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The wolf at the door is your greatest danger
and not only in Winter.
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At fifty-eight, his black hair flecked with grey, Blake Johnson still had a kind of rugged charm, the air of a man capable of looking after himself. He certainly didnt look old enough to have served in the Marines in Vietnam, though he had, with considerable honour and the medals to prove it. Johnson was personal security adviser to the President, and had been so for more years than he cared to remember. Presidents came and Presidents went, but he went on for ever, or so it seemed, Blake thought ruefully, as he stood in the wheelhouse of a sport fishing launch named Lively Jane, on the late afternoon it all began. He peered through the window at Long Island, a light rain blowing against the glass. It was almost six. Hed have to hurry.

He had a beach house in Quogue, supposedly for holidays, which hardly ever came, and this time looked to be no different. Vladimir Putin, Prime Minister of the Russian Federation, was speaking at the United Nations in New York, and the President wanted him to attend and report in, not only on the speech but on the general attitude of the Russian delegation.

The British Prime Minister wasnt coming either, but interestingly hed sent his personal troubleshooter Harry Miller to the speech, presumably to do the same thing Blake was doing. With him was Sean Dillon, once a feared enforcer with the Provisional IRA, now a security adviser himself, and a friend to Blake in good times and bad.

Dillon & Miller. Blake smiled. Dillon would have said it sounded like a cabaret act. He throttled back and coasted in between the boats, so that the Lively Jane nudged against the pier.

A man was on the pier in a yellow oilskin coat, the hood pulled up against the rain, which was driving down now. Blake emerged from the wheelhouse and picked up the line to throw it.

Can you give me a hand? Catch the line and tie her up and Ill switch off.

I dont think so. Ill be needing that engine to drop you into the sound, the man in the hood said.

His hand came out of his right pocket holding a Beretta, and Blake, his senses sharpened by years of hard living, was already hurling himself over the rail, aware of the muffled sound of the silenced weapon fired twice and a burning sensation in his  right shoulder, and then he was diving down into twenty feet of murky water.

He swam under the boat, his back scraping the keel, and surfaced on the other side as she drifted, the engine still throbbing. He saw the man at the stern, leaning over the rail and emptying the Beretta into the water. He ejected the magazine and took another from his pocket.

Blake heaved himself over and scrambled into the wheelhouse. There was a flap under the instrument panel and it opened at his touch. Held by two clips inside was a short-barrelled Smith & Wesson .38, and he was holding it as he turned.

The man in the hood was frantically shoving the magazine up the butt of the Beretta. Blake said, Dont be stupid. Its over.

Not that it did any good. Fug you! the man said, and his hand came up and Blake shot him between the eyes, knocking him back into the water.

It was very quiet, out of season, nobody around. Even the little caf on the pier was closed, so he did the only thing he could, he switched off the engine, went along the deck and managed to loop a line to one of the pier rings, then went below.

His shoulder was hurting now, hurting bad. He sat down in the kitchen area and scrambled out his special mobile and called in. The familiar voice answered, the Presidents favourite Secret Service man.

Clancy Smith.

Its Blake, Clancy. I just came in to the pier on the Lively Jane and a guy was waiting with a Beretta.

For Gods sake, Blake, what happened?

Ive taken a bullet in the shoulder, but I put him over the rail. He was lightheaded now. Hell, Clancy, theres nobody here. Closed down for the season.

Just hang in there, Ill have the police there in no time. Hold on, Blake, hold on. Ill call you back.

Blake reached into a cupboard, pulled the cork from a bottle of very old brandy and swallowed deeply. Hold on, he muttered, thats what the man said. He took another gulp from the bottle, fainted and slid to the floor.

At the same time in London, it was an hour before midnight at the Garrick Club, where a dinner for twenty ministers from various Commonwealth countries was drawing to a close. General Charles Ferguson, for his sins, had been asked to deliver a speech on the economic consequences of terrorism in the modern age, and he couldnt wait to leave.

The affair had been expected to finish at ten, but it was now eleven, thanks to a certain amount of squabbling during the question and answer sessions and naturally, and to his great annoyance, Ferguson had been involved. Hed had to call his driver on three separate occasions until at last, the whole sorry business came to an end. He made his escape as fast as possible, found a string of limousines waiting, and his not among them. His beloved Daimler had suffered damage and was being refurbished and the Cabinet Office had provided an Amara and a driver named Pool, who now came forward anxiously.

And whats this? Ferguson demanded ominously.

We kept getting moved on by security. Im two streets away, in Venable Row. He had a cockney accent, but with a slight whine to it that Ferguson didnt like.

For Gods sake, man, just lead the way. I want to get home to bed.

Pool scuttled away. Ferguson sighed. Poor sod. It wasnt his fault when you thought of it, but what a bloody evening. As Pool reached the end of the street a limousine came round the corner and ran through a large puddle, splashing the driver severely. It kept on going and he shouted after it.

Holy Mother of God, youve soaked me, you bastards. His voice was quite different, more Irish than anything else, and he turned to Ferguson and called hurriedly, Sorry, sir, and disappeared round the corner.

What in the hell is going on? Ferguson asked softly and turned into Venable Row. There was some construction going on there, a cleared area and a round fence with an opening for an entrance, along with a couple of diggers and a pickup truck. It was dark in there, just a little light in the glare of a street lamp. The silver Amara was parked some yards inside, and Pool was standing beside it.

Here we are, sir.

Ferguson moved closer, and as he approached, Pool turned and started to run away and the Amara blew up, the explosion echoing between the buildings on either side and setting off their fire alarms.

Ferguson was hurled backwards by the blast, lay there for a moment, then stood up, aware that he was in one piece,  but that the Amara was burning furiously. The explosion had come from the boot, and Pool had been closer to the rear of the car. Ferguson lurched towards him, dropped to his knees and turned him over. There was a great deal of blood, and his face was gashed.

Pools eyes opened. Ferguson said, Steady old son, youll be fine. Help coming.

Pools voice was very weak. I messed up. All my fault.

Nonsense, Ferguson said. The only person to blame is the bastard who put that bomb in my car.

Not that Pool heard him, for hed already stopped breathing, and Ferguson knelt there, a feeling of total desolation passing through him, aware of the sirens of the police and the emergency services approaching, holding a hand already turning cold.

Not your fault, old son, he said softly. Not your fault at all. As he got to his feet, the first police car roared into the street.

In New York, Harry Miller and Sean Dillon were enjoying a drink in the wood-panelled Oak Bar of the Plaza Hotel, where they were sharing a suite.

I like this place, Dillon said. The Edwardian splendour of it. They say it was Mark Twains home away from home. I had a drink in this very bar on my first trip to New York. The small Irishman was wearing trousers of black velvet corduroy and a black Armani shirt that seemed to complement the hair, so fair it was almost white. He looked calm  and relaxed, with the half-smile of a man who couldnt take the world seriously.

The IRA must have been generous with their expenses. I presume you were after some wretched informer on the run from Belfast?

As a matter of fact, I was, Dillon said, still smiling. Another one?

Why not, but then youd better get changed. You are, after all, representing the British Government at the UN. I think Ill stretch my legs while you do.

Miller was dressed formally in a navy-blue suit, a blue trenchcoat on the seat beside him. He was a little under six feet, with saturnine grey eyes, dark brown hair and a scar bisecting his left cheek.

God bless your honour for reminding me, the simple Irish boy I am. What do you think Putins up to?

God knows, Miller said. If he thought his presence at the UN was going to force the President and the Prime Minister to attend as well, hes been sadly misinformed.

The waiter provided two more Bushmills whiskeys and departed. Dillon said gloomily, Sometimes I wonder what the UN is for any more. Not enough muscle, I suppose.

Well, it has eighteen acres of land alongside the East River, and its own police force, fire department and post office, Miller said. I suppose theyll have to be content with that. He swallowed his whiskey, stood up, and pulled on his trench-coat. Im going across the street for a stroll in Central Park. The Embassy car will be here in an hour.

Better take care. That place can be tricky.

That was then, this is now, Sean. These days, New York is safer than London.

If you say so, Major. Dillon toasted him. See you later.

Miller accepted the offer of an umbrella from the doorman, crossed to Central Park and entered. There were few people around in the fading light of late afternoon just before the early evening darkness.

He realized suddenly that he was alone, except for voices somewhere in the distance, a dog barking hollowly and then the footsteps of someone running up behind him. He glanced over his shoulder. A man in a dark green tracksuit wearing gloves and a knitted cap came up fast and swerved to one side. He said hello and kept on going, turning through the trees at the end of the path. A moment later, he reappeared, paused to look at Miller, then walked forward.

Miller dropped his umbrella as if by accident, and under cover of picking it up, reached down and found the Colt .25 in the ankle-holster. He straightened up, raised the umbrella again and turned to go.

The man called, Hey, you, weve got business to discuss.

He ran forward, then slowed, his right hand sliding into a pocket of his tracksuit.

And what would that be? Miller asked.

Wallet, cards, mobile phone. In any order you please. He was up close now, his right hand still in his pocket.

Miller took two quick steps so that the two of them were good and close, then held the silenced Colt almost touching  the mans left knee and fired. The man cried out, lurching back as Miller pushed him towards a park bench at the side of the path.

Oh, Jesus, the man cried, and Miller reached in the tracksuit pocket and found a silenced pistol, which he tossed into the bushes.

Wallet, cards, mobile phone, wasnt that what you said?

The man had grasped his knee with both hands, blood pumping through. What have you done to me? They didnt say it would be like this.

Ive crippled you, you bastard, Miller said. Hollow-point cartridges. Now speak up or Ill give it to you in the other knee as well. Whos they?

I dont know. Im a freelance. People contact me, I provide a service.

You mean youre a professional hitman?

Thats it. I got a call. I dont know who it was. There was a package, I dont know who from. A photo of you staying at the Plaza, with instructions and two thousand dollars in hundreds.

And you dont know who the client was? Thats hard to believe. Why would they trust you?

You mean trust me with the money? Thats the way it works. Take the money and run, and Id be the target next time. Now for the love of God, man, help me.

Wheres the money?

In the bank.

Well, there you go, Miller said. Ill keep your wallet and cards and leave you your mobile. Call an ambulance and say  youve been mugged. No point in trying to involve me. For what you tried to pull, youd get twenty years in Rikers, or maybe youve already done time there? Maybe youre a three-time loser.

Just fuck off, the man said.

Yes, I thought youd say that. Miller turned and walked rapidly away, leaving him to make his call.

In the two-bedroom suite they were sharing at the Plaza, Dillon was standing at his bathroom mirror adjusting a tie as black as his shirt. His jacket, like his trousers, was black corduroy and he reached for it and pulled it on.

Will I do? he asked as Miller walked in the door.

In that outfit, Putin is going to think the undertakers come for him.

Away with you. You hardly ever see ould Vladimir wearing anything but a black suit. Its his personal statement.

The hard man, you mean? Never mind that now. We need to talk.

What about?

Miller put his right foot on the edge of the bath, eased up the leg of his trousers and removed the ankle-holster.

What the hell is that for? Dillon said. Id like to remind you its the United Nations were going to. You wouldnt have got inside the door wearing that.

True, but I never intended to try. On the other hand, a walk in Central Park is quite another matter, it seems, so its a good thing I was carrying.

As always with Dillon, it was as if a shadow passed across his face that in the briefest of moments changed his entire personality.

Tell me.

Miller did, brief and succinct, because of the soldier in him, and when he was finished, he took out the wallet hed taken from his assailant and offered it.

A folded computer photo of me, no credit cards, a Social Security card, plus a drivers licence in the name of Frank Barry, with an address in Brooklyn. I doubt any of it is genuine, but there you are. I need a shower and a fresh shirt and were short on time.

He cleared off to his own bedroom, and Dillon took the items from the wallet and unfolded the computer photo. It showed Miller walking on a relatively crowded pavement, one half of a truck in view and behind it, the side of a London cab. Now where had that come from? A long way from Central Park.

Dillon went to the sideboard and poured himself a whisky, thinking of Frank Barry, the hitman. Poor bastard, he hadnt known what he was up against. Miller was hardly your usual politician. Hed served in the British Army during some of the worst years of the Irish Troubles, for some of that time an apparent desk man in the Intelligence Corps. But Dillon knew the truth. Miller had long ago decided that summary justice was the only way to fight terrorism. Since the death of his wife, the victim of a terrorist attack aimed at Miller himself, he had grown even more ruthless.

Dillon folded the computer photo and tried to slide it back  into the wallet. It refused to go because there was something there. He fiddled about and managed to pull out a card that was rather ornate, gold round the edges, with a sentiment inscribed in curling type. Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us now and at the hour of our death, we who are ourselves alone.

Miller came in, ready to go. What have you got there?

Something you missed in the wallet. The card was creased and obviously old, and Dillon held it to his nose. Candles, incense and the holy water.

What in hell do you mean? Miller held out his hand and examined the card. So Barry is a Catholic, so what?

Such cards are very rare. They go back in history to Michael Collins, the Easter Rising. The card begs the Virgin to pray for we who are ourselves alone. The Irish for ourselves alone is Sinn Fein.

Miller stared at the card, frowning. And you think thats significant?

Maybe not, but Barry is an Irish name, and you told me that after you shot him, he said, They didnt say it would be like this.

Thats true, but he claimed he didnt know whod hired him, even when I threatened to put one through his other knee.

Dillon shrugged. Maybe he lied in spite of the pain. He took the card from Millers fingers and replaced it in the wallet.

Miller said, Are you saying there could be a smell of IRA here?

Dillon smiled. I suppose anything is possible in the worst of all possible worlds. You were right not to kill him, though. Hell stick like glue to the story of being the victim of a mugging. He wouldnt want the police to think anything else.

And the IRA connection?

If there was one, its done them no good at all. He put the wallet in his inside pocket. An intriguing present for Roper when we get back to London. Now can we get moving? Putin awaits us.

At the UN that evening, there was no sign of Blake Johnson, which surprised Dillon, because Blake had said hed be there, but maybe hed decided he just had better things to do. Vladimir Putin said nothing that he had not said before. The usual warning that if the US went ahead with a missile defence system, the Russians would have to deploy in kind and implying that the Russian invasion of Georgia was a warning shot. Delving deep into history, he warned the US about over-confidence in its military might. Rome may have destroyed Carthage, but eventually it was destroyed by barbarians.

Thats a good one, Miller murmured.

I know, Dillon said, though I dont know if equating Russia with the barbarians is really a good idea for him.

Putin then moved on to Britain, turning to look at the British Ambassador to the UN as if addressing him personally. Britain was guilty of granting asylum to some who had been traitors to the Russian people. London had  become a launching pad to fight Russia. In the end, it seemed impossible to have normal relations any more. And on and on.

Many people sitting there obviously agreed with him and there was applause. The British Ambassador answered robustly, pointing out that British Security Services had identified Russia as a menace to national safety, the third most serious threat facing the country, after Al Qaeda terrorism and Iranian nuclear proliferation.

At the champagne reception afterwards, Miller said, The trouble is, Vladimir Putin is dangerously capable. Afghanistan, Iraq, Chechnya, not to mention his career with the KGB.

I agree, Dillon nodded. But in a way, the most significant thing about him is that hes a patriot. He believes what he says. Thats what makes him the most dangerous of all. He nodded towards the Russian delegation, who were hanging on Putins every word as he spoke to a Hamas representative. Anyone of special interest over there?

Actually, there is, Miller said. The scholarly-looking man with the rather weary face and auburn hair.

Grey suit, about fifty?

Colonel Josef Lermov, new Head of Station for the GRU at the London Embassy. At least thats the whisper Fergusons heard. He only told me yesterday and pulled out Lermovs photo.

I see, Dillon said. So theyve given up on finding his predecessor, dear old Boris Luzhkov?

It seems so.

Its hardly likely they would have succeeded, considering  he went into the Thames with a bullet between the eyes. Ferguson had the disposal team fish him out the same day, Dillon told him.

Ashes to ashes? Miller said.

If he couldnt take the consequences, he shouldnt have joined. Lermov is coming this way.

Lermov was. Even his smile seemed weary. Major Miller, I believe? Josef Lermov. He turned to Dillon and held out his hand. So nice to meet you, Mr Dillon.

How flattering to be recognized, Dillon told him.

Oh, your reputation precedes you.

Miller smiled. Hows Luzhkov, still on holiday?

Lermov gave no sign of being fazed. I understand he is in Moscow, being considered for a new post as we speak.

What a shame, Dillon said. He loved London. He must regret leaving after all those years.

Time to move on, Lermov told him.

And his number two man, Major Yuri Bounine? Was it time for him to move on? A loaded question from Miller if ever there was one, considering that said Yuri Bounine, having defected, was being held by Ferguson in a secure location in London.

Lermov said patiently, He is on special assignment, that is all I can say. I can only speak for my own situation in London and not for Moscow. You spent enough time serving in British Army Intelligence to know what I mean.

Oh, I do. Miller beckoned to a waiter. Now join us in a glass of champagne, Josef? We could celebrate your London appointment.

Most kind of you. A brief smile flickered, as if he was amused at Millers familiarity.

Dillon said, It isnt vodka, but it will do to take along. He raised his glass. To Vladimir Putin. That was quite a speech.

You think so? Lermov said.

A bit of a genius if you look at it, Dillon said.

Miller smiled. Definitely a man to keep your eye on.

Lermov said, Your friend, Blake Johnson, I expected him to be here, too. I wonder whats happened to him? Ah, well, I suppose hes moved on also. He smiled that odd smile and walked away.

At Mercy Hospital on the Upper East Side, the man known as Frank Barry lay in a room on the fifth floor where he had been prepped to get the bullet out of his knee. His eyes were closed and he was hooked up to everything in sight, the only sounds electronic beepings. A young intern entered, dressed for the operating theatre, a nurse behind him. He raised the sheet over Barrys left knee and shuddered.

Christ, thats as bad as Ive seen. This guys going to be crippled. Barry didnt move. Hes been thoroughly prepped, I take it.

The anaesthetist on this one is Dr Hale. The guy was in such agony, he was begging for mercy. Mind you, I caught him making a phone call earlier in spite of the pain, so I confiscated it. Its on the side there. He said his name was Frank Barry and he lived in the Village. Mugged in Central Park.

Just when I thought it was safe to go there, Hale said. The police have been notified?

Nobodys turned up yet, but theyve been told hes going into the O.R., so I suppose they think they can take their time.

OK, the intern said. Twenty minutes. He went out and the nurse followed him.

It was quiet in the corridor. The man who emerged from the lift at the far end wore green scrubs, a skullcap and a surgical mask. He took his time, checking the names on doors almost casually, found what he was looking for, and went in.

Barry was out, there was no doubt about that, as the man produced a hypo from his pocket ready charged, exposed the needle and injected its contents in the left arm. He stood there, looking down for a moment, noticed Barrys mobile phone on the bedside table, picked it up and turned to dump the hypo in the bin. The door opened and the nurse came in.

She was immediately alarmed. Who are you? What are you doing?

He dropped the hypo in the bin and punched her brutally, knocking her to the floor. He went out, hurried along the corridor and, as an alarm sounded behind him, didnt bother with the lift, but took the stairs, plunging down fast, finally reaching the basement parking area. A few moments later, he was driving out.

Upstairs, of course, it was pandemonium on the fifth floor with the discovery of the unconscious nurse, but it would  be some time before she would be able to explain what had happened. The only certainty was that the man known as Frank Barry was dead.

It was just before midnight in London when Major Giles Roper of the bomb-scarred face, sitting at his computer at the Holland Park safe house, got the phone call from Ferguson.

Little late for you, General.

Never mind that. Some bugger just tried to blow me up after Id been to that do at the Garrick.

Roper turned his wheelchair to the drinks table, poured a large Scotch, and said, Tell me.

Which Ferguson did, the whole affair, including the death of Pool. Im at Rosedene now, he said, naming the very private hospital he had created for his people in London, a place of absolute total privacy and security, headed by the finest general surgeon in London. Bellamys insisting on checking me thoroughly. I was knocked over by the blast.

Youve been lucky, Roper said ruefully. And Im the expert.

But not Pool.

From what youve told me, theres a story with him that bears investigation.

You could be right. He wasnt my usual man, and the Cabinet Office uses hire-car companies when its under pressure. Ive told the anti-terrorism people at Scotland Yard to play it down as much as possible. Fault in the car, petrol  explosion, that kind of thing. Dont want the press leaping in and implying Muslim bombs.

Maybe it was.

Well, we dont want another public panic. Bellamys had Pools body brought here, and George Langley will do the post-mortem. Ill stay till hes done.

After hanging up, Roper sat there thinking about it, and Tony Doyle, the military police sergeant on night duty, came in. Still at it, Major? What am I going to do with you?

That was General Ferguson. He was going to his car when it blew up. The drivers dead.

My God, Doyle said softly. Takes you back to Ireland in the Troubles. Like someones walked over my grave. He shivered. Can I get you anything?

Sustenance, Tony, thats what I need. Get me a bacon sandwich. Id better get in touch with Miller and Dillon in New York.

Christ, theyll go berserk, those two.

He went out. Roper poured another whisky, then phoned Miller on his Codex.
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Miller and Dillon were walking back to their limousine outside the UN, discussing where to go for dinner, when Miller took the call. He listened, his face grim, then said, Tell Dillon.

He handed his Codex over and Dillon listened, his face darkening. Youre sure the old sods OK?

So it would appear. Not the driver, though. Something fishy there, I think.

Then youd better investigate.

What are you going to do?

I dont know, Harrys in charge. Im just his minder.

As if he needs one.

Certainly not on this trip. He went for a walk in Central Park and some bastard had a go.

Mugged him, you mean?

Not sure. There could have been a bit more to it than that.

Tell me about it.

Which Dillon did and afterwards Roper said, Very strange, especially the prayer card. Youve got a point, Sean, Ill check it online. OK, talk things over and let me know what you decide.

Dillon handed the Codex back. What do you want to do?

Lets go back to the hotel and talk.

But just as soon as they got back to the Plaza and reached the suite, the room telephone sounded. It was Clancy Smith. I heard you were in town.

Good to hear from you, Dillon said, and put the phone on speaker.

Not this time, Sean. I believe you and Major Miller were expecting to see Blake?

We certainly were. He missed quite a speech.

Hes in a hospital on Long Island, suffering from a gunshot wound. Im with him now, but hes just had surgery so hes not exactly in top shape. The police recovered the body of his assailant, a man named Jack Flynn.

An Irish name, Dillon said, his voice grim.

Weve recovered his Social Security card and drivers licence, and an American passport, and they look kosher to me. Place of birth New York. Well check to see if hes got a record, which I expect he has. Somethings odd about all  this. Blake rambled a lot to the receiving doctor and said the guy started to fire at him the moment he got on the boat. He seemed intent on killing him from the word go.

I see. Dillon frowned. Anything else, anything about this Flynn character that would help with his background?

Not really, Clancy said. Except for one thing. He appears to have been of a religious turn of mind. There was a sort of prayer card in his wallet.

Dillon said, Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us now and at the hour of our death, we who are ourselves alone?

How in hell do you know that? Clancy was truly shocked.

The Irish for ourselves alone is Sinn Fein, Clancy.

Are you saying this has got something to do with the IRA?

Clancy, this is Miller, the major interrupted. Early evening before we left for the UN, I took a walk in Central Park. I was carrying, a Colt .25 in an ankle-holster, and good job I was.

OK, Clancy said. Tell me the worst.

Miller did. I could have killed this Barry guy, but I didnt. It seemed unlikely hed want to make a police case out of it. It was only later, when Dillon was looking at the computer photo of me Barry had in his wallet that he discovered the prayer card. It seemed like a curio, but now that we have two of them, it gets more interesting.

It sure does, Clancy said. Ill make careful enquiries with the NYPD and find out where this Barry guy ended up, then move him so we can get some answers. I can assure you that you will be kept out of it, Major.

Well, that eases my mind, Miller told him. You seem on top of your game, Clancy.

Id better get moving. When are you returning to London?

Sooner than wed expected, Miller said. Because weve got more news for you. Just after eleven oclock London time, General Ferguson was leaving a function to go home and his car blew up.

Clancy was horrified. What happened to him?

He was blown over by the blast as he walked towards the limousine. Theyve been checking him out at Rosedene, and he seems all right.

Unfortunately, the driver was killed. I think he was closer to the car and the bomb went off prematurely, Dillon said. Fergusons going to play the whole thing down as some sort of engine failure leading to the explosion. No talk of bombs.

Well, that makes sense. I can see where hes going. But for this to happen to Charles Ferguson, on top of everything else tonight, is hardly a coincidence.

Which is why Im going to call our two pilots now. Were leaving instantly.

Well, dont let me hold you, gentlemen. Ill stay in touch.

Perhaps an hour and a half later, their Gulfstream lifted out into the Atlantic, leaving the lights of New York behind and rose to thirty-thousand and headed east. Miller and Harry sat on either side in wide comfortable seats, and Parry, one of the pilots, entered the cabin.

If theres anything you want, its in the kitchen area. You know where the drinks cabinet is, Sean.

Youre too kind, Dillon told him. How long?

The weather in the mid-Atlantic isnt perfect, but at the worst, Id say well make Farley Field in six hours.

He went out and Dillons Codex sounded. It was Clancy. Have I got news for you.

Dillon put his phone on speaker and leaned towards Miller.

I traced Barry to Mercy Hospital, and get this. He was waiting to go into the operating room when some guy in scrubs turned up and stuck a hypodermic in him. A nurse discovered him, he knocked her out and ran for it. Long gone, my friends.

Whoever was behind Barry didnt trust him to keep his mouth shut, Dillon said. But how did they find out where he was so quickly?

Ive seen the nurses statement. When he was in great pain and waiting to be prepped, she heard him call somebody on his mobile, very worked up, very agitated. He said, Its me, you bastard, Im in Mercy Hospital with a bullet in my knee and youd better do something about it or else. She said she took the phone from him and put it on the side table.

Dont tell me, Dillon said. Its gone.

So no way of tracing who his employer was. No point in showing the nurse any faces. The guy was in green scrubs, a face mask, skullcap, the works. Oh, the police will go through the motions, but Id say thats it. Youre still out of it, Major, which is the main thing. Stay in touch,  and if you make any sense out of the prayer card thing, let me know.

Dillon switched off his phone. Got up, went to the kitchen, found a half-bottle of Krug champagne in the ice box, thumbed off the cork, took two glasses and returned to his seat. He filled one glass and handed it to Miller, then filled the other.

Are we celebrating something? Miller asked.

Not exactly, its just that champagne always concentrates my mind wonderfully. Drink up, and well decide whos going to call Roper.

Roper listened with considerable calm under the circumstances, but then as the man constantly at the centre of the storm at the Holland Park safe house communication centre, he had long since stopped being surprised at anything.

So one prayer card is certainly interesting, and two, more than a coincidence.

Exactly, Dillon said. And three would be enemy action.

George Langleys doing the post-mortem now on Pool, so Fergusons still at Rosedene. Ill give him a call and ask him to have a look in Pools wallet. Ill be back.

There you go, Dillon said to Miller. Mystery piles on mystery.

Well wait and see, Miller told him. What about a little shut-eye?

On a plane? Never. Dillon rose and picked up the empty  half-bottle of Krug. Im sure there was another half-bottle in the kitchen. Ill go and see.

At Rosedene, Maggie Duncan, the matron, a no-nonsense Scot, produced Pools ravaged and bloodstained suit in the anteroom next to the theatre where Professor George Langley was performing the post-mortem on the corpse of the unfortunate chauffeur. She wore latex gloves, as did Ferguson, and gingerly emptied the pockets and laid the contents on a towel spread on a table.

A half-empty pack of cigarettes, a plastic lighter, what looked like house keys on a ring, a comb, a car key with a plastic black-and-gold tab with a telephone number, but no name.

Do you want to examine the wallet, General? she asked.

No, just take out what you find.

She did. There was cash, forty-five pounds in banknotes, a drivers licence, a national insurance card, a Premier credit card, a cheaply printed business card which she found in one of the pockets and handed over.

Ferguson examined it. Henry Pool, Private Hire, 15 Green Street, Kilburn. He put it down on the towel and, as he did, she extracted another card.

This is interesting, she said. Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us now and at the hour of our death, we who are ourselves alone. Ferguson took it from her. Is it important? she asked.

It certainly is, my dear. Ferguson put the card down, took  out his Codex and called Roper. Its here, he said, when the major answered, also a business card, Henry Pool, Private Hire, 15 Green Street, Kilburn. Check it out and let Dillon and Miller know. And heres an interesting point that I just remembered. Pool had a slight cockney accent, but when I was following him along the pavement from the Garrick, a limousine drove past, splashing him. He got very angry and abused them. I remember what he said because his accent suddenly sounded a little Irish. He said Holy Mother of God, youve soaked me, you bastards. Then he turned to me as if embarrassed and said he was sorrybut with the cockney back again.

Curiouser and curiouser, especially since his address is in Kilburn, the Irish quarter of our city since time immemorial. Ill see you soon.

Doyle brought Roper a mug of tea as the man in the wheelchair worked his keyboards. Making progress, Major?

I think so. Look at this: Henry Pool, born in London in nineteen forty-six, mother Irish, Mary Kennedy. She came to England in the Second World War, worked as a cook, married a Londoner named Ernest Pool who served in the army, was wounded in April forty-five, and received a medical discharge plus pension. They moved to Fifteen Green Street, Kilburn.

He must have got down to work sharpish, old Ernest, for the baby to be produced in nineteen forty-six.

The bad news is he died of a stroke two years later, Roper said. The wound had been in the head.

Poor sod, Tony said.

The mother never remarried. According to her Social Security records, she continued as a cook until her late sixties. Died four years ago, aged eighty. Lung cancer.

And Henry?

Worked as a driver of some sort, delivery vans, trucks, was a black-cab driver for years, then started being referred to as a chauffeur. Continued to live at the same address through all the years.

Wifefamily?

No evidence of a marriage.

It sounds like a bad play if you ask me, Tony said. The old woman, widowed all those years, and the son, a right cosy couple, just like Norman Bates and his mum in the movie.

Could be. Ropers fingers moved over the keys again. So, hes been in the private-hire business for twelve years. On the Ministrys approved list for the last six. Owned a first-class Amara limousine, approved by the Cabinet Office at Grade A level.

Which explains somebody as important as the general getting
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