egan said. 'We know Danielo Frasconi took delivery of a suitcase packed with heroin from one of Smith's people here in London last year.' 

There was a short pause. Barbera poured himself another glass of champagne and drank it slowly. Sarah said, 'Is there a problem?' 

He said, 'Let me explain. Back home my grandfather is Capo Mafia in all Sicily, number one man, but there are those who don't like this.' 

'The Frasconi brothers?' Egan suggested. 

'Exactly. My grandfather will not, and never has, soiled his hands with drugs. He is an old-fashioned man. The Frasconis on the other hand...' Vito shrugged. 'They have attempted his life three times in the past year. Oh, he'll win in the end. He's finished them off in New York, but it's a difficult situation.' 

He hesitated and Egan said, There's more?' 

Vito said, 'I know nothing of this man Smith. I'd have to ask my grandfather about that. What does interest me in your reports are those deaths in Ulster.' 

'Why?' Sarah asked. 

Terrorists over there, on both sides, have been involved in the drug trade, that's common knowledge, but there have been rumours that the Frasconis have had an Irish connection for some time. The use of that drug burundanga and now the link with Smith and the Frasconis here in London speaks for itself.' 

'So what do you suggest we do now?' Egan asked. 

'I'll phone my grandfather, speak to him, bring him up to date with things and then we'll talk again later this afternoon.' 

'Here?' Sarah asked. 

'I don't see why not. I've got other business as well, but I could be back here by three.' 



'Fine.' Sarah and Egan got up and Vito Barbera came round the bar and went to the entrance with them. 

'Don't worry, Mrs Talbot.' He took her hand. 'I'm certain my grandfather will come up with something.' 

'What now?' Sarah asked as they drove away. 

'I thought we'd see how Jack is, then something to eat perhaps. Fill in the time until we see Barbera again,' Egan said. 

'Do you really think Don Rafael can help?' 

'I wouldn't be surprised. I get the distinct impression that in helping us he'd be helping himself,' Egan told her and pulled into the kerb outside the clinic in Bell Street. 

As they got out, Jago parked a few yards away and waited. 

Shelley was sitting up against the pillows eating grapes and watching a cartoon on television. 'Cartoons, that's all you get in the morning,' he complained. 

'There's always the Open University on the other channel,' Egan told him. 

'Very funny. Now, what's been happening?' 

Sarah and Egan told him between them. When they were finished, Shelley said, 'All right, nobody has the slightest bleeding idea who Smith is, but Jago's another matter. They should be able to run him down on the information they've got, no trouble.' 

'I'm not so certain,' Egan said. 'He's clever and I'm not so sure they want to pin him down just yet. The security implications.' 

'Yeah, well fuck 'em with their stupid bleeding games,' Shelley said. 'John Le Carre's got a lot to answer for. I mean, these geezers take it seriously.' He shook his head. 'All right, Smith doesn't mean a thing to me, but Frasconi does. They're evil bastards. This Danielo creep was lucky to get back to Sicily, and there he'll stay, but that means he's beyond your reach." 

'And Barbera?' Sarah asked. 

'Never met the old boy, but I've seen Vito around. We've never clashed. Like me, they've got legitimate business interests.' 

The door opened and Aziz came in. 'Long enough, I think. He needs rest.' 

'Stuff that. What I need is a good-looking nurse in suspenders,' Shelley told him, and called to Sarah and Egan as they went out, 'Keep me posted.' 

They ate in an Italian restaurant in Forth Street and Jago, in the Spyder up the road, ate a salad sandwich he'd got from a nearby takeaway and talked to Smith. 

'Does Barbera have anything on you?' Jago asked. 

'Not a thing as far as I know.' 



'But there is the Frasconi connection. What if he's heard something about that? And the Irish link?' 

Smith said, 'Yes, that wouldn't be good.' 

'All right,' Jago said, 'I'll take care of it.' 

Sarah and Egan sat in the Mini Cooper a few yards down from the Flamingo and waited. She said, 'This could be it - some sort of solution.' 

'Perhaps,' Egan said. 'We'll see,' and then Vito Barbera came round the corner. 

'There he is,' Sarah said and they got out. 

A yellow British Telecom truck roared round the corner, bounced onto the pavement and tossed Barbera into the air. The truck reversed and Barbera tried to get up. Incredibly, the truck roared forward again and slammed him into the railings. It reversed into the road and drove away at speed. 

People were running from several different directions and a small crowd had already collected as Sarah and Egan arrived. 

Someone said, 'He's dead!' 

Sarah took a step forward and Egan pulled her away. 'No, leave it!' he said in a low voice. 'We can't do anything here.' 

He led her along the pavement to the Mini Cooper. She slumped in her seat, covering her face with her hands. 

Jago dumped the stolen Telecom truck several streets away, walked a quarter of a mile to where he'd left the Spyder and drove off. When he reached Lord North Street, the Mini Cooper was already outside the house. He parked the Spyder in the garage and hurried up to his apartment to listen. 

'So that's it,' Egan said. 

Sarah drank her tea slowly. 'No, that's not it as far as I'm concerned. We can go to Sicily. See Don Rafael. He has a villa outside the village of Bellona in a place called the Cammarata.' 

'That's the worst area in Sicily,' Egan said. 'A wilderness of sterile valleys, nothing but mountains and burning sun. The Italian Army had ten thousand men up there at one point, trying to catch Salvatore Giuliano, the Robin Hood of Sicily, and they couldn't do it. Had to get his best friend to betray him in the end.' He shook his head. 'It's not on. I'll do many things for you, but I refuse to take you to Sicily.' He stood up. 'Now, if I were you, I'd have an early night. Try and get some sleep. I'll see you in the morning.' 

'All right,' she said dully. 

They walked to the door. 'If you've got a spare key, I'll let myself in,' he said. 'Just in case you're asleep.' 

'Of course.' She gave him one. 'I'll see you in the morning then.' 



Egan left and she went into the kitchen, made some more tea and sat at the table, her hands round the cup, thinking. 

Jago watched Egan drive away. 'Poor old Sarah,' he said. 'What a shame.' 

He went into the bedroom whistling cheerfully, showered and changed. What he really needed was a decent meal. There was a French restaurant within walking distance, he'd been there before and now seemed a very suitable time to take two or three hours off. There was no sound from the house. He checked that the recorder was on and went downstairs. 

Sarah poured a second cup of tea and felt a little calmer. She wasn't angry with Egan. She could see what he meant. It made perfect sense, all very logical, only she wasn't interested in sense and logic. She got the telephone book, found the number she needed and rang the booking clerk at Heathrow. 

'Can I fly to Palermo this evening?' she enquired. 

'Not direct, I'm afraid. Flights to Palermo are via Milan or Rome. There's a direct flight to Catania, but that's on the other side of the island, and it doesn't leave until tomorrow.' 

'No, that's no good.' 

There was a murmur of voices at the other end and the woman came back. 'Actually, madam, my colleague's just reminded me we have a holiday charter flight flying direct to Palermo. It leaves at six from Gatwick. That doesn't give you long to get there, but there is space. I could book you a seat.' 

'Please do,' Sarah said. 'What time do we get in?' 

'Nine o'clock our time. It's a three-hour flight. You lose an hour. It will be ten there.' 

Sarah made the booking and rang for a taxi. She went upstairs, changed, put a few things in an overnight bag, her passport, traveller's cheques, everything she needed, and hurried downstairs. She stopped in the hall long enough to write a note for Egan and left it propped up on the hall stand. As she went out, the taxi arrived. She jumped in and was on her way. 

Egan had a meal in a small cafe near Piccadilly, but wasn't very hungry. He parked the car and walked around the streets for a while. His knee was aching, a sure sign of stress, and he went into a pub, ordered a Scotch and sat down. He was right, he knew that. Everything he'd said to Sarah Talbot made sense, but he felt bad about it, and the thought of her sitting there alone in the house in Lord North Street was too much to bear. He finished his Scotch, got up and left. 

He let himself in with the key she'd given him, was aware of the silence and of the note at the same moment. He read it with horror and immediately phoned Alan Crowther. 

Crowther said, 'What's all this then?' 

'Access British Airways' computer. See if they have Sarah Talbot on a flight either to Italy or Palermo direct.' 

It took Crowther no more than a minute. 'She's on a BA charter flight out of Gatwick. What's she up to?' 

'Trying to commit suicide,' Egan said. 'Alan, I've got to get over there fast.' 



'How can you do that, old son? You aren't Icarus.' 

'I could be. Group Four have a Lear jet on twenty-four-hour stand-by at Walsham, near Canterbury, operational on the instant. Ready to fly anywhere.' 

'Yes, but only with Ferguson's direct authorization,' Crowther pointed out. 

'Which you can give them,' Egan told him. 'Access Group Four's computer. Top secret, eyes-only order, to expect Sergeant Sean Egan and expedite flight to Palermo, Sicily, most immediate.' 

Crowther started to laugh. 'You're mad.' 

'Yes, but will you do it?' 

'I don't see why not. Ferguson's face when he finds out will be a picture.' 

'Good,' Egan said. 'But that's not all. Direct order to Group Four's man in Palermo, that's Marco Tasca. 

Tell him to expect me and to have the Cessna standing by. Say it's a repeat of the Angelo Stefano affair and to have all necessary equipment ready. Tell him this time the target is Bellona. The villa of Rafael Barbera.' 

'What on earth are you up to?' Crowther demanded. 

'Don't have time to explain. It'll take me an hour to get to Walsham. Make sure they're ready for me when I get there.' He slammed down the phone and went out at the run. 

Jago said, 'I only just found out. I went for a meal. I thought she was set for the night.' 

'It doesn't matter now,' Smith said. 'She's put her head on the block for the last time. I've had enough. I'll ring the Frasconis. Let them know to expect her.' 

'You said you didn't want her harmed,' Jago reminded him. 

'Yes, well, this is in another country.' 

'And Egan?' 

'Can take his chances, and with those people they won't be very good, believe me. You can leave it to me from now on. Mrs Talbot's finished.' The line went dead and Jago was surprised to find how much he didn't like that. Didn't like it at all. 

'Finished, is she?' he said softly, then he picked up the phone and rang Heathrow. The best they could do was a late flight to Rome. He could connect to Palermo first thing in the morning. 

He went into the bedroom, got his second case from the wardrobe, opened it and took out a large black tin box. Inside was a superb actor's make-up kit and a selection of hair dyes. There were also several passports, British, American, Swedish. The photo in each one was genuinely that of Jago, but in a suitable disguise. He chose another British one in the name of Charles Henderson, company director, and got to work, starting on his hair. 



Summoned from the shower when Smith phoned, Salvatore Frasconi took the call in the main sitting room of the villa dressed in a white bathrobe, a towel about his neck. His twin brother, Danielo, listened in on the extension. 

When Smith was finished, Salvatore said calmly, 'Leave it to me. She won't trouble you further, nor this Egan. You have my word.' 

He put the phone down and started to towel his head. Danielo said, 'What do you think?' 

Salvatore went out on the terrace of the villa, Monte Pellegrino at one side, the whole sweep of Palermo, the bay, a large ferry ploughing in, on the other. Danielo followed him. 

Salvatore combed his hair carefully. 'To be honest, what interests me isn't so much the woman and the Englishman. It's her connection with that old spider, Barbera. The situation has infinite possibilities.' 

There was a bottle of zibibbo, the anis-flavoured wine from the island of Pantelleria, in an ice bucket on the table. Salvatore poured two glasses and gave his brother one. The news of the death of Vito will have reached Barbera by now,' he said. 'He won't feel too good. He'll be off his guard.' 

'You think so?' Danielo asked. 

'Sure, he's an old man. But one thing is certain. From what Smith tells me, if this woman goes to see him, he'll receive her. As I say, that raises interesting possibilities.' 

'Such as?' 

'That villa of his outside Bellona. Electronic alarms, electric fence on top of the wall.' 

'I know. A fortress, but we've been over this before. Impossible to get in.' 

'Not for the woman.' Danielo frowned in bewilderment and Salvatore said impatiently, 'She needs a car and a driver to get her there. She'd never find it herself. We just make sure it's our car and our driver she chooses at the airport. That's easy enough. The other drivers will do as they're told because they want to stay in business. Our man drives her to Bellona and we have a hit squad follow close behind.' 

'And then?' 

'He's bound to be admitted to drive her up to the house. She'll stay, he'll leave. On the way out he takes care of the gate guard and our boys move in." 

'I see.' Danielo nodded. 'Maybe she won't want to make the visit tonight. It's a two-hour drive, remember. Almost midnight by the time she got there.' 

'Look, even if she decides to spend the night in a hotel and go on tomorrow it's the same, isn't it?' 

Salvatore shook his head. 'In any case, I don't think that will happen. If what Smith says is true, this woman is crazy. She won't be able to wait. She'll want to see the Don tonight.' 

Danielo said, 'It's perfect, Salvatore. Brilliant.' 

'Sure it is, and I tell you what I'll do, Danielo. I'll make you a nice present. You can be the one to go in with the boys and finish the old bastard off.' Salvatore got up and walked to the balustrade, looking down at the harbour. 'A good thing you got me looking after you, little brother. Now pour me another glass of wine.' 

And Danielo, the younger by thirty minutes, rushed to comply, as always. 

The airfield at Walsham, used by Group Four and the SAS generally for clandestine operations, had been a bomber station during the Second World War, used mainly by Flying Fortresses of the American Eighth Air Force, which explained the length of the single runway. It had been discreetly maintained ever since and people in the local farming community had always thought it some sort of research establishment. 

It was supervised by selected RAF personnel and when Egan arrived at the gate they told him to leave the Mini Cooper and a sergeant took him the rest of the way by Land-Rover. The Lear jet was waiting on the apron by the control tower and the duty officer, a squadron leader, was standing talking to a young man in flying gear. 

The squadron leader said, 'Sergeant Egan? We were warned to expect you. Rush job, eh?' 

Egan passed his passport and SAS security card across. A lucky thing that, because he was legally a serving soldier for another six months, as Villiers had reminded him, it was still in his possession. 

The squadron leader handed them back. 'Fine. This is Harvey Grant, the co-pilot.' 

The pilots on this service were all freelance, very specially recruited, Egan knew that, although usually ex-RAF. Grant shook hands. 'We'll get going then. My chum's got things warmed up nicely.' 

They went up the ladder and he closed the door. 'How long?' Egan asked. 

'In this baby two hours if we get the sort of winds the met report indicates. This is a stopover job?' 

'That's right.' 

'How long for?' 

'Budget for twenty-four hours, but be on constant stand-by, ready to leave instantly as required.' 

'That's fine. Fasten your seat belt.' 

Egan did as he was told and lay back in the seat. There would be hell to pay when Ferguson and Tony found out about this, but he didn't care. He closed his eyes as the plane lifted off and considered his next move, remembering his last visit to Sicily. Only a couple of months before the Falklands had exploded. 

Another job for the dirty tricks department. The Stefano business. 

Angelo Stefano was a Dublin-born Italian and expert gunman for the Provisional IRA, whose final coup had been the killing of eight British soldiers in a roadside bombing in South Armagh. He'd fled from the wrath of the SAS to Sicily where he'd holed up in the mountain village of Massama in the Cammarata, impossible to reach, every shepherd on every peak in the mountains a watchdog. 

Marco Tasca, Group Four's man in Palermo and an expert pilot in his own right, had flown Egan into the Cammarata by night. Egan had parachuted in from eight hundred feet, surprised Stefano tending the sheep in the high meadow above his uncle's farm at dawn, and killed him. Not that it had bothered him, Stefano was a mad dog who deserved to die. 

Of course, getting out in one piece was always going to be the problem. He'd been saved by the unexpected. Stefano had been using a motor cycle to herd the sheep, a Montessa dirt bike, the kind many shepherds used in the high meadows these days. So he'd made the airport at Punta Raisi and got out intact after all. 

It would be interesting to see if he could repeat the performance, especially with his left knee the way it was these days, but that was in the lap of the gods. 

Jago's hair was much lighter now, almost the colour of straw. He carefully combed it back from his forehead as he blow-dried it. The special instant-tan gel he had put on his face earlier had already darkened his skin and the line of the scar had faded completely. He selected a blond moustache, carefully gummed it into place and trimmed it a little. The blue horn-rimmed glasses he selected were slightly tinted. He adjusted them, comparing himself in the mirror with the passport. The effect was astonishing. More than satisfactory. 

He moved quickly now, clearing everything away, then dressed, wearing the check sports jacket and flannels. He took only an overnight bag and a light fawn raincoat. No possibility of carrying a gun, of course, airport security being the way it was these days, so he'd be a little naked when he reached Palermo. Still, he'd cross that bridge when he came to it. He hurried downstairs. 

TWELVE

The flight from London arrived ten minutes early at Punta Raisi airport. Sarah went straight through, ahead of the crowd of holidaymakers who had formed the rest of the passengers, and presented her passport. 

The uniformed immigration officer was courtesy itself. He examined her passport and stamped it. 

'Welcome to Sicily, Mrs Talbot. Business or pleasure?' 

'Business, I suppose,' Sarah said and added, with some truth, 'I'm visiting friends. A death in the family.' 

'How sad. I'm so sorry, signora.' 

He returned her passport, and as she moved away he nodded to a small man in a tan suit who was leaning against the wall reading a magazine. The man hurried ahead of Sarah across the concourse and out through the glass doors to where the taxis waited. The drivers were lounging in a group, smoking and talking together. The man in the tan suit made a sign and one of them came forward, a young muscular man in a short-sleeved white shirt, dark, curling hair escaping from under a tweed cap. 

'Is she here, Bernardo?' he asked. 

The first one through. She hasn't got any luggage. The good-looking one. You make your bones on this one, Nino. The Frasconis will be very grateful.' 

'You can depend on me, Bernardo.' 

As Bernardo moved off, Sarah emerged and hesitated. Nino went forward. 'Can I be of service, signora?' he asked in Italian. 



Sarah said, 'I don't speak Italian.' 

'Ah, American,' he said in English and took off his cap. 'I lived in New York for three years. My uncle has a restaurant in Manhattan. You know Manhattan?' 

He was already reaching for her overnight bag. 'Oh, yes, 1 think you could say I know Manhattan,' she told him, hanging onto the bag. 

'Where you want to go? Palermo? I take you to a good hotel.' 

'No,' she said. 'I want to go to a village called Bellona.' 

He feigned surprise. 'Hey, that's a long way, lady. Bellona is near Monte Cammarata. Forty, maybe fifty miles.' 

'How long would it take?' 

The main highway is okay, but the side roads into the high country are another matter.' He shrugged. 

'Two hours. Yes, I get you there in two hours for one hundred dollars.' 

'I can tell you've lived in New York,' she said. 'All right, let's go,' and she gave him her overnight bag. 

'You won't regret it,' he said. 'I've got a great car for you. Air-conditioning. See for yourself.' They crossed the road to a line of taxis. He paused beside a black Mercedes and opened the door. 'My name is Nino, signora. Nino Scacci.' 

'And mine is Talbot.' As he slid behind the wheel, she added, 'You know Bellona?' 

'Sure. I've been there before.' 

'Then you know the house of Don Rafael Barbera?' 

He turned sharply. 'Is that where we're going, signora? You're a friend of Don Rafael?" 

'That's right.' 

'You should have told me sooner. For you I'd have made it fifty dollars.' 

'Don't worry about it, Nino, a deal's a deal. Now let's get going.' 

On the other side of the road, Danielo Frasconi watched them go from the rear seat of an Alfa-Romeo sedan. He looked very dashing in a designer jacket of soft black leather, a white scarf at his throat. The man in the tan suit, Bernardo, sat up front beside the driver, who was a hard-looking young man in a denim jacket. 

'Okay, let's go,' Danielo said. He leaned forward as they pulled away and put a hand on the driver's shoulder. 'And remember, Cesare, not too close.' He laughed. 'After all, we all know where we're going.' 

In spite of the bright moonlight, the main highway was just another highway, the same the world over, with plenty of traffic about. 'It's a pity we're not making the run by day,' Nino told her, 'so you can see everything, especially when we go up into the high country.' 



'I hear it can be very hot.' 

'Hot as the Sahara sometimes. Better in the spring. You can smell the orange groves for miles. Lots of flowers in the high meadows. Poppies, iris, stuff like that, but the people are poor here - real poor. You think you've seen poverty in New York, signora? Believe me, you've seen nothing.' 

'And the Mafia?' she said. 'That's still as strong as ever?' 

'Oh, sure. You get Mafia everywhere. The police, the unions, even the aristocracy. You want to stay in business here, the Mafia gets a piece of your action.' He shook his head. 'Nothing changes.' 

Suddenly, that phrase was going round and round in her head. Nothing changes. And he was right. 

Nothing ever did, and thinking about that, she closed her eyes and slept. 

The Lear jet taxied over to the private plane area of the airport at Punta Raisi and when the door opened, Egan saw Marco Tasca walking towards him. He was a small, dark-haired man of fifty with a smile of perpetual good humour, at one time a fighter pilot in the Italian Air Force. He'd resigned his commission to fly for the Biafrans in the Nigerian Civil War, and not for the money, but because he had believed passionately in their cause. It was after that unfortunate episode that Ferguson had recruited him. Since the work he was employed on in the fight against international terrorism was as much to his own country's benefit as Britain's, the Italian Secret Service tended to look discreetly the other way regarding his activities. 

As Egan came down the steps, Marco flung his arms round him. 'Hey, Sean Egan, it's great to see you,' 

he said in his own language. 

Egan replied in rapid and fluent Italian, 'And good to see you, Marco.' 

Harvey Grant, the Lear jet's co-pilot, appeared at the top of the ladder and Marco said in English, 'I've made arrangements for you and your friend to use the crew facilities in the main terminal. You're expected. I've also arranged for the Lear to be refuelled.' 

'Fine,' Grant said and smiled at Egan. 'Whatever it is, good luck. Don't do anything I would.' 

Marco led Egan across the apron to where a Cessna Conquest stood waiting. They went into the hangar and Marco unlocked an office door and switched on the light. 

'I couldn't believe it when the order came through. Barbera's place at Bellona.' He shook his head. 

'Anyway, I phoned up a friend in the Mafia Squad at police headquarters. He sent me these out by a police motor cyclist. Naturally he has no idea what I wanted them for.' 

There were three aerial photos of the Barbera villa, taken at very low level. It looked old, very traditional, sprawled across an open hillside, nestling in palm trees and lush semi-tropical vegetation. The whole was surrounded by a high wall. 

'As you can see, the approach road is in the open for two hundred metres, there is an electric fence on top of the wall, electronic warning devices. Contrary to popular belief, no dogs. It seems Don Rafael hates dogs like some people hate cats. Look, what is this, Sean? What's Don Rafael to you? He can't be the target, surely?' 



'You sound as if you like him,' Egan said as he examined another photo, this time taken from a higher altitude, showing the villa, the ridge above it, the village of Bellona in the valley below. 

'I respect him,' Marco said. 'Most people do.' 

'And the Frasconis?' 

Marco spread his hands. 'Rubbish compared to the old man. They've tried to knock him off a few times. 

Got nowhere, and it's my opinion they never will.' 

'His grandson, Vito, was murdered in London earlier today.' 

'Holy Mother of God!' Marco crossed himself. 'The Frasconis?' 

'Indirectly. Someone they have shared business interests with.' 

'The Don will extract a terrible price for this,' Marco said. 

'I'm sure he will. How long to fly to Bellona if we leave now?' 

'Fifteen minutes.' Marco shrugged. 'Maybe twenty. It's a good night for it, full moon. But Sean, you aren't going to try to drop into the grounds? Too difficult for me when I make my pass, because of the ridge at the back of the house.' 

'As long as you get me there, that's all I ask. There's a woman on her way there now, maybe there already for all I know. Lamb amongst wolves, Marco.' Egan grinned. 'She needs me.' 

'Fine, then let's get going.' Marco moved to another table. There was a Browning in a shoulder holster, a Carswell silencer, an Armalite rifle, stock folded, and a British Army standard-issue parachute. 

'Everything's here, I think.' 

Egan slipped off his jacket, pulled on the shoulder holster, then put the jacket on again. Marco helped him into the parachute harness. Egan tightened it quickly, all the expertise of having made more than a hundred drops over the years coming to his aid. He picked up the Armalite. 

'Okay, let's do it, Marco.' Together, they left the hangar and hurried across to the Conquest. 

Sarah came awake with a start to Nino's voice calling, 'We're here, signora, Bellona.' 

Her head was muzzy but she pulled herself together and saw that they were passing through the narrow streets of a village, the houses tall. They moved into a square, a church on one side. There was a wineshop on the other, lights strung through the trees, music on the night air, people dancing. 

'Looks like there's been a wedding,' Nino commented. 

Children ran alongside the car, laughing. He increased speed. They left the village behind and started up a steep incline through pine trees. As they emerged, they saw the villa, surrounded by its walls, two hundred metres away in the moonlight. 

Nino stopped the car at the iron-barred gates. There was a gatehouse, a light on inside, and a man in a dark corduroy suit came out holding an Uzi sub-machine-gun. 



'What do you want?' he asked in Italian. 'No visitors.' 

Nino got out of the car and confronted him through the bars. 'I got a lady here from the airport to see the Don. An American lady. Signora Talbot.' The gatekeeper stared suspiciously at Sarah through the bars and Nino said, 'You better phone the Don. If you send her away, he'll have your balls cut off, she's a friend of his.' 

The gatekeeper went into his office, and through the window they saw him pick up the phone. He spoke briefly and put the phone down. The electronically operated gates started to open and he hurried out. 

Tell the lady I'm sorry,' he said to Nino. 'The Don says take her straight up to the house.' 

Nino eased the Mercedes up the drive through the lush vegetation and palm trees. A cloud passed across the moon and somewhere above their heads in the darkness there was the sound of an aeroplane. 

It seemed to fill the night for a moment, then dwindled away towards the north. 

The Mercedes pulled up in front of the villa. Rafael Barbera stood at the top of the steps on the verandah. He wore a grey suit and leaned heavily on his cane. There was a long Cuban cigar in his left hand. A large, heavily built man in an excellent suit of black worsted stood behind him. 

'Mrs Talbot. A wonderful surprise and a great pleasure.' 

He put his cigar in his mouth and took her hand. She said, 'Don Rafael, I had to see you. It's about your grandson, Vito.' 

'But I know about Vito, Mrs Talbot. I had a phone call from a business associate in London. Victim of a street accident, he told me.' 

'I saw it, Don Rafael. I was there. It was no accident.' 

He showed no emotion, simply took her arm. 'How much did this rogue charge for the cab?' 

'One hundred dollars.' 

'A thief.' He turned to the man at his shoulder. 'Jacopo, give him twenty-five and send him on his way.' 

'An honour, Don Rafael.' Nino clutched his cap in his hands. 'A great honour.' 

The Don and Sarah walked into a large, cool hall, passed through an ante-room and out onto a terrace at the rear overlooking the lush garden. 

Barbera said, 'I've only Jacopo with me tonight. I've let the rest of my staff go to a wedding party in the village. I expect that they'll be there all night.' 

'Don Rafael,' she said, 'your grandson was murdered. Murdered in cold blood because he was trying to help me.' 

He said calmly, 'Tell me everything, Mrs Talbot. Everything you know.' 

Nino drove down the drive and honked his horn as he approached the gates. The gatekeeper pressed the button, the gates started to open. Nino stopped the car and looked out of the window, a cigarette in his mouth. 'Hey, you got a match?' 

The gatekeeper came forward, took a lighter from his waistcoat pocket and flicked it. At the same moment, Nino's hand came up holding a Beretta with a silencer on the end. He shot the gatekeeper between the eyes, the force of the bullet throwing the man back against the wall, then he inched the Mercedes forward so that the gates couldn't close and flashed his lights on and off. 

Danielo, standing beside the Alfa in the pine trees, saw the signal and grinned excitedly. 'He's done it. 

Let's go!' 

He ran along the track across the open ground towards the villa, drawing a.45 Colt automatic from a shoulder holster. Bernardo carried a Schmeisser machine pistol and Cesare, a sawn-off shotgun, the lupara, the mark of a real mafioso, a man with the balls to go in close. 

They reached the gate and Nino said, 'He took her into the house. I saw only one other man there. 

Maybe the others are at the party in the village.' 

'Good!' Danielo said. 'You've done well. You stay here and be ready. When we leave, we leave fast.' 

He moved up the drive and turned into the palm trees, followed by the other two. Nino lit a cigarette nervously and got behind the wheel. He heard nothing, only the wind in the palms, and then something cold and hard touched his temple and a quiet voice said, 'If you make a sound, I'll blow your brains out. 

Now get out of the car.' 

What made the Conquest particularly suitable for the task in hand was the Airstair door which made a clean exit possible. The problem was the ridge at the back of the villa. It gave Marco only a brief pass at eight hundred feet, his engine, throttled back, only a few seconds before it was necessary to boost power and climb steeply. 

He glanced over his shoulder into the cabin at Egan crouching beside the door and yelled, 'Here we go, Sean. One chance is all you get! Count to ten!' 

Egan started to count, hands braced on the door, one foot on the top step, the Armalite slung from his neck. 

The ground below, the villa, the mountainside, were clear in the moonlight, and then a cloud passed over the moon and there was only darkness and he dived head-first into it. His body was buffeted by the aircraft's slipstream with such force as the Conquest banked to starboard that he turned over, the sling of the Armalite slipping over his head, the weapon falling into the night. 

He pulled his ripcord and a moment later there was a crack as the khaki silk blossomed above his head. 

At eight hundred feet a parachutist has thirty seconds before he hits the ground and Egan was already counting, staring down into the darkness below, no supply bag on a lead to hit the ground first and warn him to get ready. 

At the last moment, fortune smiled, the cloud passed, and in the sudden bright moonlight he saw the orange grove on the hillside, to one side of the villa, just below him. He had time to haul in his rigging and alter direction, landing in the meadow a few yards from the edge of the grove. 

He rolled expertly, came to his feet and pressed the clip to release his harness. Then he tested his knee and found, with a sense of wonder, that everything seemed in perfect working order. He started down through the orange grove and crossed to the wall at the side of the villa. The electric fence along the top was plain and he worked his way along, looking up, hoping to see a reachable branch from a tree on the other side. 

He stopped at the corner and drew back as he saw Danielo Frasconi and his two henchmen running up to the gate, pausing to talk to Nino standing beside the Mercedes. They moved on and Nino lit a cigarette and got behind the wheel. Egan took out his Browning. He reached in through the window and touched the muzzle to Nino's temple. 

'If you make a sound, I'll blow your brains out. Now get out of the car.' 

No Sicilian this. The Italian was too pure, like they spoke in Rome, but there was enough menace in the voice to make Nino do exactly as he was told. He got out, hands raised, and Egan searched him swiftly and found the Beretta. He slipped it inside his jacket and looked beyond Nino to the body of the gatekeeper. 

'This is Frasconi business, right?' 

'Please, signor, I'm only a driver,' Nino protested. 

Egan hit him across the face then grabbed his hair and put the muzzle of his weapon under Nino's chin. 

'You're half a second from parting company with your brain.' 

'All right, signor. I work for the Frasconis, but I'm only a cab driver. They ordered me to pick up a woman at Punta Raisi and bring her here.' 

'And did you?' 

'Yes, signor, an American lady. She's inside with Don Rafael.' 

Egan nodded at the dead gatekeeper. 'And you did this?' 

'I had no choice, signor. They made me, Danielo and his boys. They'd have killed me if I hadn't done as I was told. It was the only way they could get in.' 

Egan hit him across the side of the head and Nino went down as if pole-axed. Egan reached into the Mercedes and sounded the horn, holding it down, then he ran up the drive very fast. 

Jacopo was serving fresh coffee to the Don and Sarah on the terrace when the horn sounded down by the gate. Don Rafael frowned and put down his cup. 'What's that?' 

A second later, Egan's voice rang out. 'Sarah, it's Sean Egan. Warn Don Rafael. Danielo Frasconi and two of his men are somewhere in the garden.' 

Without hesitation, Don Rafael pulled Sarah to the floor and Jacopo dropped to one knee, drawing a revolver from a waist holster. A second later and Bernardo, in the bushes, opened up with the Schmeisser, raking the terrace with bullets. 

Egan burst through the undergrowth, saw Bernardo crouched in the bushes, Cesare at his side. He went in on the run, shot Bernardo in the back twice and then his knee gave, the leg buckling under him as he went down. Cesare turned, the shotgun raised, and Jacopo stood up on the terrace and shot him in the back of the head. He vaulted over the balustrade into the undergrowth and crouched beside Egan. 

'Are you all right, Mr Egan?' Don Rafael called. 

Egan tested his knee gingerly and finding it seemed to work, stood up. 'I'm fine. There's one more.' 

Jacopo looked down at the two bodies. 'It must be Danielo, Don Rafael!' 

'Then let's see if we can flush him out.' Incredibly, Barbera stood up and put his cigar back in his mouth. 

'Where are you, Frasconi? Afraid to face an old man?" 

At the far end of the terrace, some thirty paces away, Danielo Frasconi slipped out of the bushes and fired wildly, his bullet splintering woodwork beside the window. Egan's arm swung up, he fired twice. 

Frasconi was hurled backwards, his legs twitched for a moment, he lay still. 

Jacopo went forward and dropped on one knee to examine him. He looked up. 'Two in the heart, not a finger's breadth between them. Some shooting,' he added in admiration. 

Sarah stood up, white and shaking. 'Sean, how did you get here?' 

'You might say I've just dropped in,' he told her. 

'Mr Egan, however improbable the miracle that brought you here the fact is that I owe you my life,' Don Rafael said. 'In the present circumstances, the most important thing is that we drink to that, so please come inside.' 

Nino Scacci, nursing a swollen head, was terrified, and yet he went through the bushes cautiously a minute or two after the sounds of gunfire had ceased. He found the bodies of Bernardo and Cesare first. 

There was laughter from inside the house and he moved forward and saw, to his horror, Danielo Frasconi's body lying below the far end of the terrace. 

Nino crept away fast then ran down the drive. No point in taking the Mercedes. They'd hear him starting up, give chase. He ran the two hundred metres to the pine wood and found the Alfa parked just inside. 

Thank God the key was in the ignition. He started the engine and drove away at once. 

He raced down through the village where the party was still underway and kept going, driving dangerously fast considering the state of the road, until half an hour later, he turned onto the main highway from Agrigento to Palermo. There was a transport cafe opposite, the kind of place open twenty-four hours a day. He went inside and found a telephone. 

Salvatore Frasconi said, 'You can't go back up to Bellona, you'd be spotted at once.' He was standing by the open French windows of his bedroom, a towel around his waist. 'Stay where you are. Anyone leaving Bellona doesn't have any choice. They've got to come out on the main highway right there.' 

'Okay, Don Salvatore. I'll do as you say.' 

'The first sign of the woman and this Englishman, or Don Rafael himself, on the way to Palermo, phone me.' 

Frasconi put down the telephone and stood looking out to sea. The dark-haired young woman sitting up in bed, her breasts bare, said, 'What is it, Salvatore? What's wrong?' 

'They've killed Danielo.' His voice was anguished. 

'Mother of heaven!' She crossed herself. 'Who has?' 

'Don Rafael Barbera and his men.' 

'So, what will you do?' 

Frasconi turned and his face was terrible to see. 'What do you think?' 

Don Rafael stood in front of the fire, and Egan and Sarah sat on a couch opposite. 'I will tell you now exactly what I told Vito on the telephone. Everything I know.' 

'We'd be very grateful,' Sarah said. 

'Not at all. This is some way of paying my debt to you. As I told you at our last meeting on the aeroplane, Mrs Talbot, I have never engaged in the drug trade. In fact, I make it as difficult as I can for those who do.' 


'The Frasconis, for instance?' Egan asked. 

'Exactly. I've been locked in a struggle with the Frasconi family for some years. I've destroyed them in New York, ruined their London operation. They've tried to kill me, failed every time, and thanks to you, Mr Egan, failed again tonight. I stand on the brink of true success. Only Salvatore is between me and the total destruction of the Frasconi family.' He laughed. 'It's like a Greek tragedy.' 

'What about Smith?' Sarah asked. 'Does he mean anything to you?' 

'Oh, yes. There have been several members of the Frasconi family who, seeing the writing on the wall, have turned to me. There is little that I do not know of their operation. Smith's name has been mentioned many times. They do a great deal of business with him, that much is obvious, but his identity remains as much a mystery to me as to you.' 

'Another blind alley,' Egan said. 

'Not entirely. This Irish connection you mentioned. I can be of assistance there. One of my informants was used as a courier by the Frasconis to Ulster.' 

'Now that is interesting,' Egan said. 'Have you got details?' 

'Oh, yes.' Barbera went to his desk, opened it and took out a file. He skimmed through some papers. 

'You know Ulster, Mr Egan?' 

'You could say that.' 

'There is a place called Ballycubbin on the coast, a fishing village. It's south of Donaghadee.' 

'I know the area well,' Egan said. 



'There's a country house a couple of miles outside Ballycubbin called Rosemount, owned by an Irish aristocrat. Sir Leland Barry, the man's name is.' 

'And where does this get us?' Egan asked. 

'This Sir Leland is bitterly opposed to the activities of the IRA. He controls an extremist Protestant group known as the Sons of Ulster. I think you will find they were responsible for the four deaths you mentioned. Their entry into the drug trade has been a means of sustaining their activities financially.' 

'And the Frasconis were involved?' Sarah said. 

'As I told you, their courier visited this Sir Leland on more than one occasion. He heard Smith's name mentioned several times. They are all linked, the Frasconis, the Sons of Ulster and our mysterious Mr Smith in London.' 

'Well, that's something.' Egan turned to Sarah. 'Real progress at last.' 

She stood up and said to Barbera, 'I can't thank you enough.' 

He took her hand. 'Jacopo will show you to your rooms. In the morning he can take you back to Punta Raisi for your plane. He tells me there's a perfectly good Mercedes at the gate. You can use that.' 

'And Salvatore Frasconi?' Egan said. 

'You can leave him to me, Mr Egan.' Don Rafael smiled bleakly. 'All debts will be paid, believe me.' 

Jago caught the breakfast flight from Rome to Punta Raisi and was driving down to Palermo in a taxi by eight-thirty. His Italian was not fluent, but acceptable, and he engaged the driver in conversation, first passing him a twenty-dollar bill. 

'I find myself in a predicament, my friend.' 

'And what would that be, signor? Perhaps I can help?' 'I'm here on business of a kind which requires me to carry large sums of money. To be frank, I would be happier if I had a pistol in my pocket.' 

'For this, a permit is required, signor. From the police.' 

‘Unfortunately, my time is limited. I wondered if you might have a suggestion?' 

He passed another twenty-dollar bill across, which the driver accepted with alacrity. 'Actually, signor, come to think of it, I know a pawnbroker called Buscotti who might be able to help. People sometimes pawn guns as they pawn their jewellery.' 

'Would Signer Buscotti require a permit?' 

'No, signor.' The driver laughed. 'But I think he might require a fifty-dollar bill in place of one.' 

He delivered Jago to Buscotti's establishment ten minutes later and waited while he went inside. Jago reappeared surprisingly quickly, one hundred and fifty dollars poorer, a Beretta Compact semi-automatic pistol in his holdall. 



'Everything okay, signer?' the driver asked. 

'Couldn't be better. You know the villa of Don Salvatore Frasconi?' 

The driver turned, surprise on his face. 'You're a friend of Don Salvatore's, signer?' 

'We have business interests in common,' Jago said. 'Now take me there,' and he sat back. 

Salvatore was having breakfast on the terrace, still in his bathrobe, when the maid showed Jago in. 

Salvatore snapped his fingers and the man in the black suit who stood behind him moved forward. 

'Search him, Paolo.' 

Paolo ran his hands over Jago's body and stood back satisfied. 'I say, is this really necessary, old boy?' 

Jago asked, at his most English. 

'You say you're from Smith?' Salvatore said. 'What's your name?' 

'It says Henderson on the passport, but your brother, Danielo, will remember me from his London days as Jago.' 

'Danielo is dead.' Salvatore spread butter on a roll. 'So what do you want?' 

'First, my profound sympathies for your loss. He was a great man. Second, in the matter of the woman, Talbot,' Jago said, 'Mr Smith has changed his mind. He wants her intact.' 

'Well, in this case he can want,' Salvatore said. 'She and this English friend of hers have a direct responsibility for my brother's death. They're mine now. They belong to me. They'll be returning to Palermo today, must do if they wish to leave the island and when they do...' 

His eyes were wild, dark shadows beneath them. Jago smiled and stood up. 'Ah well, that's an entirely different situation. I'm sure Mr Smith will understand. I'll take up no more of your time then.' 

He got out fast and returned to the taxi. The driver said mournfully, 'For some reason, signor, I doubt whether you're a friend to the Frasconis. Can I have my fare and go?' 

'After you've taken me to the nearest car-hire firm,' Jago said. 

There was a suitable establishment five minutes away, another fifteen for the necessary documentation, so that thirty minutes after his interview with Frasconi, he was sitting in a red Ford on the opposite side of the road from the villa. 

Nino's task, waiting in the car park of the cafe at the Bellona road junction, was made easier by the fact that when Egan, Sarah and Jacopo appeared, they were in his own Mercedes. It turned onto the main highway and Nino ran to the phone. 

At his villa, Salvatore listened and checked his watch. 'Okay, they should be here in, say, an hour and fifteen minutes. You stay close behind. We'll cut them off somewhere in Palermo. You just be ready.' 

'Yes, Don Salvatore.' Nino dropped the phone, ran out to the Alfa and went after them. 

Salvatore put the phone down and turned to Paolo. 'They're coming, Paolo, they're coming. Now it's my turn,' and he went into the bedroom to change. 

Fifteen minutes later he drove out through the main gates of the villa in a blue Maserati, Paolo at the wheel. As they turned into the road, Jago switched on the Ford's engine and followed. 

'At least you'll fly back in style,' Egan said to Sarah. He was sitting up front beside Jacopo, who was driving. Sarah sat in the rear. 

She said, 'Don't you think it's likely that Ferguson will have discovered by now that his precious Lear jet has flown the coop?' 

'I should imagine so.' Egan glanced out of the window. They were well into Palermo now, moving down towards the dock area. 

'Which would indicate the distinct possibility of a reception committee,' Sarah suggested. 

'I'd say that's a reasonable deduction,' he agreed. 

'So what are they going to do? Arrest you?' 

'We'll have to see.' 

'And do we tell them about Ballycubbin and the Sons of Ulster?' 

'We shall have to see about that as well.' 

They were passing along a quiet street, warehouses on their right, the harbour beyond, when suddenly, a blue Maserati hurtled by and pulled up in front so that Jacopo had to brake. 'Stupid bastard!' he snarled and Salvatore leaned out of the passenger window and fired a pistol at them. 

'Christ, it's Frasconi!' Jacopo swung the wheel, taking the Mercedes into a side street that ran down towards the harbour between tall warehouses. 

Egan turned and saw not only the Maserati pursuing them, but a red Alfa, and at that moment Jacopo cursed, finding a wall at the end of the street. He turned into a narrow entrance that brought them out onto a deserted dock. He drove very fast to the far end of the dock, but there was nowhere to go, just a dark entrance on the left, and not having much choice, he drove inside. 

It was an enormous building, bleak and gloomy, a great wide channel filled with green water running up the centre, obviously used for some sort of boat-building in the past. The Mercedes roared towards the other end. Jacopo, realizing there was no exit, executed a stunning speed skid, turning the car in a circle so that it was travelling back the way it had come. 

The Maserati and the Alfa were both halted, blocking the way, and Salvatore jumped out, a Beretta in his hand, and fired twice. A bullet drilled through the windscreen of the Mercedes and struck Jacopo between the eyes. The Mercedes swerved, spun across the dock and plunged into the channel. Egan had barely time to wind up his window as the Mercedes went nose-down some forty feet and settled on the bottom. Sarah was terrified as the water started to rise about her. 

'Don't panic!' Egan said. 'Wait until the water's up to the roof then try the door. You'll find it will open easily then. Just go up slowly. I'll be right behind.' 



He had the Browning ready in his hand. As the water level reached her chin, a scream rose in her throat, but she fought it down and took a deep breath. As the water flooded over her head, she tried the door. 

It opened to the touch and she went out and drifted up through the green water, aware of the distorted shapes of the three men above waiting on the edge of the dock. She surfaced, looked up into Salvatore's hate-filled eyes, Paolo on one side of him with a gun, Nino on the other. 

'Bitch!' Salvatore said and took careful aim. 

And then Sean Egan erupted from the water beside her, the Browning extended in both hands. He fired twice, once at Nino, catching him in the throat, the second taking Paolo just above the left eye, and then the gun jammed. 

Salvatore raised his Beretta, madness in his eyes, there was a squeal of brakes and a Ford Escort skidded to a halt behind him. Jago leapt out on the other side. 'Frasconi!' he called. 

Salvatore half-turned and Jago shot him three times, knocking him over the edge of the dock into the water. Sarah and Egan floated there. Jago walked to the edge of the dock. She looked up into the tanned face with the blond hair and moustache, the glasses. Just a hint of something there, but she didn't know what, until he spoke. 

'I don't know, Sarah, but you really have a thing about water, don't you?' He shook his head. 'I'd get the hell out of there and go home if I were you.' 

He disappeared. They heard the Ford engine start up and move away. Sarah said, 'Jago! It was Jago, Sean, but different. The man's a magician.' 

Egan took her arm and pulled her towards a ladder. 'I don't care what he is; his advice is sound.' 

He helped her up the ladder. A few moments later they were in the Maserati making for Punta Raisi airport as fast as possible. 

THIRTEEN

It was just after ten when the Lear jet taxied over to the main hangar on its arrival at Walsham. When Grant opened the door and Sarah went down the steps she found Tony Villiers standing at the bottom, Ferguson's black Daimler parked a few yards away. 

'Tony, I can explain everything,' she said tensely, watching for his reaction. 'Is Brigadier Ferguson in the car?' 

'No, he's at his flat. I'm to take you there.' Villiers turned to Egan as they walked to the car. 'I've been in touch with Marco in Palermo this morning.' 

'Let's get one thing straight, Colonel,' Egan told him. 'Marco's not at fault in any way. He received an operational order, coded correctly, with the right security classification, and he played it by the book.' 

'So it would appear.' Villiers followed Sarah into the car and Egan sat opposite them on the jump seat. 

'Marco tells me the Frasconi brothers are no longer with us.' 

'So I hear,' Egan said. 



'I trained you well, Sean.' 

Egan shook his head. 'Don't let me take all the credit. Jago turned up. To be honest, he saved our hides for us. Knocked off Salvatore Frasconi just when things were looking rather bad.' 

'There's only one thing,' Sarah put in. 'His appearance was completely transformed. I didn't realize it was him until he spoke.' 

'If he returns to London today, there's your chance to get him,' Egan said. 

'I doubt it.' Villiers shook his head. 'Not if he's as well disguised as Sarah indicates. A very resourceful man, our friend Jago.' 

He seemed curiously subdued and Sarah frowned. 'Is anything wrong, Tony?' 

'Well, yes, actually.' He took her hand in his. 'Sir Geoffrey died yesterday morning.' 

'Oh, no.' She felt genuine pain, closed her eyes and turned away, remembering all of it. Her marriage that day at Stokeley, the reception at the hall afterwards, Edward in dress uniform, Eric home from school for the occasion and Sir Geoffrey so happy. 

'I'm so glad he was too ill to know about Eric,' she said finally. 

'I went ahead with the funeral arrangements,' Villiers told her. 'I hope you don't mind?' 

'Why should I? After all, you're the head of the family now. No more Talbots.' She was close to breaking. 'When is the funeral?' 

'This afternoon at three.' 

'At Stokeley?' 

'Of course.' 

She said to Sean, 'Stokeley Hall's in Essex on the River Crouch. Only an hour's run from London if you're lucky with the traffic. It's another world.' Her voice was brittle now. 'England like it used to be..The Talbots have lived there for five hundred years, only not any more because there aren't any more left.' 

And at that, she turned from both of them and the dam broke. 

At that moment, Jago was arriving at Leonardo da Vinci airport in Rome. Egan and Sarah Talbot would be making a fast trip back to England in the Lear jet, so much was obvious, which meant that he would be out of contact with them for some time. Not completely, of course, because the equipment he had left in place at his apartment would record whatever took place in the house at Lord North Street, which was something, at least. 

What concerned him more was his present position. Saving Sarah Talbot's life was one thing, acting like a damned poseur was another. He'd blown his cover. True, it was unlikely that she could give a very accurate description, but Villiers and the Group Four people would be alerted and that could be enough. 



He looked up at the electronic flight board and started to smile, because the situation was absurdly simple. There was a British Airways direct flight to Glasgow leaving at lunchtime and arriving in that fair city at four-thirty. And from Glasgow there was a shuttle service, planes down to London and back all the time. 

He went to the desk, made a booking, then went to the bar, got a glass of white wine and found a phone booth to call Smith. He sat there, enjoying the wine and smoking a cigarette. It was fifteen minutes before Smith called him back. 

'What are you doing in Rome?' 

'Waiting for a plane. I'm on my way back.' 

'You've been to Sicily?' 

'That's right,' Jago said. 

'I told you to stay out of it.' 

'Yes, well, I considered that and it occurred to me that taking everything into consideration it was more sensible to be around, just in case I was needed.' 

"And were you?' 

'I'm afraid not. Salvatore Frasconi turned my services down flat. He was hell-bent on getting them all. 

Barbera, Egan and Sarah Talbot.' 

'And what happened?' 

As usual when transmitting bad news to Smith, Jago found that he was enjoying himself. 'Alas, the word is that the Frasconis are no more. The bodies of Danielo and two other men were found in a ditch outside Bellona. I heard that on the radio on my way to the airport. Egan killed Salvatore,' Jago lied, and added cheerfully, 'The ladies in Palermo will be beating their breasts in anguish tonight.' 

'Your sense of humour will be the death of you one of these days,' Smith told him. 'Where are Egan and the Talbot woman now?' 

'Winging their way back to the Old Country in their Lear jet, at the taxpayers' expense.' 

'And you?' 

'Won't get in until this evening, a problem of plane connections. There is, by the way, one point I feel I should raise.' 

'What's that?' Smith demanded. 

'The question of what, if anything, Barbera's been able to tell them.' 

'Not a damn thing,' Smith said, 'because he didn't know anything.' 



'Let's be frank,' Jago said. 'You've always handled the Irish end of things yourself, never let me in on the act. I don't know who you deal with there, but I do know the Frasconis were involved. Am I right so far?' 

'So what if you are?' Smith said reluctantly. 

'An old fox like Barbera would have made it a number one priority to find out as much as he could about the Frasconis' business interests. He must have had men penetrate their organization. There must also have been Frasconi men who turned to his side. In those circumstances, I don't think you can be certain he knew nothing of their dealings in Ulster.' 

'I suppose you could be right,' Smith admitted. 

'Did they have direct dealings with the people in Ulster, for example?' Jago asked. 'Did anybody visit there?' 

There was a heavy silence before Smith said, 'Yes, as a matter of fact they did.' 

'Then I'd give them a bell, old stick, just in case Egan and Sarah Talbot turn up there too.' As a final twist of the screw he added, 'Of course, what would be even worse, the lovely couple might decide to come clean with Ferguson and Villiers for a change. Your friends would have the RUC and the army breathing down their necks then.' 

'I take the point,' Smith said. 'I'll see to it. Speak to me tonight when you get in.' 

Sir Leland Barry was shooting clay pigeons on the lawn at Rosemount, his splendid old Georgian house outside Ballycubbin. He was a distinguished-looking man of seventy-three, a retired judge of the High Court, immaculate in riding breeches and polished brown boots, brown Donegal tweed jacket and matching cap. His hair and neatly trimmed moustache were snow-white. 

'Pull!' he called. 

The gamekeeper, crouched by the trap, yanked the lever and two clays soared into the sky. Sir Leland blasted the one on the left, but missed the right. 'Damn!' he said softly. 

Behind him the butler crossed the lawn with the trailer phone. 'A call, sir, from London.' 

'Who is it?' Sir Leland demanded. 

'A Mr Smith, sir.' 

Sir Leland handed him the shotgun. 'Hold that.' He took the phone, walked across to the wall above the moat and leaned on it. 'Barry here.' 

'We could have trouble,' Smith said. 

Tell me.' Smith covered the situation in a few brief sentences. When he was finished Barry said, 'There's no problem. If this chap Egan and the woman turn up they'll be dealt with.' 

'And the security forces?' Smith asked. 



'My dear chap,' Sir Leland said patiently. 'The security forces pose no threat to me. Quite the reverse, in fact, so don't worry. You can leave things safely in my hands.' 

He went back to the butler, gave him the phone and reclaimed his shotgun. He reloaded and nodded to the gamekeeper. This time when he fired, both clays disintegrated very satisfactorily into a cloud of dust. 

Ferguson turned from the window, cup and saucer in his hand, and drank a little tea. Villiers was standing in front of the fire, Sarah and Egan sitting opposite each other. 

'A remarkable man, Jago,' Ferguson said. 'On top of everything else it would seem he's turned himself into the man with a thousand faces.' He emptied his cup. 'Of course, there is one interesting point.' 

'What would that be, sir?' Egan asked. 

'He does seem to have an uncanny ability to follow you around.' He handed his cup to Sarah. 'I think I'll have a refill.' He turned to Egan. 'As for you, your Boy's Own magazine exploits don't particularly impress me. We've spent enough money over the years in training you, God knows, but there is the much more serious matter of how you accessed our computer system.' 

Egan said, 'You don't really expect me to answer that, do you?' 

'Come off it, Sean,' Villiers cut in. 'There's only one person with the ability to access that system and we all know who it is. Alan Crowther.' 

'A bad business.' Ferguson sipped his fresh cup of tea. 'Particularly for Alan. A very serious breach of the Official Secrets Act, amongst other things.' 

'But this is nonsense,' Sarah cut in. 'At their offices in Cannon Street, our associates have one of the most sophisticated computer systems in London. Naturally they've afforded me full facilities while I'm over here. I accessed your system, Brigadier.' 

'Really, Mrs Talbot?' he said. 

'I wouldn't last long in Wall Street financial circles these days without an expert knowledge of computers. I'd be happy to demonstrate,' she added. 

'I don't believe a word of it,' Villiers said. 

'Oh, come now, Tony,' Ferguson told him. 'Would you doubt the lady?' He turned to her. 'Irrelevant now, my dear. Much more interesting to know what, if anything, you came up with in Sicily.' 

She glanced at Sean Egan. He said, 'I think we should speak up. It's too important now for many reasons.' 

She took a deep breath. 'All right. What we knew before we went was that the moving force behind everything is this man Smith, identity a mystery, Jago his right-hand man.' 

'And the Frasconis?' Ferguson asked. 'Where do they come in?' 

'Smith and the Frasconis have been heavily involved together in the drug business, but more than that, there was an Irish connection,' Sarah said, 'which would appear to link directly with the deaths of those four IRA gunmen by a Protestant extremist group.' 

Ferguson said calmly, 'Are you saying you know who they are?' 

'Yes,' she nodded. 'A man originally employed by the Frasconis as a courier to Ulster went over to the Barbera side of things. He told Don Rafael everything.' 

'And?' 

'It was the Sons of Ulster,' Egan put in. 

'Really?' Ferguson turned to Villiers. 'We know all about them, don't we?' 

'I don't think they've been very active recently,' Villiers said. 

Ferguson nodded. 'Anything else?' 

'Oh, yes,' Sarah said. 'The man in charge.' 

Ferguson frowned. 'Of the Sons of Ulster?' 

'Yes.' She nodded. 'Sir Leland Barry. He operates from a house called Rosemount, outside a village on the coast named Ballycubbin.' 

There was silence. Ferguson and Villiers glanced at each other, then the Brigadier went to his desk and sat down. That's very interesting.' 

'Then what are you going to do about it?' Sarah demanded. 

Ferguson looked at Villiers. 'Try and explain the intricacies of Ulster politics to her. She might listen to you.' 

'Sir Leland Barry represents one of the oldest families in Ulster,' Villiers said. 'He's the fifth baronet. 

During the Second World War he served with considerable distinction as an officer in the Ulster Rifles. 

In later years, he had an even more distinguished career as a barrister in London as well as Ireland. At one time he was a Member of Parliament for Stormont.' 

'As an Ulster Unionist, I presume?' Egan said. 

'He could hardly be anything else,' Ferguson replied. 'He is, after all, a Protestant.' 

'So were Wolfe Tone, Charles Stewart Parnell and Erskine Childers,' Egan pointed out. 'They were also Irish nationalists in their day.' 

Villiers said, 'Be that as it may, Sir Leland Barry is a considerable defender of the Protestant cause. He was a judge for many years and as such, very much an IRA target. In March 1982, they attempted to kill him. A roadside bomb as his car was passing in Fermanagh. He escaped serious injury himself, but his wife was killed.' 

There was silence. Ferguson said, 'He retired from the bench three years ago. Since then he has been elevated to the position of a Grand Master in the Orange Lodge. He is on excellent terms with the Government and his help to the Security Services on a number of occasions has been incalculable. 

'Several years ago, he headed a Government enquiry into allegations of misconduct against certain officers of the Royal Ulster Constabulary,' Villiers said. 'His findings gave them a very clean bill of health indeed.' 

'Whiter than white,' Ferguson added. 'I need hardly say it has made him rather popular in RUC circles.' 

Sarah stared at them in bewilderment. 'I don't think I understand what you're saying to me, or perhaps I just don't want to.' 

It was Egan who gave her the answer. 'It's really very simple. What they're trying to get across to you is that for security reasons, he gets away with it. The fact that he's also, according to our information, a terrorist, is simply an inconvenience.' 

'You're out of order, Sergeant,' Ferguson told him, sharply. 

'Why, because he's telling the truth?' Sarah shook her head in a kind of wonder, and her voice rose in disbelief. 'I can't believe this -' 

Villiers interrupted. 'I'm sorry, Sarah, there's a lot more to it than you realize.' 

'You'll just have to trust us, Mrs Talbot,' Ferguson told her. 

Sarah put her cup down carefully and stood up. 'You're not going to do anything, are you?' 

Ferguson said bleakly, 'Mrs Talbot, it ends here. From now on this is a matter for the Security Services, not you. Under the powers vested in me I could have you deported to the United States. That is not a road I wish to follow. However, I formally warn you against any attempt to leave this country for Ulster.' 

He turned to Villiers. 'You will see that Mrs Talbot's name is posted on the blacklist at all departure points for Ireland, both sea and air.' 

'Certainly, sir,' Villiers said. 

'And you'd better include this young fool.' Ferguson turned to Egan. 'As you well know, you are still subject to military discipline. I could have you court-martialled, but I'd hate to do that. You're a fine soldier, Egan, and I'm old-fashioned enough to believe that should still count for something. You've served the Crown well.' 

'Dear God,' Sarah Talbot said in disgust. 'Just let me out of here,' and she walked stiffly to the door. 

Villiers said, 'Go with her, Sean. I'll see you at the funeral.' 

'You mean you really intend to put in an appearance after this?' Egan shook his head. 'You've got nerve, Colonel, I'll give you that,' and he went out. 

Villiers said to Ferguson, 'My God, Leland Barry running the Sons of Ulster. Do you think it's true?' 

'I see no reason to doubt it. I never did like the man,' Ferguson told him. 'Of course the problem is, what can one do about it? There are rather special circumstances there, Tony.' 



'I know, sir.' 

'So.' Ferguson got up and came round the desk. 'Don't be too downhearted. There's always a way. 

First, we'll go round to Curzon Street and you can dig out everything we have on the Sons of Ulster. 

That should fill the time nicely until the funeral.' 

'You're going to go, sir?' 

'Oh, yes, Tony,' Ferguson nodded as he crossed to the door. 'Not, I regret to say, for the usual reasons of decency and compassion, but because I'll need to speak to Mrs Talbot again or, to put it more neatly, I suspect she'll need to speak to me.' 

Egan left Sarah at Lord North Street and drove to The Bargee. Ida and the barman were just getting ready to open for the lunchtime trade. When Egan looked in, she came to him at once. 

'You all right, Sean? Where have you been?' 

'I had business to attend to,' he told her. 

'I'll get you something to eat. We won't be busy for a while.' 

'No thanks,' he said. 'I've got to change. I'm going to a funeral.' 

He went upstairs, took a dark blue worsted suit, white shirt, dark tie from the wardrobe. He showered and changed, and when he went down she was still in the kitchen. 

'You look very nice,' she said and adjusted his tie. 'Have you been in touch with Jack?' 

'I haven't had a chance since yesterday,' Egan told her. 

'He phoned me around breakfast time from that nursing home. Didn't sound too good.' 

'I'll check on it.' He kissed her on the forehead. 'I have to go, Ida.' 

She stood at the door, watched him drive away, then closed it and walked slowly back into the bar. 

Sarah was wearing her black velvet suit when she came downstairs. Egan was on the phone to the clinic in St John's Wood. He put the receiver down as she came into the room. 

'How are things?' she asked. 

'They could be worse. Apparently he developed a temperature during the night. Aziz found there was a minor infection of the wound. He's had him in surgery, opened it up again and restitched him.' 

'Did you speak to your uncle?' 

'No, he's back in bed, under sedation.' She walked to the window and looked out. Egan said, 'It's time we were off.' 

She said, without looking round, 'They're not going to do anything, are they?' 



'I don't think so,' he said. 'I think there's more to it than they're telling us. More to Sir Leland Barry.' 

'Yes,' she said, 'that was my impression.' She turned and smiled tightly. 'Now, let's get going,' and she crossed the room quickly and led the way out. 

As they followed the coffin out of the old Norman church it started to rain. The churchwarden produced several umbrellas, obviously kept against such a contingency. Villiers put one up and held it over Sarah. 

'It always rains at funerals,' Sarah said in a dull voice. 'Why is that?' 

Villiers had an arm about her shoulders. 'Not long now.' 

Ferguson and Egan shared an umbrella behind them. The housekeeper from Stokeley Hall and three servants followed, and a handful of villagers brought up the rear. 

Sarah turned to look at Villiers with another tight smile. 'We'll have to start calling you Sir Anthony, won't we? Sir Tony doesn't sound quite right.' 

He couldn't think of a thing to say to that and they continued through the graveyard to the Talbot family plot enclosed by railings. The grave stood open and ready, two gravediggers waiting at a respectful distance, sheltering under the trees. 

There was no stone to her husband for he was buried, according to British Army custom, in the Falklands where he had fallen. No stone for Eric, only ashes now. She stood there, every sense numbed as the coffin was lowered. 

The churchwarden held an umbrella over the rector to protect his vestments from the rain, but the words that were said seemed a meaningless jumble, nothing sinking in. And then she was at the graveside, bending to pick up a little wet earth. As it thudded on the coffin, it was as if a mist cleared in her head. 

This is real, she thought, and I can't do anything about it, just as I couldn't do anything about Edward. 

But not Eric. Eric is different. 

She knew then that she couldn't let it go, not then or later. Mechanically, she shook hands with the rector, accepted his condolences and walked away towards the car, Villiers hurrying after her. 

Ferguson said, 'Oh, dear, trouble, I fear.' 

'What in the hell did you expect?' Egan asked as they went after them. 

Villiers was trying to talk to her as they arrived. She ignored him and turned to Ferguson, face flushed, eyes glittering. 'I'm going to ask you once more, Brigadier. Do you intend to do anything about Sir Leland Barry?' 

'I think I've covered that business more than adequately,' he said gravely. 

'Fine.' She turned to Egan. 'Let's go.' 

She got into the Mini Cooper and Egan slipped behind the wheel. As he started the engine, Ferguson leaned down to the window and said to her, 'Don't do anything foolish, Mrs Talbot. You will find it impossible to leave this country for Ulster, believe me.' 



Egan drove away and Villiers said softly, 'Damn it, Brigadier, I hate to see that.' 

'Make sure you have a good man on her,' Ferguson told him as he walked to the Daimler. 

They got in and it moved away. Villiers said, 'Isn't there anything we can do about Barry?' 

'You know the position there, Tony, the difficulties. He's too entrenched.' Ferguson shrugged. 'No, we couldn't do a thing. I have every faith that she will, of course.' 

'How can she?' Villiers said. 'Blocked at every airport, all the ferries denied to her?' 

'Oh, young Sean will find a way. You know how resourceful that boy is. That's why I want him working for me.' 

Villiers said, 'You wanted it this way. That's why you talked to her the way you did.' 

'Anger, that's what she needed, and now she's very angry indeed.' Villiers turned away, unable to speak. 

'It'll be all right, Tony. With your man keeping tabs on her, we'll be in business the moment she makes a move. It's up to you to follow in close pursuit.' He added impatiently, 'Don't you see? This way we get at least some sort of chance at Barry and that's better than no chance at all.' 

'My God!' Villiers said. 'I don't believe I'm hearing this.' 

'Don't look at me like that, Tony, be your age. In this business, you have to dirty your hands sometimes to get results. We both know that, so let's have no more nonsense,' and Ferguson leaned back and closed his eyes. 

'Look,' Egan said as he turned onto the main road, but she put up a hand to stop him. 

'No talk, Sean, just drive.' 

She wound down her window, left it open in spite of the rain, and smoked one cigarette after another all the way back to London. Egan worked his way through the rush-hour traffic until they reached Lord North Street. 

He switched off the engine. 'Do you want me to come in?' 

'Very much so.' She went up the steps, unlocked the door and he followed her into the sitting room. She turned to face him. 'Maybe you're used to the mad ways of your Secret Service, but I'm not.' She was furious. 'Your uncle was a gangster for years, a villain, isn't that what you call it?' 

'That's right.' 

'He's done more for me, given me more help, risked his life even...' 

'I know,' Egan interrupted. 'Now calm down.' 

'Calm down? Sean, they've put us on the blacklist, we're proscribed from travelling to Ulster, and Barry gets away with everything.' She was shaking with rage. 'Well, I'll get to Ireland if I have to swim.' 



'Let's hope it won't come to that,' he said calmly. 

She stopped dead in her tracks, staring at him, 'You mean you'll help me?' 

'It's getting to be a habit. Too late to break it now,' Egan said. 'Change your clothes and then we'll go and see what Alan Crowther can come up with.' 

Alan Crowther sat back from the computer screen and shook his head. 'No wonder they can't touch him. Over the years he's had connections up to Downing Street level, the support of the Orange Lodge and the adoration of the RUC.' 

'There's got to be more,' Egan said. 

'Yes, there's a limited access secondary,' Crowther told him. 'Give me a minute.' He tapped away then nodded. 'Would you look at that?' 

'What is it?' Sarah asked, leaning forward. 

'Well, let's try and reduce it to simple terms. He's a double-crossing old swine who's not scrupled to nail his own people when necessary.' 

'But I don't understand,' she said. 

'The Protestants are split into factions as much as the Republican movement,' Egan told her. 'Ulster Defence Association, UVF, extremist groups such as the Red Hand of Ulster and Barry's own outfit, the Sons of Ulster. There's always been a power struggle.' 

'According to this, he's turned in other Protestant extremists whenever it's suited him,' Crowther said. 

'He's even betrayed his own people to the IRA,' Egan added. 

'On several occasions, and just look at the killings he's been involved in, the dirty tricks.' Crowther shook his head. 'No wonder he's protected. They wouldn't dare put him on trial in an open court.' 

'And Ferguson and Tony know about this?' Sarah asked. 

Egan nodded. 'But that doesn't mean they were involved with Barry or took part in any of his goings-on.' 

'He's right,' Crowther told her. 'Most of the secondary material is derived from other sources. The DI5

Irish section's computer and the RUC's confidential dealings file.' 

'And they'd work with a man like that?' Sarah said. 'Collaborating with extortion, betrayal of friends, murder?' 

'There are those who believe the end justifies the means,' Egan told her. 'It's a dirty little war over there. 

If you knew some of the things I've done...' He looked away, swore softly and turned to face her. 'God dammit, no! Anything I did, there was always a reason. But this...' He gesticulated helplessly at the screen. 

'And Ferguson and Tony?' 



'I've known them both for years. Tony's one of the hardest men I know, but honourable. As for Ferguson, well, I've known him to pull some strokes, but compared to Barry, he's Mother Teresa.' 

Crowther said, 'One more thing, and it isn't on that computer. The deaths of those four IRA gunmen where burundanga was used. That should be added to Barry's list of achievements.' 

Egan said, 'Ferguson and Tony are probably as frustrated by the situation as anyone.' 

Sarah took a deep breath. 'Okay. Sean, how do I get to Ulster?' 

'Never mind that for a moment,' he said. 'What do you want to go for?' 

'To confront Sir Leland Barry.' 

'To what purpose?' Egan spread his hands. 'I mean, you can't shoot him. You're incapable of pulling the trigger, Jock White proved that. Or do you want me to shoot him for you?' 

'No,' she said. 'I don't expect you to do that any more than I expect justice any longer. But it does seem probable to me that of all the people we've been involved with, Sir Leland Barry is the one most likely to hold the secret of Smith's identity.' 

'That's true,' he said. 'I can't argue with you. The only difficulty would be in getting the bastard to open his mouth.' 

Sarah smiled. 'I'm sure you'll find an adequate way of persuading him. You usually do. Now, how do we get to Ulster?' 

'By sea,' he said simply. 

'Don't be ridiculous,' Crowther said. 'They'll have all the ferries blocked.' 

'I'm not talking about the ferries,' Egan said. 'I'm talking about a thirty-foot motor cruiser. Something with a cruising speed of, say, fifteen knots, rigged for deep-sea fishing. The kind of thing keen fishermen hire for a week.' 

'Go on,' Sarah said. 

'There's a boatyard just outside Heysham. That's on Morecambe Bay on the Lancashire coast. A nice clear run up around the northern tip of the Isle of Man to the Ulster coast. Sail straight into Ballycubbin. 

The man who owns the boatyard is an ex-Royal Naval Petty Officer called Webster - Sam Webster. 

He's about seventy now. In fact, the place is falling about his ears, but he's reliable. I've worked with him before.' 

'Will he help?' 

'He won't believe we're going out after shark, if that's what you mean. On the other hand, he'll believe what he wants to if I offer him enough money, but it would have to be in cash.' 

'There's at least a thousand pounds in tens and fifties in the safe in the study at the house,' she said. 'Even more in traveller's cheques.' 



'He wouldn't know what they were,' Egan said. 'Which still leaves us with the problem of getting there. 

You see, we were followed here by a red Ford Escort van now parked just along the street. If you tie that in with the telephone repair men down the manhole at the other end, it all adds up to Ferguson's boys keeping a close eye on us. I wouldn't mind betting there's someone out back as well.' 

Crowther looked at his watch. It was just after six. 'Actually, I have a rather jolly idea. How would you two like to join the freightbaggers' club, fully paid-up members, for free?' 

'Are you joking?' Egan said. 

'Not at all. Freight schedules are my hobby these days. There's one out of Euston at seven-thirty, to Scotland. It. usually stops in Lancaster goods yard at eleven-thirty. How far is Heysham from there?' 

'Seven or eight miles, I think,' Egan said. 

'Well then. I'll come with you. Show you the ropes. The outing will do me good. There's a return freight at half-past midnight. I'll be back here by five.' 

'Freightbagging?' Sarah said. 'I don't understand.' 

'He'll explain while I'm away,' Egan told her. 'I want to call Webster at Heysham and I don't want to do it from here. I think the repair men at that manhole at the end of the street are tapping the phone. And I'll get the cash from your house if you tell me where the safe is and the combination.' 

She gave him the information. 'You'll take care, Sean?' 

'Don't I always?' 

He went out, got in the Mini Cooper and drove away. The Ford Escort pulled out and followed. He stopped outside Camden tube station, went inside, bought some cigarettes at a kiosk and got some change, then he went into a telephone booth and called Sam Webster in Heysham. The phone rang for a long time, and it began to look as if no one was there when suddenly it was picked up. 

A hoarse voice said, 'Who the hell is that?' 

'It's Sean Egan, you old rogue, that's who the hell it is.' 

'Jesus, Sean.' Webster roared with delight. 'Where did you spring from? I heard you got hit in the Falklands.' 

'Yes, well, I got back from that one all right,' Egan said. 'Listen, have you still got the Jenny B?' 

'I certainly have. Why?' 

'I'd like to hire her. Take a lady friend of mine on a fishing trip.' 

'And when would you be wanting her?' 

Tonight. Should be at your place by midnight.' 

Webster laughed. 'Fishing trip, is it? I wasn't born yesterday, boy, but I'll tell you what I'll do. Seeing it's you, I won't charge you a thousand pounds. I'll do it for seven-fifty and throw in the fuel.' 

'Done,' Egan said. 'I'll see you at midnight.' 

He went back to the Mini Cooper, got in and drove straight round to Lord North Street. He was inside for no more than three minutes, came out with the thousand pounds and drove away, the Ford in close attendance. 

At The Bargee, he parked the Mini Cooper in the courtyard, got the Browning from the tool kit in the boot and went inside. Ida was in the bar. He didn't bother her, simply phoned for a cab and went up to his room to change into denims and boots, a sweatshirt and his black leather jacket. 

He found a small holdall and put the Browning in it, then he pulled back the carpet between the side of the bed and the wall, lifting a loose floorboard to reveal an assortment of weapons. He took a couple of extra clips for the Browning, and a Walther in a holster especially made to fit around the ankle. He put them in the holdall with a can of Mace and went downstairs to the bar. 

'I'll have a Scotch, Ida,' he told her, and went to the window and looked out at the Ford across the road. 

A couple of tough-looking eighteen-year-olds were sitting at the next table, drinking beer and playing dominoes. 'How's it going, Sean?' one of them asked. 

'Not so good. There's a bloke across the street in a Ford Escort van been bugging me all night.' Egan took out a ten-pound note and dropped it on the table. 'Slit his tyres, only don't let him see you, and have a drink on me.' 

'A pleasure.' 

They were out of the pub like a shot, one of them with a knife already open in his hand. They disappeared into the shadows. Ida came over with the Scotch. He swallowed it down. 'I'll be away for a day or two, Ida.' 

'Again? Where to this time?' 

'Across the water,' he told her. 

She grabbed his arm. 'Not Belfast again, Sean, you promised.' 

There was genuine fear on her face and he kissed her cheek, noticing the taxi arrive at the same time. 

'See you soon, Ida.' 

He ran out and got into the cab. As the driver drove away, the Ford Escort tried to follow, and came to an abrupt halt. Egan sat back, content. 

He had the cab driver drop him at the end of the street and strolled past the telephone repair men, noticing a sedan parked at the side of the house by the entrance to the back alley. When he went in, Sarah and Crowther were waiting in the kitchen, Crowther in the woollen hat, anorak and boots he'd worn on the previous occasion. He'd supplied Sarah with a green army anorak. 

'I've got rid of one,' Egan said, 'but there's still the repair men so we'll try the back.' 



'There's one there too,' Crowther said. 'I checked earlier. He's sitting in a small Peugeot sedan.' 

'I'll go first and deal with him,' Egan said. 'Then straight through the back streets to Camden Road. We'll get a taxi from there to Euston. After that, we're in your hands.' 

He opened the kitchen door, went across the yard and into the back lane, creeping along close to the wall. He could smell cigarette smoke, was aware of the man sitting there, the window down. Egan took the can of Mace from his holdall and went forward. 

'Excuse me,' he said. 

The man looked up, startled, and Egan squirted him in the face. The man groaned, his hands went to his eyes, he fell back across the seat. Egan whistled softly, and Crowther and Sarah appeared from the shadows. 

'Right, let's get out of it,' he said, and they hurried away. 

FOURTEEN

The sidings at Euston Station were a mass of confusion, trains everywhere, lumbering slowly out of the darkness into the occasional patch of light, disappearing again. They had gained access through a hole in the chain-link security fence, and Alan Crowther had led the way with absolute certainty until they reached the cover of an old disused signal box close to the main line. 

He checked his watch. 'Here in a second. When it comes just follow me, but don't hang about. It only stops for three minutes here.' 

'What about the romance of steam?' Egan said. 

'Gone, old son.' Crowther sighed. 'Progress, you see. Mind you, these babies make up for it with speed. 

You'll be there before you know it. What we don't want is a car transporter. That tends to attract the railway police, as I told you, trying to catch the kids who get on to steal the car radios.' 

'Can't we ride inside a freight wagon?' Sarah asked. 

'I'm afraid not. Security locked. The most we can hope for is a hopper or a flat-top, and pray it doesn't rain, of course.' Crowther grinned. 'Actually, I don't mind that. I like the rain.' 

At that moment, a train clanked out of the darkness and stopped. There were several freight cars, then a line of vehicle transporters, carrying not cars but commercial vans. 

'Damn!' Crowther said. 'Still, it could be worse. Those things aren't much of a target. No radios, nothing to rip out.' He grunted in satisfaction as the rear end of the train appeared. 'Ah, this is more like it.' There were half a dozen flat-bed wagons loaded with steel drums and coil. 'Burrow in amongst that lot and we'll be fine. Come on.' 

He scrambled up on the end wagon, turned and gave Sarah a hand as Egan pushed her up and joined them, and in the same moment there was a jolt and the train eased forward. 

'Super,' Crowther said. 'Now, let's find a spot and make ourselves comfortable.' He sighed contentedly. 

'You'll find it's the only way to travel.' 



Ferguson had at one stage in his military career served in Palestine, during the period leading to the foundation of the State of Israel. It had left him with an enduring legacy. A liking for Jewish cooking which meant that his favourite restaurant in the whole of London was Bloom's in Whitechapel High Street. He was sitting at his usual corner table, a bottle of kosher wine at his elbow, working his way through an unbelievably large bowl of hamishe barley soup, when Villiers entered. 

Ferguson sat back and sipped a little wine. 'Tell me the worst, Tony.' 

'They've disappeared. No phone calls from Alan Crowther's place so the tap didn't work. Egan led one of my boys a dance which ended with the poor sod sitting in a van with four flat tyres.' 

'I like it.' Ferguson returned to his soup. 'Really excellent this. Not just barley, but beans, carrots, peas, potatoes. A meal in itself. Anything else?' 

'I had a man at the back of Alan's house. Young Carter. Egan gave him a faceful of Mace.' 

'Dear me,' Ferguson said. 'He is a ruthless bastard, our Sean, isn't he?' 

Villiers sat down in the opposite chair. 'So what do you think?' 

'Very much what I thought before. Egan's come up with an alternative route, probably helped by Alan Crowther.' 

'But what could it be?' Villiers demanded. 

A waiter took Ferguson's bowl away. The Brigadier said, 'That's irrelevant really. All that matters is the destination and we know what that is.' 

'So what do we do?' Villiers was very tense. 'It's Sarah I'm thinking of. She isn't fit to be out on her own.' 

'But she isn't, Tony, she has Egan. There is another point. Whatever underground route Egan has chosen will take time. They can't possibly get there until some time tomorrow.' Ferguson helped himself to a slice of rye bread. 'You can phone Walsham before you go to bed. Have the Lear jet ready for a quick flight to Ulster in the morning. Only takes an hour. If we leave at eight, we'll be at Aldergrove by nine. 

Fifteen minutes by helicopter to the army base at Donaghadee. If I remember my facts correctly, Ballycubbin is only ten miles south.' He smiled. 'We'll be there by ten o'clock, Tony, thanks to the modern miracle of high technology.' 

'And then?' Villiers demanded. 

'We'll have to see what happens, won't we?' Ferguson told him. 'But enough of that for now. You must have something to eat. The hot salt beef here is legendary and the potato latke quite unbelievable.' He kissed his fingers. 'Takes me back to Jerusalem in the old days.' 

'With the odd bomb going off in the distance and the Stern gang lurking in the shadows for a shot at you,' Villiers commented. 

'Always the cynic, Tony, you never change,' and Ferguson inhaled with delight as the plate of hot salt beef was placed before him. 



North-west of Birmingham, the train ran on into the night and Crowther, sitting with his back to an oil drum, produced a Thermos from his rucksack and poured coffee which he passed to Sarah. 

'Are you cold?' he asked. 

'No, fine,' she assured him, and she was. In fact, she hadn't felt so switched on in years as the train roared through the night. It gave her a wild and wonderful sense of freedom. 'I think I can understand what you see in this,' she told Crowther. 

'I've always liked trains, from childhood.' He smiled. 'Very nostalgic things, trains. Railway stations always seemed to have an infinite possibility of things. All those tracks leading to so many places.' He stopped smiling. 'And then suddenly you're older.' 

They roared through a brightly lit station, people on the platform. 'Warrington,' Egan said. 

'I know, we're making excellent time. Like I said, we'll be there before you know it,' Crowther told him. 

At Glasgow airport, Jago just failed to connect with a shuttle to London and had to wait until the next. It was eight-thirty when he walked through the concourse at Heathrow to pick up the Spyder in the car park. An hour later, he was parking in Lord North Street and hurrying upstairs to the apartment. 

That Sarah's house was unoccupied was obvious as was the absence of the Mini Cooper. He ran the tape back and then on automatic forward to pick up speech and took his coat off. As he was going into the kitchen, he heard her voice, returned to the sitting room, lit a cigarette and sat down to listen to what she'd said to Egan earlier. When the conversation was finished he sat there, frowning, then phoned the contact number and went into the kitchen to make coffee. The phone rang about five minutes later. 

Smith said, 'So you're back.' 

'Just in,' Jago said, 'and I've found an interesting conversation on the tape.' 

He went through it quickly. When he was finished, Smith said, 'It doesn't matter.' 

'Doesn't matter?' Jago said. 'Look, I don't know who this Barry she refers to is, but one thing is certain. 

She and Egan intend to get there in spite of Ferguson blocking all the normal routes.' 

'They might get there,' Smith said. 'In fact I hope they do, but they won't get back, I promise you that. 

Not ever. Leave it,' he added with grim finality. 'You've come to like the lady, that's pretty obvious, but from now on you're off the case.' 

He put the phone down. Jago sat there for a while thinking about it, then he put his Burberry back on, went down to the basement and got in the Spyder. He dropped the hidden flap, selected a Browning, slipped it into one pocket, the Carswell silencer in the other, and drove away. 

'So I'm off the case am I?' he said softly. 'Well, we'll see about that, old stick. We'll see.' 

The train had passed through Wigan and was well on its way to Preston when Crowther stood up. 'I'll just stretch my legs,' he said. 

He started to work his way forward, straddling the couplings to get from one wagon to the next. After a while, he came to a boxcar, went up the ladder and made his way in a crouching position along the swaying roof. He heard voices, a burst of laughter and dropped on his belly at once. 

When he inched forward to the edge of the wagon and peered over, he found himself looking down at the line of car transporters with the vans on them. As he watched, two youths got out of one of the vans. 

There was the sound of breaking glass, more laughter. Crowther turned, went down the ladder and hurried back to Egan and Sarah. 

There's a couple of young bastards vandalizing the vans up there and they're not being very quiet about it. If there's a railway cop on board we could have trouble.' 

'What do we do if someone does turn up?' Sarah asked. 

Crowther looked over the top of a row of oil drums. There was a two-foot space on the other side, then the track below. 'Stretch out there and hang on to those steel hawsers, very tight.' He smiled. 'Oh, and don't forget to pray.' 

Jago got in through Alan Crowther's door using a skeleton key and carefully locked it again. He didn't switch on any lights, simply prowled around each room in turn with the assistance of a tiny pencil flash. 

He found the computer bank in the study particularly interesting. 'Well now,' he said softly. 'That explains a great deal.' He went back to the kitchen, opened the fridge and helped himself to a pint of milk, then returned to the sitting room and selected an easy chair. Samson, the Burmese cat, brushed his leg and leapt on his lap. Jago took out the Browning, screwed on the silencer and placed the weapon on a convenient coffee table. He drank his milk slowly as he stroked Samson and waited. 

The train passed through Preston and Crowther said, 'Lancaster next stop.' He checked his watch. 

'We're ahead of schedule. Should be in by eleven-fifteen.' 

There was a sudden shout and they looked along the train to see the two youths on top of the boxcar, clear in the moonlight. They started down the ladder and a uniformed policeman clambered onto the roof and went after them. 

'That's torn it,' Crowther said. 'Come on, get moving.' 

He pushed Sarah forward, she climbed over the steel hawsers and knelt on the narrow strip, hanging on tightly. There hardly seemed room for her knees and she turned slightly sideways, a bolt digging painfully into her hip, as she became aware of Egan's boots in front of her face. 

Crowther made for the other side of the wagon and ducked out of sight as the two boys arrived, wailing like banshees. One of them was a punk, his hair cut like a Mohican Indian. Crowther, peering over the edge, saw that the policeman was almost on them. 

The track was steep here, the train starting to slow, and as the youths hit the final wagon, the policeman called, 'I've got you now, you bastards!' 

'In a pig's ear you have, darling,' the Mohican called and simply jumped from the moving train as his friend went after him, laughing hysterically. Crowther glanced back, saw one and then the other stand up at the side of the track. The policeman went back up the ladder. He walked across the swaying top of the boxcar and disappeared. Crowther scrambled up, clambered over the steel hawsers and reached for Sarah. He helped her up and back to their original position. They sat down. 

'Are you all right?' he asked. 



'All right? Do you know something? Most of the time my nose seemed to be about six inches above the track. I know it wasn't, but Alan...' She hugged him tightly. 'It was wonderful!' 

Egan squatted beside them. 'If you two have quite finished you might be interested to know that we're just entering Lancaster.' 

Ten minutes later, the train slowed to a halt in a goods siding. 'Easy one to get out of, this,' Crowther said. 'Just follow close.' 

He hurried across the tracks, ducked up a narrow alley between storage buildings and came to a high wooden fence. He pulled on one of the planks and it swivelled to one side leaving a narrow opening. He motioned Sarah through first, then Egan and followed himself, pulling the plank into place behind him. 

They were standing on the pavement of a main road, the occasional car swishing by. 

'This way. Round to the front of the station, the way the people who buy tickets go.' They turned the corner and there was the front of the station, three taxi cabs standing at the rank. 'There you are, Heysham next stop,' Crowther told them. 

Sarah put her arms round him and kissed him. 'I'll never be able to thank you enough, Alan.' 

'Nonsense.' He turned to Egan. 'You bring her back safe if you want to break bread with me again.' 

Egan grinned. 'What will you do now?' 

'Don't worry about me. Excellent freight train back to the Smoke in twenty minutes. Mainly cars, I'm afraid, but it could be fun. Off you go.' 

They crossed to the taxi rank, Sarah got in the first cab and Egan gave the man the address of Webster's boatyard. Before getting in he looked back at the corner, but Alan Crowther had gone. 

Webster's boatyard was as run-down a place as Sarah had ever seen, more like a junkyard, with the rusting remains of a number of cars, and here and there the decaying hull of a boat. There was a creek below, which just now contained more black mud than water, a dilapidated jetty extending into it. A line ran out to a motor cruiser sitting on its bottom in a couple of feet of water. There were several smaller boats drawn up on the shoreline. 

'You mean someone actually makes a living out of a place like this?' Sarah asked. 

Egan nodded. 'You'd be surprised. Besides, Webster could never starve. He has his Navy pension. He was Fleet Chief Petty Officer in his day.' 

There was a light in the window of the old cottage on the side of the hill above the yard, and they went up the path and Egan knocked. 'Come in!' a voice shouted. 

He opened the door and led the way into a long and incredibly cluttered room which took up most of the cottage's ground area. There was a primitive kitchen with a pot sink and a single tap, then a section that was obviously used as an office, with a desk and an old Victorian table awash with files. 

The living area was at the far end, a wood fire blazing on a flat stone hearth, an overstuffed sofa and two chairs in front of it. The man who sprawled in one of them, a bottle of whisky at his elbow, a glass in one hand, a book in the other, was small with a fierce face, tangled grey hair and beard. 

'There you are, you young rogue,' he said. 

Egan leaned on the mantelpiece. 'Sam Webster - Mrs Sarah Talbot.' 

Webster looked up at her. 'And what's a nice-looking woman like you doing in bad company?' 

'Oh, I get by,' she said. 

He tried to sit up and groaned. 'Gout,' he said and she noticed the walking stick on the floor. 'The fruits of a misspent life. I hesitate to ask, you women having a great sense of your dignity these days, but would you like to make us all a cup of tea? You'll find everything you need back there.' 

'I think I can manage that.' She went and filled an old kettle at the single tap, found a match to light the calor gas stove, took down three chipped mugs from hooks above the sink. 

Sean said, 'What about the Jenny B? Everything shipshape?' 

'Saw to it myself earlier this evening before the leg started playing me up. Everything in apple-pie order. 

Provisions in the galley, fuel in the tanks,' Webster told him. 'All that's missing is my seven hundred and fifty quid.' 

'I've got that here.' Sarah came over from the stove, opened her handbag and produced the money. She handed it to him and he started to count it carefully, note by note. 

Egan lit a cigarette and glanced around with distaste. 'Just look at this place. How can you live like this with all the money you've got tucked away?' 

'But that's the whole point,' Webster told him. 'What the tax man can't see won't hurt him. What he sees here just makes him feel sorry for a poor old sailor living alone on his pension.' 

Sarah brought the three mugs of tea and he poured whisky into his and drank it noisily. 'That's grand.' 

He took a watch from his pocket and looked at it. 'Half-past midnight. You'll not get away for another two hours. The tide's still well out. Are you familiar with boats, Mrs Talbot?' 

'A little.' 

'Ah, well, it's tricky round here. Sandbanks, quicksand. You can walk two or three hundred yards out to sea in some parts of Morecambe Bay and still be only knee-deep in water.' 

She idly picked up some of the books on the floor by the chair. Walt Whitman's Leaves of Grass, Plato's The Republic, novels by Hemingway, Charles Dickens and many others. 

'You'll notice I'm a reader,' he said. 'Forty-five years at sea, Mrs Talbot, and I sometimes think it was the books that got me through. Education is a wonderful thing. Of course, when I was a lad you didn't get the chances. Something I've never understood about this boy here.' He was a little drunk now. 'A fine brain, real intellect, a philosopher by nature and what does he do for a living? He kills people.' 

'Here we go again.' Egan turned to Sarah. 'We've had this argument so many times I've lost count.' 



'Samuel Johnson said you couldn't stand five minutes under a shed in the rain beside Edmund Burke without realizing you were in the company of a great man,' Webster said. 

'And what in the hell is that pearl of wisdom supposed to mean?' Egan demanded. 

'It means that in your company under the shed in the rain,' Webster said drunkenly, 'five minutes and I know I'm in the company of something special gone wrong.' He hauled himself to his feet, swayed there supported by the stick, and reached for the whisky bottle. I’m for my bed. Put the light out when you go.' 

He lurched up the stairs and they heard him lumbering about for a while and then there was silence. 

'An unhappy man,' Sarah said. 

'Not as long as there's one last bottle of Scotch left in this world.' 

'And hard on you,' she persisted. 

'He means well,' Egan said. 'A bit like the remark on those old school reports: he thinks I could do better.' He cut short the discussion by standing up. 'Let's see if there's anything worth having in the fridge. We might as well eat something before we go.' 

As the Jenny B nosed down the creek on half-engines at two-thirty, the tide was still running in. Visibility was excellent in the bright moonlight and Sarah could see mountains lifting into the night on the far side of the bay. 

'That's the Lake District,' Egan told her. 'Wordsworth country.' 

Standing there in the wheelhouse beside him, with only the small light over the chart table, it was like being in some private world. She looked at the chart. 'The Isle of Man?' 

'That's right. We pass the northern tip, the Point of Ayre, and from there it's a clear run to Ballycubbin.' 

'What time will we get in?' 

'Probably about nine o'clock, maybe a little earlier. Depends how the weather works out. I've checked on the radio. It's not too bad. Winds three to four, rain squalls later and there could be some fog by morning on the Irish coast.' 

As they moved out to sea, they started to roll, spray drifting against the windows, the masthead light swaying. Egan said, 'Here, take the wheel.' 

She didn't hesitate, accepted the challenge at once. 'This is fun.' 

'Just keep checking the compass,' he said. 'Keep on that heading. You'll get the knack.' 

There were red and green navigation lights in the darkness on the horizon. 'What's that?' she asked. 

'Probably a ferry. Liverpool to the Isle of Man or maybe a coaster on the run up to Glasgow.' 

'That's their world and this is ours,' she said. 



'An interesting way of putting it.' 

He lit a cigarette, coughing as usual, and opened the side window. She said, 'Why don't you care, Sean? 

You don't, you know. About anything. Oh, you've helped me marvellously, but when it comes to the really important things in life, the things that affect you...' 

Egan laughed. 'Webster has a weakness for Plato. There's a bit in The Republic where Plato speaks of a man who's lived in a cave all his life. He's never seen the outside world. The people and things of that world are only shadows on the wall of his cave.' 

'I know the passage well,' she said. 

'Yes, well, Webster thinks I'm the man in the cave, no links with the real world at all, people only insubstantial shadows to me.' 

'Is he right?' she asked. 

'God knows.' He left the wheelhouse, went and stood at the rail in the prow. She stayed there at the wheel, hands steady, watching him as they ploughed into the night. 

It was almost five when Alan Crowther went into the yard at the back of the house and unlocked the back door. He turned on the kitchen light and put his rucksack on the table. Then he switched on the electric kettle. He felt remarkably well. The run down from Lancaster had been excellent, fast and exciting. When it had started to rain he'd taken his chances, riding right up front in a Ford car, king of the night. 

He put a teabag in a cup, unplugged the kettle and started to pour. There was a slight creak of a floorboard behind him. He put the kettle down slowly and turned to find Jago standing in the doorway, the Browning in his gloved hand, the silencer on the end. 

'Do one for me, old boy, while you're at it.' 

Crowther knew who this must be, of course, but played for time. 'Jago, I presume.' 

'My goodness, we are well informed, but then information is your business, isn't it?' Jago took out a cigarette one-handed and lit it as Crowther got another cup and put a teabag in it. He reached for the kettle, half-turning, easing off the plastic lid and Jago added, 'And speaking of information, old boy, where are they? And don't start giving me problems otherwise I'll have to be very unpleasant indeed, and it is rather early in the morning.' 

Crowther tossed the boiling water across the table and, as Jago dodged back into the hall to avoid it, turned and wrenched open the kitchen door. As he went through, a bullet burned its way across his left shoulder. In the darkness he presented a poor target. Jago fired again as he saw the back door into the lane open, and went after him. 

Crowther turned into the street, rounded the corner on the other side of his house and. started to run along the canal towards Camden Lock, alternately in darkness and light as he passed beneath the streetlamps. Jago, very fast, was not far behind him as Crowther, labouring for air now, reached a series of granite steps and lurched up them, hauling on the old Victorian iron rail at his side. 

He reached the top, clear for a moment under a street-lamp, and Jago's arm swung up. The silenced Browning coughed twice and Alan Crowther staggered sideways, pitched head-first over the low wall and fell into the lock. 

Jago went to the wall at the bottom of the steps, but there was no sound, only dark water. He hurried back the way he had come, turned into Water Lane and got into the Spyder. Damn that fool Crowther; the plucky bastard was no use to him dead. So, he was no further forward, would simply have to sweat it out in Lord North Street until she got back. 

'That's if you do get back at all from this one, Sarah, my love,' he said. 

Sarah slept on one of the bench seats in the saloon that doubled as a bed. She came awake slowly and lay there in the darkness, aware of the rolling motion, but still unsure where she was. She went up the companionway. The deck was tilting slightly, there was only darkness all around, the rush of water. 

When she got the wheelhouse door open, Egan was standing there, his face floating in darkness in the light from the binnacle. 

'How are we doing?' she said. 

'Fine. The weather's a little rough, but nothing we can't handle. If you look back over your shoulder to port you'll not see the Isle of Man, but it's there.' 

'What time is it?' 

He glanced at his watch. 'Six o'clock.' 

'I'll make some tea.' 

The wind slashed rain and spray in her face as she crossed the slippery deck and went down the companion-way to the saloon and into the galley. She got the stove working and towelled her hair. The anorak she was wearing was soaked through, but she noticed an old brass-buttoned Navy reefer coat behind the door and tried it on. It was rather large, but warm and comfortable and there was a blue knitted cap in one of the pockets which she pulled down over her hair. She made the tea, found a Thermos jug and two mugs, and when she renegotiated the deck, the rain was driving in with even greater force. She got the door open, lurched inside and slammed it shut. 

Egan smiled. 'Hey, I like the outfit. The complete sailor.' 

She put the mugs on the chart table and poured the tea. 'Shall I take over?' 

'No, I can put it on automatic pilot for a while.' 

There was no hint of dawn yet, only a slight phosphorescence to the water. She said, 'Strange, but I feel as if we're somehow coming to the end of things.' 

'Nothing ever ends,' he said, swinging slightly from side to side in the swivel seat, his hands wrapped around the mug. 'Every damn thing you ever did, or was ever done to you, is still around in some form or another, working away.' 

'But we can cut free from the past, Sean, you must see that. Cut free, start fresh.' 

'It sounds like an advertising slogan,' he told her. 



She laughed out loud. 'You're damn right, it does.' 

'Anyway, it's words, just words. Have you cut free from your past?' There was no answer to that and she made no attempt to give one. 'Have you hell. It rides you harder each day and it's changing you. 

Changing you in every way. The Sarah Talbot who boarded that plane in New York was another person.' 

My God, it seems a thousand years ago now, she thought, and he's right. I'm not the person I used to be. 

She said to Egan, 'Suppose I accept what you say as true? What are you suggesting?" 

'That you can never go back to anything. I tried it and it didn't work. Home didn't exist any more.' 

'And you think that will happen to me?' Sarah asked him. 

'Oh, yes. Action and passion, they're like drugs that sharpen you up, give you a high. When you're back at your desk in that tall building in Wall Street you'll feel as if that's the dream and only this was the reality.' 

She shivered, suddenly cold, reluctantly aware of the truth in his words. 'I'm not too sure I want to accept that.' 

'I can see how you wouldn't, but it's all part of the price you pay, and I did warn you, remember?' 

He unlocked the steering wheel and increased speed, racing the heavy weather that threatened them from the north-west. 

At the same time in London at Curzon Street, Ferguson, still in bed, was being gently shaken into life by Kim. The Brigadier groaned and came reluctantly awake. 'What is it?' 

'Colonel Villiers is here, sir.' 

'What, already?' Ferguson sighed, threw the bedclothes aside and reached for his dressing gown. When he went into the sitting room Villiers was standing at the window. 'Really, Tony, this is outside of enough.' 

'Sorry, sir.' Villiers turned, grim-faced. 'There's been a further development.' 

Kim appeared with coffee and Ferguson accepted a cup gratefully. 'All right, tell me the worst.' 

'I've just been to the Cromwell Hospital. They've got Alan Crowther in intensive care.' 

Ferguson was immediately alert. 'What happened?' 

'He was shot twice and fell into Camden Lock. Our friend Jago. Luckily a workman cycling to an early morning shift along the towpath heard him groaning. Found him hanging onto a ladder at the side of the canal.' 

'And Jago did this?' 

'Oh, yes, Alan's just told me. He's in a bad way, but able to talk. Jago wanted him to tell him where Sarah and Sean Egan have gone.' 

'And did he?' 

'No, but he told me. He decided things have gone too far. He escorted them to Lancaster last night. 

Jumped a freight train, would you believe that?' 

'Oh, yes,' Ferguson assured him. 'At this stage I can believe anything, Tony.' 

'Anyway, they've hired a motor cruiser from that old rogue Sam Webster at Heysham. Sailing straight across to Ballycubbin.' 

Ferguson nodded. 'I told you young Sean would come up with something.' 

He stood up and Villiers said, 'But what are we going to do?' 

'Do?' Ferguson said. 'Well, first, I shall shower, then Kim will provide a traditional English breakfast of scrambled eggs, bacon and tomatoes, followed by toast and marmalade and a large pot of Indian tea. 

We will consume this together, Tony, after which we will proceed as planned to Walsham and leave on the Lear at eight o'clock. You do have the helicopter arranged at Aldergrove?' 

'Yes, sir.' 

'Good, and given what we now know, I'd like an escort waiting for us when we arrive at that army base at Donaghadee. One officer, captain rank, I think. Someone experienced, and six paratroopers. I always find it scares the hell out of people rather satisfactorily when they see those red berets.' Ferguson smiled. 

'See to it, Tony.' 

He turned to the door and Villiers said, 'But this could be dangerous, sir, very dangerous for Sarah and Egan. I mean, we're letting them walk straight in on Leland Barry. There's no knowing how he'll react.' 

'My dear Tony, there's only one way he can react. You know it and so do I. He's got to get rid of them and that, of course, is the reaction we want, because once he makes that sort of move, we've got him.' 

'Well, all I can say is we'll be cutting it pretty fine,' Villiers told him. 

'Don't we always, Tony?' Ferguson said and went out. 

Sarah caught her first distant glimpse of the Ulster coast through heavy mist and rain just after eight. 

There was light by now, but very murky, grey and mysterious. Somewhere a foghorn sounded. 

Egan shivered. 'I hate November. It's neither one thing nor the other. Just slap in the middle of autumn and winter.' 

'I know,' she said. 'What time will we get in?' 'About a quarter to nine. Here, take the wheel.' She did as she was told. Egan's holdall was on the chart table. He opened it, took out the Walther in its special holster, knelt down and strapped the holster into place just above his right boot. He tested the gun for ease of movement and pulled down the leg of his jeans. 

'You Yanks are great believers in an ace-in-the-hole, aren't you?' he said. 



'I wouldn't know,' she told him. 'I don't play cards.' 

He brought out the Browning, tested it, then slipped it inside his leather jacket. He took the wheel back and at that moment, the wind tore a curtain in the mist and she saw, perhaps a mile away, a small harbour, whitewashed cottages above a jetty. 

'Ballycubbin?' she asked. 

'The circle of maximum danger,' Egan said and he throttled back and took the Jenny B in. 

FIFTEEN

There were few fishing boats in the small harbour but then they had passed most of them on their way in, sailing out to the fishing grounds in search of herring and mackerel. 

'It's usual to report to the harbour master's office when you come in,' Egan told Sarah, 'but I doubt whether a place like this even has a harbour master.' 

He cut the engine as they bumped alongside the lower jetty and Sarah jumped with a line. He followed her over the rail to assist and they tied up. 

'Well, here we are,' she said. 'Not much of a place.' 

'Are you ready with your story?' he asked. 

She nodded. 'As ready as I'll ever be.' 

'Good, then let's do it,' and he went up the ladder ahead of her. 

The Lear jet landed at Aldergrove at about the same moment and taxied to an area at the far end of the airport that was reserved for military purposes. An Army Air Corps Lynx helicopter was waiting, the pilot already at the controls. 

A young lieutenant stood at the bottom of the steps. He saluted. 'Everything ready, sir.' 

'Thank you, Lieutenant,' Ferguson told him and boarded the Lynx, quickly followed by Villiers. 

Villiers leaned forward and tapped the pilot on the shoulder. 'How long to Donaghadee?' 

'Fifteen minutes, sir.' 

'Didn't I tell you, Tony?' Ferguson said as he strapped himself in. 'You worry too much,' and then the Lynx lifted off with a roar, drowning any more attempts at conversation. 

The street along the front was deserted in the rain, no sign of life, only a small grocery store open. Egan opened its door. A bell tinkled and a young woman reading a magazine on the counter looked up. 

'Jesus, you startled me.' 

'Sorry,' Egan said. 'Just in with my boat. Is there a cafe? We could do with something to eat and a cup of tea.' 



'You could try the pub. The Orange Drum. It's a few doors down.' 

'Isn't it a bit early in the morning for them to be open?' 

'Sure, but no one cares in a place like this. Murtagh's always there, he's the publican. He'll see you all right.' 

‘Thanks.' 

Egan and Sarah continued along the front and stopped under the pub sign. 'The Orange Drum,' Egan commented. 'They don't leave you in any doubts about their politics, do they?' 

The door opened to his touch and he led the way into a large old-fashioned taproom with a low ceiling and a Victorian bar of polished mahogany. It reminded him very much of The Bargee. 

The door behind the bar opened and a large, grey-haired man in waistcoat and shirtsleeves came in, wiping his hands on a dishcloth. 'Good morning," he said genially. 'And where did you two spring from?' 

'We're just in on a motor cruiser from Bangor,' Egan said. 'The girl in the shop said you might manage some breakfast.' 

'No problem.' He leaned over the bar and shook hands. 'Ian Murtagh.' 

'My name's Egan.' 

'Sarah Talbot.' She held out a hand. 'It's good of you to help us out.' 

'American?' he said. 'We don't get many of your kind round here. The tourist trade isn't what it used to be.' 

'And isn't that understandable?' Sean said and to Sarah's astonishment his voice had changed and he was now speaking with the hard accent of Belfast. 

'In the circumstances, one might just wonder why you've chosen Ballycubbin, Mrs Talbot,' Murtagh said. 

Egan looked at her. 'Go on, tell him, why don't you? He might be able to help.' 

She leaned across the bar, pushed her hat up and turned the full charm of her grey-green eyes on him. 

'Well, this is in confidence of course, but despite the disguise I'm a journalist for Time magazine. There's a man lives somewhere near here, a retired judge called Sir Leland Barry. The IRA tried to blow him up the other year.' 

'And killed his wife,' Murtagh told her, face impassive. 'I know Sir Leland well. He's a fine man.' 

'I was hoping for an interview, but I've heard he doesn't give them. I suppose he's worried about his personal security.' 

'And why would he have to worry about that in a place like this, with every man in the county on his side?' Murtagh asked. 'And in any case, I've always found him a reasonable man. A perfect gentleman with the ladies. Would you like me to phone and explain the situation?' 



'Oh, would you?' Sarah said breathlessly. 

'No trouble. You make yourselves comfortable by the fire. I'll put the kettle on, my wife's away at her mother's, then I'll phone Sir Leland.' 

He went out. Sarah stood in front of the fire, warming her hands. 'What do you think?' 

'Too easy,' Egan said. 'Much too easy, but let's wait and see.' 

In the library at Rosemount, Sir Leland Barry sat at his desk. His estate manager, James Calder, stood at his side, a sheaf of papers in his hand. Sir Leland put down the phone. 

'They're here, the man Egan I told you about and the American woman." 

'We're sure he's IRA?' Calder asked. 

'Oh, yes.' Barry nodded. 'He's been working with their so-called European battalion, killing unarmed British soldiers in Holland and Germany. She's from some Irish-American organization in New York and both of them are out to make a name for themselves by shooting me.' 

'The bastards,' Calder said. 

'Well, we'll give them their chance, at least on paper. You go down to the village and pick them up. 

Take one of the gamekeepers with you. Flynn, I think. He's done well recently. I'm sure he'd like to finish off another Provo gunman. Murtagh can come back with you." 

'Fine, sir.' 

Calder moved to the door. Sir Leland added, 'Let's get the timing right, because I'm calling in the RUC

now and we want our friends nicely dead when they arrive.' 

He picked up the phone and quickly dialled the number of the local RUC headquarters. 

The Lynx hovered for a few moments then settled on the helicopter landing pad at the army base outside Donaghadee. There were three khaki-painted army Land-Rovers waiting. The two at the rear of the small column were stripped down. Each one had a driver, three sitting behind, all paratroopers in red berets and camouflage jump jackets, armed with Sterling sub-machine-guns. The front Land-Rover still had its housing on. Two officers stood beside it, a paratroop captain and an Army Air Corps colonel. 

They came forward and saluted as Ferguson and Villiers got out. 

'Brigadier Ferguson? Colonel Chalmers, sir, in command here. May I introduce Captain Richard Stacey, Two Para.' 

Stacey saluted smartly. Ferguson said, 'This is Colonel Villiers, my aide. Time is of the essence, Colonel. 

I'm obliged to you for your prompt assistance in this matter, but we must move and move quickly. I'll give Captain Stacey his orders as we go.' 

A few seconds later he and Villiers were sitting in the rear of the lead Land-Rover, Stacey up front beside the driver, as they led the small convoy towards the gate. 



'You know Ballycubbin, Captain?' Ferguson asked as the bar was raised and they sped through. 

'Yes, sir,' Stacey replied. 

'That is our destination. In particular, the home of Sir Leland Barry. You realize, of course, that you are wholly bound by the provisions of the Official Secrets Act.' 

'If you say so, sir,' Stacey said. 

'Good. Then when we get there you and your men will do exactly as I say, neither more nor less.' He turned and smiled at Villiers. 'Don't worry, Tony, we'll make it, I promise you.' 

Egan and Sarah finished the bacon sandwiches that Murtagh had brought them and were into a second cup of tea when he returned. He was wearing a hunter's three-quarter-length anorak and a rain hat. 

'It's your lucky day, Mrs Talbot,' he said. 'I told you Sir Leland was a decent man. He's sent one of the estate cars to pick you up.' 

'Really?' Sarah said. 

'Aren't I telling you? It's waiting for you out back.' He lifted the flap of the bar counter. 'This way.' 

Sarah got up, slightly unsure, and Egan said, 'Isn't that wonderful, Mrs Talbot?' 

She walked through into the kitchen, and as Egan followed he pulled the zip of his leather jacket down slightly, ready to reach for the Browning if necessary. Murtagh passed them and opened the back door, leading the way into the cobbled yard. There was a large Peugeot estate car standing there, two men beside it. 

Murtagh said, 'This is Mr Calder, Sir Leland's factor at the estate, and Malcolm Flynn, head gamekeeper.' 

Calder smiled charmingly and put out his hand. 'A pleasure, Mrs Talbot. Sir Leland's asked me to take you straight up to the house.' 

'That's very kind of him,' Sarah said and Calder opened the rear door and motioned her inside. 

At the same moment, Murtagh produced an old American Army-issue Colt and touched the muzzle to the back of Egan's neck. 'But before we go, bucko, let's relieve you of whatever's spoiling the shape of that pretty leather jacket.' 

Flynn produced a Smith and Wesson.38 revolver from the capacious poacher's pocket of his jacket. 

Murtagh found the Browning and passed it to Calder. 

Calder took it, examined it for a moment, then shook his head sorrowfully and put it in his pocket. 'You really can't trust anyone these days, and that means you, sweetheart, so over the car, both of you. 

Assume the position, isn't that what they say on American TV?' 

She turned to Egan, angry and yet afraid. He said gently, 'Just do as they say.' 

He spread his legs and leaned on the car, she followed suit, aware of hands roughly searching her. 



Calder said, 'Right, the rear seat, both of you.' 

Flynn got behind the wheel, Calder beside him, and Murtagh sat in the centre seat, his back to the door, covering them with the Colt. 

'It's not every day we have a couple of Shinners travelling with us and in such style.' He glanced at Calder. 'Have you ever noticed how you can always tell a Catholic? They look different.' 

Egan took Sarah's hand and held it tight. 

Sir Leland Barry was sitting at the desk in his study, writing, when Calder led the way into the room. He took off his spectacles, looked up and put down his pen. Egan and Sarah stood in front of the desk, Murtagh at the door. He had his gun in his hand as did Flynn, who stood on the opposite side of the room, his back to the library shelves. Calder took out Egan's Browning and laid it on the desk. 

'He had this.' 

Sir Leland picked it up for a moment, weighed it in his hand and put it down. 'A journalist, you say, Mrs Talbot?' 

Before she could reply, Egan took out his wallet. As he reached for it, Murtagh and Flynn raised their weapons threateningly. He put up a hand. 'A minute only.' He tossed the wallet on the desk. 'If you check that you'll find sufficient ID to prove that I'm a serving member of the SAS.' 

Murtagh laughed harshly. 'Bollocks.' 

'Crude, but adequate.' Sir Leland sat back. 'That kind of forgery is commonplace with you people.' 

'And which people would that be?' Egan asked. 

'Why, the Provisional IRA. And this lady, I've been given to understand, is an Irish-American, a member of a New York-based organization whose sole aim is to cause as much havoc as possible in this province.' 

'That's nonsense.' Sarah leaned on the desk. 'My name is Mrs Sarah Talbot. My son, Eric, was murdered in Paris two weeks ago at the instigation of a man called Smith with whom I have the best of reasons to believe you have business dealings.' 

He frowned in apparent bewilderment. 'Business dealings?' 

'Yes, you've been engaged in the drug trade together.' 

Flynn, outraged, said, 'Jesus, would you listen to that?' 

Calder said, 'You can cut out the drivel, it's too late for that. We know why you're here. To gain access to this house and assassinate Sir Leland.' 

'Only it won't work,' Barry said, 'because I was forewarned.' He shook his head gently. 'I'm afraid it's you who must pay the price, Mrs Talbot.' 

'But that's crazy,' she said. 



'Not at all. I've been in touch with the RUC. They should be here any moment. They'll find you and Mr Egan very dead, my life saved by my good friends here.' 

Egan pushed her to one side. 'You can't do this, Barry, she's telling the truth, you know she is.' 

He made as if to reach across the desk and it provoked the action he'd hoped for. Calder grabbed him by the back of the neck and spun him round and Egan fell back against the couch. 

Murtagh moved in and Flynn started across the room. 'You bastard!' Murtagh said. 

Egan's right hand swung up with the Walther from the ankle holster. He shot Murtagh in the centre of the forehead, was already on one knee, grabbing Sarah by the leg and pulling her down, turning and firing again, catching Flynn twice in the heart. Calder scrabbled for the Browning on the desk and was shot in the temple at close range. Egan stood there, very cool, very deadly, feet apart. It was the most terrible and destructive thing Sarah had ever seen, no more than three seconds in the doing. 

Sir Leland, still in his chair, said, 'For God's sake, no!' 

Egan gave Sarah a hand up and pulled her behind him. 'Now, I've very little time left before your RUC

chums get here, so we'll make this brief. I've got three bullets left in this thing.' He raised the Walther. 'If you don't tell me what I want to know I'll give you all three in the belly. A painful way to go and very slow.' 

'Anything,' Sir Leland said. 'Anything you want.' 

'All right. Smith - who is he? Where do we find him?' 

'But I don't know. I can't answer either of those questions.' Egan raised the Walther threateningly and Barry cried hoarsely, 'It's true, I tell you. I phone a contact number and leave a message. He phones me. 

It's always been that way.' 

'I don't believe you.' 

'It's true, I swear it.' There was sweat on Barry's face, blind panic, and then it cleared. 'Just a minute. 

There is something. Let me open the desk drawer.' 

'All right, but very, very carefully.' 

Barry opened the drawer and hunted through. 'He sent a courier once. She came on the ferry, the ferry from Scotland to Larne. Murtagh went to meet her.' 

'A woman?' 

'That's right. She delivered a suitcase.' 

‘Heroin?' 

Barry nodded. 'Murtagh gave her one in return, with the necessary cash, and she went back on the next ferry.' He laughed in relief. 'I've found it, see? Flynn drove Murtagh to Larne, stayed out of sight and took a photo of them together.' He shrugged. 'I thought it might be useful at some stage.' 



Egan looked down at the photo and Sarah moved forward. 'Can I see?' 

And then everything happened at once. Sir Leland Barry grabbed the Browning on the desk and got to his feet. Egan fired three times, very fast, driving him back through the French windows to the terrace. In the same moment, the outer door burst open and several police constables in the green uniform of the Royal Ulster Constabulary stormed in, sub-machine-guns at the ready. Egan just had time to slip the photo into his pocket before they swarmed all over him. 

Egan lay face down on the floor of the Georgian drawing room, his wrists handcuffed behind him. Sarah sat at a table, head lowered. There was one constable on guard by the door, his Sterling ready in both hands. The door opened and a uniformed inspector came in followed by a sergeant. 

The inspector said, 'It's like a butcher's shop in there.' The sergeant walked over and kicked Egan in the ribs. 'You dirty Provo swine. You killed Sir Leland, you and this Yank bitch.' 

'Stop that, Carter,' the inspector said sharply. 

'I'm not a Provo, I'm SAS,' Egan said. 'And if you're interested, your good friend Sir Leland Barry commanded the Sons of Ulster.' 

There was a look of anger and disbelief on Carter's face. 'You lying bastard.' 

He kicked Egan again and the inspector said, 'Stop that!' He said to Egan, 'Can you prove what you say?' 

'My wallet's on Barry's desk. My ID is in it.' 

The inspector said to Carter, 'Watch them,' and went out. 

Carter stood looking down at Egan, touched him gently with the toe of his boot, then he glanced at Sarah, put a hand on her chin and raised her head. 'Wait for me outside, Murphy,' he told the police constable. 

The door closed gently. Sarah said, 'What Mr Egan says is true. You'll see.' 

'True?' he said. 'What do you people know about truth? You butchered Sir Leland's wife, you blow up kids and you bloody Irish-Americans are the worst, coming over here, sticking your noses in what doesn't concern you.' He pulled her up. 'We'll soon sort you back at the station, but in the meantime, you need your inspection.' She started to struggle and Egan kicked out at him in vain. 'Your body inspection. Every nook, every cranny. I mean, we don't know what you're carrying, do we?' 

She was back across the table, his knee forced between her legs, his hands on her breasts. As waves of horror and disgust washed over her she suddenly remembered Jock White's instructions, saw her one chance, and pointed each hand into a perfect phoenix fist and jabbed into each side of his neck. He screamed in agony, and behind him the door was flung open and Ferguson entered, Tony Villiers at his shoulder. Captain Stacey and his paratroopers crowded in behind, weapons ready. 

Sergeant Carter backed away, looking dazed, and Sarah sat up as the inspector pushed his way in. 

'What's going on here?' 



Tony Villiers took an ID card from his wallet. 'Colonel Villiers, Group Four, and this is Brigadier Charles Ferguson. I think you know who he is.' 

The inspector saluted at once. 'Brigadier.' 

'I'm assuming full control here under the special powers which, I'm sure you are aware, I hold. All was not what it seemed, Inspector, that's all you need to know for the moment. Now kindly remove the handcuffs from this lady and gentleman.' 

'Sergeant Carter,' the inspector said. 

Carter produced a key and released Egan. Villiers put an arm around Sarah. 'Are you all right?' 

'I am now,' she said. 

'Let's leave the greetings until later,' Ferguson said testily. 

They moved to the door. Villiers said, 'Excuse me a moment.' He turned, crossed the room in two quick strides, kicked Carter between the legs, and as the sergeant keeled over, raised a knee into his face. 

'When I see rubbish like you at work,' Villiers said looking down at him, 'it sometimes makes one think the IRA might have a point.' 

It was early evening at Aldergrove, darkness falling, rain drifting across the apron where the Lear jet waited. Sarah stood at the window of the waiting room, a cup of tea in her hand. Egan sat on a seat beside her. The afternoon had passed in a flurry of forms and statements. They hadn't really had time to talk. She was about to speak when the door opened and Villiers and Ferguson entered. 

'We'll be off in a couple of minutes,' Villiers said. 

Ferguson walked across the room and stood beside Sarah. 'Are you all right now, Mrs Talbot?' 

'I think so,' she said. 

'As regards the actions of Sergeant Carter back there, he'll be dealt with appropriately, I can assure you of that. In every barrel there's always at least one rotten apple. The RUC have been on the firing line in one of the dirtiest little wars in modern times for something like fourteen years now. Don't condemn them all because of the actions of one man.' 

'I'll try not to,' Sarah told him. 

'Having said that, you'll never come closer to meeting a bad end. A good place to be leaving.' Ferguson looked out as rain drummed against the window. 'What a bloody awful country. Sometimes I really think we should give it back to the Indians.' 

SIXTEEN

Jago, standing at the window of his apartment at Lord North Street drinking a cup of coffee, saw the Daimler pull up outside Sarah's house at eight o'clock that same evening, and he hurried to turn up the receiver. 

In the car, Ferguson said, 'I'd like a few words before I go, Mrs Talbot. May we come in?' 



'Is it necessary, Brigadier? I'm very tired.' 

'Essential, I'm afraid.' 

'Oh, very well,' she said reluctantly, got out of the Daimler, went up the steps and unlocked the front door. Ferguson, Villiers and Egan followed her. 

Sarah switched on the light, led the way into the sitting room and turned to face them. 'All right, Brigadier, what do you want to say?' 

'Some of my superiors in government will not be pleased,' Ferguson said, 'but I got what I wanted, Leland Barry's head, and I thank you for that.' 

'But?' Sarah said. 

'Alan Crowther is half-dead in hospital, thanks to our friend Jago, Mrs Talbot. You didn't know that, did you? Bodies strewn all over the place, Paris, Sicily, Ireland. It's been a Cook's Tour of unmitigated violence. You got everything you wanted, but at a rather heavy price.' 

'Except Smith.' 

'We may never know who he is now. If he has any sense he'll drop out of sight, but one thing is certain. 

You return to America tomorrow and I'm prepared to make that a legal directive,' Ferguson told her. 'It stops here, Mrs Talbot.' He said to Villiers, 'You will make yourself personally responsible for seeing Mrs Talbot gets on that plane in the morning, Tony.' 

'Yes, sir,' Villiers said. 

'Good.' Ferguson turned to Egan. 'And you, young Sean, will present yourself at my flat in Cavendish Place at eleven o'clock in the morning on the dot. We need to have words.' He didn't wait for Egan to reply, simply said, 'Goodnight, Mrs Talbot,' and walked to the door. 

Villiers put a hand on her arm. 'I'll see you in the morning, Sarah,' he said and went after him. 

The outer door banged, the Daimler started up and drove away. There was silence. She stood there in the old reefer coat and woollen cap, her face smudged with dirt. 

'So that's it?' Egan said. 

'No it isn't, Sean. I know it and so do you, but first I need a shower and some clean clothes.' She touched his cheek for a moment in genuine affection. 'You know something? You're a great guy, or should I say a smashing fella? Isn't that what the cockney girls would say?' 

'Something like that.' 

'All right, smashing fella. Make some tea in the kitchen while I change and then we'll talk.' 

She stood under a hot shower for five minutes, then towelled her hair, combed it, still damp, and tied it in a ponytail. She got fresh underwear from the drawer, a cream silk blouse. It was as if she had washed away all that had happened in Ireland and she felt better already. When she came downstairs and entered the kitchen she was wearing the brown suede trouser suit and high-heeled boots. 

'You look nice,' he said as he poured the tea. 

'Well, I certainly feel better.' Rain hammered against the window and they sat on opposite sides of the table, a curious intimacy between them. 'Sean, there's something I've always wanted to ask you.' 

'What's that?' 

'You've never mentioned any girl in your life.' She hesitated. 'Was that because of Sally? After all, she wasn't your real sister.' 

'As far as I'm concerned she was and always will be.' He lit a cigarette, coughed a little and paused. 

'What in the hell am I smoking this thing for?' He stubbed it out. 'There was a girl back there in Belfast. 

Mary Costello. A nice Catholic girl. Naturally, her family didn't approve. In fact, nobody approved where she lived. It was a very Republican area.' 

'But you are a Catholic yourself,' she pointed out. 

'But I was also a soldier in the British Army. Anyway, one night the local women got her. Shaved head, tarred and feathered and left tied to a lamp post. Even her parents didn't dare go out to her. She was found by an army patrol in the morning and taken to hospital.' Egan stood up and peered out of the window. 'She drowned herself in the River Lagan the day they discharged her.' 

There were sudden hot tears in her eyes. 'How could people be so cruel?' 

'It's not the people. It's life and what it does to them,' Egan said. 'The way it provides them with perfectly lousy situations and doesn't give them any choice in the matter.' 

His face, when he turned, was anguished and she got up, went round the table and put her arms around him. 'Is it that bad?' 

'Couldn't be worse,' he said. 

'Then let's get on with it.' She pulled him to the table and they sat down. 'That photo Leland Barry gave you when you threatened him, the photo of the meeting at Larne. You were just about to show it to me when he grabbed for the gun, and then the RUC burst in. You've still got it?' 

'Yes.' 

'But you didn't say anything about it to Tony and Ferguson. Why not?' 

'Because it's nothing to do with them, not any more. Now, it's personal.' 

'The courier Smith sent was a woman, isn't that what Barry said?' 

'Oh, yes.' Egan nodded. 'It was a woman all right.' 

He took the photo from his pocket and pushed it across the table. It showed Murtagh leaning against a bollard on the dock at Larne. A grey-haired woman in a winter coat talking to him. Ida Shelley. 



'Oh, my God!' Sarah said. 

Egan's face was unnaturally calm. 'She's my cousin, really. Of course, I called her Aunty when I was a kid and she was always Aunty Ida to Sally.' 

Sarah felt the hurt as much as he and at the same time was aware of a deep and burning anger, a kind of rage that was starting to touch her somewhere inside. 'Just take a deep breath, Sean.' She held both his hands tightly. 

'Sally's Aunty Ida.' There were tears in his eyes. 'Sally's lovely Aunty Ida.' He pulled one hand free and hammered it on the table. 'Isn't that the funniest thing you ever heard?' 

'No,' she said, calm now. 'Not really. Actually, I think it's about the worst.' She got up. 'Wait here for me. I'll only be a minute.' 

She walked into the sitting room, went to the desk and phoned for a cab, then she opened the drawer in the Sheraton bureau and took out the Walther PPK that Jock White had given her. She checked it as he had shown her, very carefully, then slipped it into her handbag and returned to the kitchen. 

'Come on, Sean, I've called a cab. We'll go and see Ida,' and she turned and led the way out. 

Jago phoned the contact number, at the same time watching the cab move away in the street below. 

When the phone rang, he picked it up instantly. 

'Now what?' Smith demanded. 

'If you have tears, prepare to shed them now,' Jago told him. 'Shakespeare, old stick, but very applicable where you are concerned.' 

'What in the hell are you going on about?' Smith demanded. 

'Well, not only have they knocked off your friend Barry and returned in one piece, they also have a photo he gave them, with a little persuasion, I'm sure.' 

'What photo?' 

'Oh, a courier you sent to meet someone at Larne, and guess who? Ida Shelley.' Jago laughed. 'Now don't you think that's rather astounding?' 

'No,' Smith said. 'What I actually think is that it's time you and I got together.' 

Jago didn't have time to shower, but he did change his shirt for a clean one, crisp white cotton which set off his regimental tie to perfection. Then he opened one of his cases, lifted a false bottom and took out a curious garment. It was a waistcoat of nylon and titanium manufactured by the Wilkinson Sword Company and he'd had it for some years. It could stop a.45 bullet at almost point-blank range. He put it on, fastened it neatly, then added his jacket, and finally the Burberry. He checked the Browning, slipped it in one pocket, the silencer in the other, and was ready. 

He carefully ran a comb through his hair and smiled at his reflection in the mirror. 'What a hell of a last act, and definitely not to be missed.' 



He went out. The door closed softly behind him. 

The Mini Cooper still stood where Egan had left it, in the yard at the side of The Bargee. It was busy inside. Through the window they could see the bar crowded with drinkers, Ida and three helpers going at it full blast. 

Egan and Sarah slipped in through the kitchen door. He said, 'Wait here, I'll only be a minute.' 

He went up to his bedroom, pulled back the carpet between the bed and the wall and lifted the floorboard. There was another Browning in there somewhere. He found it and a Carswell, got a couple of ammunition clips and went back downstairs. 

As he went into the kitchen the door to the bar opened and Ida hurried in, wiping her hands on a bar cloth. She stared at them in amazement. 'Where did you spring from?' 

'Just got back,' Egan told her. 

'Jack was on the phone this afternoon asking after you. He's out of the clinic now. Back at Hangman's Wharf.' 

'That's good,' Egan said. 'We met an acquaintance of yours while we were over there in Ulster, Ida, or maybe I should call him a business associate.' 

She looked puzzled. 'What are you on about?' 

Egan held the photo up in front of her. 'This, Ida - this is what I'm talking about.' 

Her face was white, eyes staring. Suddenly, she looked ten years older. She took the photo from him, hands trembling, and slumped down at the table. Then she started to cry. 

Jago left the Spyder in Wapping High Street and walked the rest of the way, in spite of the rain which was quite heavy now. Finally, he turned down the narrow street lined with old Victorian warehouses and came out onto Hangman's Wharf. Smith was standing under a lamp looking out at the river. He was holding a large black umbrella, a raincoat slung over his shoulders. 

Jago stood there, hands in pockets. 'Mr Smith? We meet at last.' 

'And about bleeding time,' Jack Shelley said and he turned to face him, smiling, a curiously dashing figure, his left arm in a heavy black sling. 

Ida stayed at the kitchen table, aware of the roar of the Mini Cooper's engine starting up outside then fading away. She'd stopped crying now, took out a handkerchief and wiped her eyes. The bar door opened and one of the barmen looked in. 'What you up to, Ida? We're run off our feet in here, girl.' 

'I'll be right in, Bert.' 

She walked to the mantelpiece and picked up the photo of Egan and Sally, the girl slightly profiled, looking up at him with such love. 

'My little Sally,' Ida whispered. 'I let you down, love, didn't I? I was always too afraid, you see, but not any more.' 



She put the picture down, picked up the card Tony Villiers had given her and went to the phone. 

As the old goods lift went up slowly, floor by floor, Shelley said, 'You've done a great job on your appearance. I wouldn't have known you.' 

'You knew what I looked like before, then?' Jago asked. 

'Course I did. Don't be bleeding stupid. I know more about you than you know about yourself. That's why I picked you.' 

'But the way you handled things,' Jago said. 'All those calls. That was brilliant.' 

'Balls!' Shelley said. 'It was easy. The great thing about the telephone is that as long as you're the one making the call, you're in charge. The bleeper alerted me if I was in range and if I wasn't I only had to call the contact number at intervals to see if there was a message.' 

'Clever,' Jago said. 

'Not really. If someone phones you and says they're in London you believe them, but they could be in Paris. That's how salesmen manage their dirty weekends away from home.' He laughed coarsely as the lift stopped and he stepped out. 'Yes, I could phone you from anywhere and you didn't know where it was coming from. Car phone, when I was lying in bed in that clinic, phone booths. Of course what really covered my tracks was Paris. You shooting at me like that. Just enough to make it look like I was one of the good guys. I took a big chance on you there, but you handled it just right.' 

He led the way down the corridor, past the kitchen, and opened the door into the main room. He reached for a bank of switches, made an adjustment so that there were only a couple of table lamps on at the other end, leaving most of the room shrouded in darkness. 

'Don't want too much light.' 

He carried on down to the living area and Jago said, 'What about your usual boys?' 

'Frank and Varley? Gave 'em the night off. They do as they're told. To be honest, they've no idea what I've been up to in the last three or four years.' He stopped at the drinks cabinet, picked up a brandy decanter and splashed some in two glasses. 'No, this is just you and me.' 

'And our friends.' 

'Definitely.' Shelley laughed. 'In fact I’ll drink to that. To friends,' and he clinked his glass against Jago's. 

The lift jolted to a halt. Egan led the way down the corridor. He paused, took the Browning from his pocket and nodded to Sarah. 

'Be careful, Eric,' she said. 'Be very careful.' Egan smiled sombrely. 'It's Sean, Mrs Talbot, not Eric.' He opened the door and stepped in. He stood there, the Browning at his side, Sarah at his shoulder. The room was a place of shadows. They started forward. 'Jack, are you there?' Egan called. 'Right here, my old son.' The doors to the old goods platform stood open and Shelley moved in, the umbrella in one hand. 'Pissing down out there, but I just felt like a breath of air.' He peeled off his coat, one-handed, walked a few paces and turned. 'Is that a shooter I see in your hand, Sean? Not a very friendly gesture to your old uncle.' 

'Yes, well, I thought I'd probably need it with Mr Smith,' Egan said. 'We've had an interesting conversation with Ida about you, Jack. Jesus!' he said in disgust. 'Jack Shelley, the Robin Hood of the East End, a drug baron. Why, Jack?' 

'Don't be stupid,' Shelley told him. 'You know how much I've got in Swiss bank accounts after four years in this racket? Twenty-two million quid. Twenty-two million. That's serious business.' 

'And what are you going to do with it, Mr Shelley?' Sarah asked. 'I understood your legitimate business interests are worth that kind of money anyway.' 

'And what's that got to bleeding well do with it?' 

'All that money and no way of spending it,' Egan said. 'Just like some of your old mates when I was a kid. The blokes who'd knock over a security van and end up with a suitcase full of money under the bed that they couldn't spend because that's what the coppers were waiting for.' 

'Leave it out,' Shelley said. 'You're talking crap.' 

'But never mind all that,' Sean said. 'Bad enough, but not as bad as what Ida told us. How she came back to The Bargee unexpectedly one afternoon and found you in bed with Sally. How the kid seemed like another person, totally changed. How she was never the same again.' 

'And we know why, Mr Shelley,' Sarah said. 'Scopolamine and phenothiazine, otherwise burundanga.' 

'You keep out of this, you snotty bitch. You've caused enough grief.' Shelley turned back to Egan. 'So what? She was a little slag. I caught her at it with a fella when I called in there one morning when Ida was out. Anyway, she wasn't family, was she?' 

Egan raised the gun. It shook in his hand, but he didn't fire. Instead, he allowed the Browning to swing down again and Shelley laughed triumphantly. 'I knew you couldn't. I know you better than you know yourself, my old son.' He raised his voice. 'All right, Jago!' 

Jago stepped in through the open windows from the goods platform and struck Egan across the back of the neck with the barrel of his Browning. Egan fell to the floor and lay there. 

Jago looked across at Sarah and smiled. 'A pleasure to see you again, Mrs Talbot.' 

Shelley looked down at Egan. 'Went soft on a skirt, the silly young bastard.' He glanced up at Sarah. 

'And it's all your fault, coming around here, sticking your nose in, upsetting everybody. Well, not any more.' He turned to Jago. 'See her off then. Put her over the rail into the river.' 

Jago looked at Sarah and he wasn't smiling now. The Browning wavered slightly, lowered. 'I don't think I want to do that, Mr Shelley.' 

'Another one of you gone soft on a bleeding bird,' Shelley said contemptuously. 

He fired twice, very fast, the bullets thudding into Jago, knocking him back through the windows against the railing of the goods platform. He tried to get up and Shelley's left hand came out of the sling holding a snub-nosed revolver. He fired twice more at close quarters and Jago rolled on his back, limbs twitching. 



Shelley laughed coldly. 'Looks like I'll have to take care of this myself, after all.' He bent down to pick up Egan's Browning and stirred him with his toe. 'Family, you see, Mrs Talbot. I knew he couldn't shoot me when it came down to it.' 

And then the rage, the loathing for this monster and every terrible thing he had ever done exploded inside her. Her hand came out of her pocket holding the Walther PPK. When she extended her arm the muzzle touched him between the eyes. 

'But I can, you bastard!' she cried, and pulled the trigger. 

The final expression in his eyes was not so much fear as astonishment, and then the back of his skull disintegrated, blood and brains spattering across the white wall as he was hurled backwards. 

She fell on her knees, still clutching the gun, and a voice called, 'Sarah.' She looked up and saw Jago standing in the open window. He looked ghastly. That's my girl,' he said, 'I'm proud of you,' and then he lost his balance, staggered back against the rail and toppled over, down into the river below. 

The door burst open behind her. She got to her feet, dropped the Walther and turned, swaying, and Tony Villiers caught her as she started to fall. 

Sarah sat on the couch drinking hot tea with brandy in it. Three young men in anoraks and jeans holding Sterlings stood in the shadows. Tony was on the telephone, Ferguson sat in a chair opposite, watching her. 

She heard Tony say, 'I need the disposal team now at the following address.' 

She said, 'The disposal team?' 

Ferguson said, 'Jack Shelley, well-known City businessman, albeit with a rather colourful background, died of a heart attack tonight. No need for an autopsy, as he's been receiving treatment for his condition from a prominent Harley Street specialist. No trouble with an adequate death certificate.' 

'You people can do anything, can't you?' she said. 'CIA, KGB, SIS, you're all the same when it really comes down to it.' 

'Yes, well, passing over the histrionics, Mrs Talbot, Jack Shelley will leave here within the next half an hour, and proceed to a crematorium in North London. By midnight, he will be five pounds of grey ash, and by midnight, you will be winging your way to America.' 

Egan came out of the shadows as Villiers put the phone down. Sarah said, 'Are you all right, Sean?' 

'I wasn't much good to you.' 

'Understandable in the circumstances.' 

He gave her a strained smile. 'So, Jock was wrong. When it really came down to it, you were able to pull the trigger.' 

'I'm not going to apologize,' she said. 'He deserved to die and I killed him. I'm not proud, but I'm not sorry. It's something I've got to learn to live with.' 



'A season in hell,' he said. 'I warned you.' 

Ferguson said, 'Tony, I think Mrs Talbot should be leaving now.' 

Villiers walked towards her. 'Come on, Sarah.' 

She took Egan's hands in hers. 'What will you do, Sean?' 

'Get by,' he said. 'I'll get by.' 

She put her hands on his shoulders. 'You've come to mean a great deal to me. But then I think you know that.' 

'Me, Mrs Talbot? Or Eric?' 

'Oh, you, Sean. Very definitely you.' 

She held him close for a long moment, then walked away very quickly. And Villiers hurried after her. 

Egan crossed to the drinks cabinet and poured a Scotch. He walked to the open window, ignoring Shelley's body under the blanket, and stood on the goods platform, looking down the river. 

Ferguson said, 'And what now, young Sean?' 

'God knows,' Egan told him. 

'Well then, there's nothing for it. You'll just have to come and work for me at Group Four.' 

'Like hell I will,' Egan said. 

'My dear Sean, the Inland Revenue will recover your uncle's ill-gotten gains from Switzerland, but it will still leave you sole heir to a business empire in excess of twenty million pounds.' Ferguson smiled. 'Now what on earth would a chap like you want with that kind of money?' 

Sean Egan put down his glass, turned and walked into the shadows. Ferguson called, 'You'll be back, Sean. Nowhere else to go.' 

The river moved on, drifting under heavy rain and fog. A boat eased down towards the sea, sounding its foghorn. By the long-disused wharves all was quiet and then, at King James's Stairs, something moved below the wharf and a shadow hauled itself up a ladder. 

There was a streetlamp on top of the deserted wharf and Jago stood underneath it, streaming with water, and unbuttoned his Burberry. The rounds Shelley had fired at him were embedded in the bullet-proof vest. He pulled them out, one by one, tossed them into the river, and belted the Burberry again. High above, a plane lifted from Heathrow and passed over the city. It could be Sarah. Probably not, but that didn't matter. 

He looked up at the night, arms wide, smiling, then he turned and walked into the darkness. Was gone. 

The End
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