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Above all things,
 cherish life while you can,
 for death is serious business.

–SUFI SAYING


Table of Contents
   
Cover
   
Title Page

Dedication

Epigraph

Hell On Earth: Houla Syria

Chapter 1

Two Weeks Earlier: Nantucket London

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Paris

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Sahara: Algiers London

Chapter 7

Majorca: Algeria

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

London: Iran Beirut

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

St Anthony’s Hospice: Saudi Arabia

Chapter 13

London

Chapter 14

Also by Jack Higgins

Copyright

About the Publisher


HELL ON EARTH

HOULA 
SYRIA


1

The man who called himself Ali LeBlanc surfaced from a deep sleep to cries of anguish, screams, gunfire, exploding grenades, and the roaring of many engines. It was the stuff of nightmare, but rising from the bed above the little café and moving to the window, he saw that this was no dream.

The previous evening he had left Tehran on the night plane to Iraq using his Iranian passport. His shabby canvas bag had a false bottom containing three passports, and he had chosen the French one for the flight from Baghdad to Aleppo. At an extortionate price, he had obtained a hire car to take him to Homs, and from there he intended to cross the border and proceed to Beirut. Its population of two million, its multiplicity of races and religions, would swallow him up. His Lebanese passport in the name of Ali LeBlanc indicated that he was of mixed French–Lebanese parentage, and a doctor, which was true enough, although he had not practised for some years.

He wore a dark suit showing signs of wear. He was sixty-four years old and seemed older, his eyes tired, his white hair uncut. Age had caught up with him, as well as the strain of travelling in the war-torn country, and he had stopped to rest at the café in the small town of Houla. As he stood by the window, the door opened and the café owner, Hassan, rushed in, beside himself with rage.

‘Stay back from sight. It’s a butcher’s shop out there.’

LeBlanc peered carefully from behind the curtain and was horrified by what he saw. Cars of every type, and light trucks with machine guns attached, crisscrossed each other, shooting at anyone who moved. Across the square, men and young boys were being lined up against any available wall and machine-gunned. Even the mosque was being used for that purpose. Women were being dragged inside by the hair, their assailants in semi-military uniforms, looking more like brigands than soldiers.

LeBlanc said, ‘Who are they?’

‘They belong to an organized gang culture a bit like the Mafia used to be in Sicily. Throat cutters to a man, they think nothing of killing children, the women after they’ve been raped. They’re supposed to be militia. The regular army tolerates them and lets them do the dirty work, which suits the government down to the ground.’ Hassan’s face was wild.

‘So what happens now?’ LeBlanc asked.

‘The doors are bolted, I’ve paid my protection. My wife and two daughters are locked in the cellar.’ He shrugged. ‘There’s not much more I can do. Come down to the kitchen. With what’s going on out there, you won’t have much of an appetite, but there’s coffee and several stronger things under the counter.’

LeBlanc glanced out of the window. The shooting had abated considerably. Most of the vehicles had roared away, the men in them laughing and shouting to each other, with only the odd shot in the distance. ‘No one moaning in pain, not a sound out there,’ LeBlanc said.

‘The bastards take pleasure in finishing everyone off,’ Hassan told him, leading the way downstairs and into the kitchen.

There was an eerie quiet, the aroma of good coffee from an electric percolator, an old AK-47 assault rifle lying on the table. Hassan went into the café and returned with a bottle of Courvoisier cognac, LeBlanc put his bag on the table and picked up the rifle as Hassan got the bottle open.

‘May Allah forgive me.’ He raised it to his mouth. At the same moment, the outside door was kicked aside and a brute of a man, bearded, long hair bound by a bandanna, slipped in. He was carrying a Mac 10 machine pistol.

‘Drop it or I’ll drop you,’ he told LeBlanc, who placed the AK-47 on the table at once.

‘Of course,’ he said.

The man reached for the bottle. ‘Cognac, eh? Are we celebrating something your old friend Hamid should know about?’ He poured some into his mouth. ‘Good stuff. Seems a shame to keep it all for ourselves. Why don’t you let your wife and daughters out of the cellar so they can join the party.’

‘No, damn you, I will not do it,’ Hassan said violently.

Hamid raised the Mac, and LeBlanc cried, ‘No need for that! I have money, see?’ He unzipped the bag, reached into the false bottom, produced a wad of currency, and dropped it on the table. ‘A thousand American dollars.’

Hamid was mesmerized and reached out to examine the money for himself. ‘Where did you get this?’

‘Tehran,’ LeBlanc told him. ‘And there’s more. Just let us go.’

‘Show me,’ Hamid ordered.

LeBlanc scrabbled in the bottom of the bag, but instead of pulling out more money, he produced a Russian Makarov fitted with a silencer and shot Hamid between the eyes, fragmenting the back of his skull and hurling him outside into the street through the open door. A dull thud was the only sound.

It was darker now, starting to rain on the dead, and Hassan kicked Hamid’s body. ‘Bastard,’ he said, picked up the corpse by its long hair, and dragged it out to where the rest of the bodies lay.

He turned to LeBlanc, who had followed, and grabbed him in a huge embrace. ‘How can I repay you?’

‘That your wife and daughters are safe from harm is thanks enough. It was fortunate I had the pistol. Normally I wouldn’t have such a thing, but it seemed prudent when I started my journey. These are bad times, and more to come, I think.’

‘Then go with a blessing from me,’ Hassan said. ‘Now I must join my family.’ He returned to the café and closed the door.

When LeBlanc checked the yard at the rear, he found the Citroën intact. He found a tap and washed away the blood that had splashed across his face as Hamid’s skull exploded, using a scarf he found in the car, then checked the contents of the bag. A little blood he had missed on his left hand smeared the Iranian passport, and that gave him an idea. What if his Iranian passport, his true identity, turned up on one of the victims in the street, a body so damaged it could not be identified? He got in the Citroën and drove across the square to the mosque.

The piles of bodies were truly shocking, and there were many badly damaged faces. As the rain increased, he knelt beside one old man, smashed beyond recognition, his white hair soaked in blood. He felt in the man’s inside pockets, removed a couple of letters and an identity card, smeared the Iranian passport with the dead man’s blood, and put it in the pocket. He said a short prayer, returned to the Citroën, and started on the road towards Homs, passing many refugees and a small group of United Nations observers in their blue helmets.

Several hours later, he left the Citroën in Homs and found a taxi driver willing to deliver him to Wadi Khalid on the border with Lebanon, walking through on foot, armed with his Lebanese passport, where he bypassed a crowd of Syrian refugees.

The commander of the border post examined his passport and said, ‘See anything of the troubles in your journey, Doctor?’

‘I’m afraid so. I passed through Houla. A dreadful sight.’

‘It must be good to be home after such an experience.’

‘Yes, indeed.’ Ali LeBlanc passed through and took one of the waiting taxis.

The approach to Beirut an hour later was astonishingly beautiful: the hot sunshine, the vivid blue of the sky and sea, the harbour crowded with ships, the whiteness of the houses jumbled together as they lifted in untidy terraces, climbing the hill of the old quarter together.

He left the taxi by the harbour wall and crossed through the open-air cafés, crowded with people of every race and colour and religion and so very different from what he had come from. He climbed quickly through narrow cobbled alleys, turned into Rue Rivoli, and came to a building several storeys high that was painted a vivid blue. Not surprisingly, a sign by the door said ‘Maison Bleue,’ and he rang the bell.

The woman who answered was someone he knew. Sixty-five, of mixed blood, she was handsome enough, and wore a black silk robe and a white chador, the obligatory headscarf for Muslim women. There was astonishment on her face.

‘Is that you, Doctor? How long since we have seen you?’

‘Five years. How are you, Bibi?’

‘All the better for seeing you.’

‘And the apartment? Everything in order?’

‘Of course. Your arrangements here have never failed.’

And everything was indeed in order: the cool white-painted hall, the ancient lift that took them five floors up, the penthouse apartment with its huge living room, the terrace with the blue-and-white-striped awning and the view over the city and the crowded harbour and away out to sea. He dropped his bag on the coffee table, took off his soiled jacket, and dumped it on the floor. She moved to pick it up.

‘You look terrible, chéri,’ she told him, and there was a certain tenderness in her voice. ‘I think you have come from a bad place.’

‘From hell on earth. I would not have believed such evil could exist if I had not witnessed it with my own eyes.’ He hesitated, then: ‘I killed a man for the first time in my life.’

She said calmly, ‘A bad man?’

‘No, a truly evil man. A murderer of women and children.’

‘Good,’ she said. ‘God has already forgiven you. Sit down and rest. I’ll bring you a coffee with something in it perhaps, run you a bath, and see what’s available in the wardrobe. What you’re wearing will go out with the rubbish tomorrow.’

He sat on the couch by the coffee table, opened the bag and explored the false bottom, taking out further packets of dollars, the Makarov pistol, and a small electronic notebook of the kind that could only be opened by a codeword. All these things he placed on the table, and last of all, he produced a mobile phone that looked like any other but definitely was not. It had unlimited range, a battery that never needed charging. With the press of a button, it was impossible to trace, and he did that now and entered the code of the person who had provided him the phone. She answered immediately, sounding breathless.

‘You didn’t block your location,’ she said. ‘I can see you’re in Beirut. Did you mean to do that?’

‘No, I was careless,’ he replied. ‘I didn’t expect to have to use the phone you gave me in Paris so soon. Where are you?’

‘London, Hyde Park. So tell me, what’s happening?’

‘I’ve done it. I’ve left Iran, left the nuclear facility. The nuclear bomb they’ve had me working on – in theory, it’s ready to produce, but they’d still need me to supervise the construction. I couldn’t stay any longer. I fled to Beirut, and I’m using an alias. They’ll come after me when they find there’s nothing on the computers.’

‘You tried to wipe your research?’ she said. ‘But they can still find it. There’s nothing that can’t be recovered these days.’

‘I know, but it’ll slow them down. And I never put the most important data on the computer in the first place. All my calculations were worked out on paper and then destroyed.’

‘But what about your mother and daughter? Your masters put them under house arrest to ensure your obedience.’

He was silent for a long moment. ‘No more. After Vahidi and I flew back from Paris, he disappeared. When he didn’t rejoin me at the nuclear facility, I asked questions, but nobody would tell me anything. Then I got an anonymous phone call. Apparently, he was driving them to an appointment when their car was hit. My mother, my daughter, they’re dead. Vahidi’s in a military hospital in serious condition.’

‘Oh my God,’ she said. ‘Oh, I’m so very, very sorry. That’s terrible. And you mean to tell me the authorities are putting a lid on it? How stupid. They can’t keep that up for long. I wonder what they’ll do.’

‘I didn’t stop to find out. I’ve been making preparations for years, false passports and money, in the hope that something would come up, although not something as dreadful as this. I left in the middle of the night, but obviously they’ll be after me.’

‘So you haven’t left anything at all that could lead to a computer trail?’

‘It’s all in my head, I told you.’

‘Which means they’re going to try very hard to get hold of you.’

‘Then I’ll have to see that they don’t.’

They talked for a few minutes more, then he hung up.

Bibi, who had been standing behind the room screen listening with a frown, a striped towel over her arm, now smiled and entered.

‘I’ve run a bath for you. You’ll feel much better after a nice long soak.’

He smiled. ‘You’re right.’

‘I always am.’ She ushered him into the bathroom, then came out again, closing the door.

A fantastic story. She’d always liked Ali LeBlanc. He was a decent man who’d looked after her well over the years, but what she’d overheard was too good to keep to herself, and there might even be money in it.

But who should she tell? The Army of God charity on the waterfront was a front for Al Qaeda, everybody knew that. There was the Café Marco next door. Its owner, Omar Kerim, was a genial thief interested only in money; his underlings were constantly stealing it for him all over Beirut. She knew him well, had once worked for him.

She made her decision, went into the kitchen, found a large linen shopping bag, and called, ‘I’m just going out to the market. I’ll be back soon.’

She stepped into the lift and went down, while in the bath, head raised and slightly turned, Ali LeBlanc slept.
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The wind roared as waves crashed in on the shore of the Nantucket beach but failed to drown the sound of the helicopter as it landed up at the house.

Former President Jack Cazalet said to his Secret Service man, Dalton, ‘Have General Ferguson brought straight down.’

Dalton nodded, mobile phone to his ear, and Cazalet turned to meet the demands of his cherished flatcoat, Murchison. He picked up another stick to toss into the sea, and it was instantly retrieved and dropped at his feet as the jeep braked and Major-General Charles Ferguson emerged.

‘The salt is bad for his skin, Mr President, he’ll need a good hosing. I’ve said that a few times over the years.’ He held out his hand.

‘So you have, old friend,’ Cazalet told him. ‘Which can only mean that Murchison is getting a bit long in the tooth. You can cut out the title, by the way – there can only be one Mr President.’

‘Who offered me the use of his helicopter when he heard I was coming to New York, and suggested I drop in and see you on the way. I’m supposed to offer an opinion or two on the Middle East to some UN select committee or other.’

‘Will the President be there, too?’

‘No, he’s on his way to the UK to spend a couple of days at the Prime Minister’s country retreat at Chequers. Then on to Berlin, Brussels, perhaps Paris.’

‘Oh, the times I’ve spent at Chequers.’ Cazalet laughed. ‘I used to love that place. I’ve been asked to put in an appearance at the UN myself – but I imagine you knew that.’

‘Yes, I can’t deny it,’ Ferguson said.

‘I expected nothing less from the commander of the British Prime Minister’s private army. Isn’t that what they still call you people in the death trade?’ He smiled. ‘You’ll stay the night, of course, and accept a lift in my helicopter to New York tomorrow?’

‘That’s more than kind,’ Ferguson said.

Lightning flickered on the horizon, thunder rumbled, it started to pour with rain. ‘Another stormy night,’ said Cazalet. ‘Let’s get up to the house for the comforts of a decent drink, a log fire, and the turkey dinner Mrs Boulder has been slaving over all afternoon.’

‘That’s the best offer I’ve had in a very long time,’ Ferguson said.

‘In you get, then.’ Cazalet smiled. ‘Let’s see if we can reach the point where I’ve flattered you sufficiently that you can tell me why you’ve really come to see me.’

The dinner was everything Cazalet had promised. The coffee and port were served, Murchison steamed on the rug in front of the fire, and Dalton sat at the end of the small bar by the archway to the kitchen at his usual state of readiness.

‘Well, it’s an interesting situation,’ Ferguson said. ‘It concerns a man named Simon Husseini. He was born in Iran to a French mother, his father an Iranian doctor who died of cancer years ago. Husseini followed in his father’s footsteps, and his work on medical isotopes has saved thousands of lives.’

‘Good for him,’ Cazalet said.

‘Yes. But as one of the world’s great experts in the field of uranium enrichment, his masters insisted that he extend his research into nuclear weapons research.’

‘And he agreed?’

‘No choice. He’s a widower, but his ancient mother is still alive and living with his 40-year-old daughter, who’s an invalid. They’re under house arrest in Tehran.’

Cazalet was not smiling now. ‘The suffering some people have to go through. So how do things stand?’

‘Very badly. The word is he could be close to making a nuclear bomb, and, worse, one that is cheap and four times as effective as anything else on the planet.’

Dalton looked startled, and Cazalet said, ‘God in heaven. How sound is this information? Is there real substance to it, or is it just bogeymen stuff put out by the Iranians to frighten the pants off us?’

‘That’s what we’ve got to establish,’ Ferguson said. ‘One of our people has a connection with Husseini, very tenuous at best, but it provides the hope, rather slight at the moment, I admit, of my people touching base with him.’

‘Then make it happen right this instant, General, before the whole damn world blows up in our faces.’

Ferguson nodded. ‘I thought you’d say that, sir. In fact, as we’ve been talking, I’ve already changed my mind about this trip. The UN committee is just going to have to get on without me. As soon as we get to New York tomorrow, I’m heading straight back to London.’

‘Very sensible,’ Cazalet said. ‘And since it’ll be an early start, I think we’d better close the shop and go to bed. But not before you tell me about this connection of yours …’

At the Holland Park safe house in London, Roper sat in his wheelchair in the computer room, drinking tea and smoking a cigarette, when Ferguson, wearing pyjamas and a dressing gown, called him on Skype.

‘There you are,’ he said. ‘What time have you got?’

‘It’s four o’clock in the morning in London, people tucked up in their beds, the sane ones anyway.’

Ferguson said, ‘I’m at Jack Cazalet’s beach house on Nantucket. It sounds like the storm of the century’s outside trying to get in.’

‘That must be interesting. How is the great man?’

‘Not best pleased at the news I bore about Husseini. At least, he wants us to get moving on it right away. Some of the people I’ve talked to seem not to want to believe it could even happen. I get an idea that’s even the way the CIA sees it.’

Roper said, ‘I can’t blame them, in a way. The possibilities are horrendous. No sensible person would want to face the kind of future that would bring. Did you tell him about—’

‘Yes. I mentioned Husseini’s history as an academic ten years ago, when he was a professor at London University.’

‘Where he met a certain Rabbi Nathan Gideon and his granddaughter, a young second lieutenant out of the Military Academy at Sandhurst named Sara Gideon. Who now works for us.’

‘Correct. And I’ve actually figured out how we can use her. Did you know that Husseini is due in Paris this Friday to receive the Legion of Honour?’

‘No, I didn’t. That’s a surprise, that he’s being allowed out of Iran,’ Roper said. ‘But maybe not. His work on medical isotopes has saved a great many lives, his mother is French – from the Iranian government’s point of view, the signal it sends letting him accept the award is: Look what nice people we are.’

‘Except that they’ve got his mother and daughter in Tehran under threat and they know Husseini’s not the kind of man to let anything happen to them. He’s totally trapped,’ Ferguson pointed out. ‘But still, there might be an opening. That’s why I’m arranging for Sara to be on the guest list at the Élysée Palace. She’ll stay at the Ritz, which is where Husseini will be.’

‘Together with his minders,’ Roper said.

‘Of course. But I’m betting there might not be as many of them as we might think. With his mother and daughter held hostage, there’s no need. We have an asset at the Ritz named Henri Laval. He told me that when Husseini visited a year ago to lecture at the Sorbonne, he had only one man with him, a Wali Vahidi, who stayed with him in a two-bedroom suite.’

‘Do I look him up or have you already done that?’ Roper asked.

‘Wali Vahidi, thirty years a policeman of one kind or another. He’s been Husseini’s bodyguard for eight years, sees to his every need, more like a valet, but I’d be wary of taking that too much for granted. He saw plenty of action in the war with Iraq and survived being wounded. He holds a captain’s rank in the military police, so he can look after himself.’

‘What does Sara think of all this?’

‘I haven’t told her yet,’ Ferguson said. ‘I left a message to say I’d be back for breakfast on Thursday morning, and that you and I would like to call in at 10.30. It would be interesting to get her grandfather’s input, too, since he knew Husseini so well. You could also check with Colonel Claude Duval to see what kind of security French Intelligence is putting on Friday night at the Élysée Palace. He’s in London at the moment.’

‘Is that all?’ Roper asked.

‘You have something to contribute?’

‘Yes, I think she needs back-up. What do you think of sending Daniel Holley with her? Though we’d have to find out where he is – in Algiers or deep in the Sahara, for all I know.’

Ferguson said, ‘No. Those two enjoy what people of a romantic turn of mind describe as a relationship, and I don’t want anything getting in the way of this serious business. I agree she should have back-up, though.’

‘So what’s the answer?’

‘To send Dillon with her, of course. Goodnight, Giles, I’m going back to bed for another hour or so,’ and he switched off.

At 6.30, Roper phoned Claude Duval, who was annoyed and showed it. ‘Whoever you are, it’s too early and I don’t want to know.’

‘It’s Roper, you miserable wretch. Did she say no last night, whoever she was?’

‘Something like that.’ Duval laughed. ‘What in hell do you want, Giles?’

‘The Legion of Honour award to Simon Husseini at the Élysée Palace on Friday night. Will you be attending?’

‘Should I?’ Duval’s tone of voice had changed.

‘Sara Gideon will be there with Dillon.’

Duval was completely alert now. ‘What for?’

‘Ten years ago, he was a friend of her grandfather, the famous Rabbi Nathan Gideon. Sara was just out of the military academy and met Husseini. Now she just wants to say hello to him if she gets a chance.’

‘And I’m supposed to believe that, mon ami?’

‘Of course. Do you seriously expect her to persuade him not to return to Iran?’

‘Of course not. He’d never leave his mother and daughter behind.’

‘So Sara and Sean can turn up?’

‘Yes, of course they can come, and what’s more, I’ll go myself, if only for the pleasure of meeting the divine Sara again.’

‘You’re a diamond, Claude. I’d kiss you on both cheeks if you were close enough.’

‘Like hell you will.’ Duval laughed. ‘You’re definitely up to something, Giles, and I’ll find out if it’s the last thing I do.’

Tony Doyle, back from military court duty at the Ministry of Defence on Thursday morning, didn’t bother to change out of his uniform. He helped Roper and his wheelchair into the back of the van using the hydraulic lift, and they were turning into the drive of Highfield Court exactly at 10.30, to find Ferguson’s Daimler parked in the drive, the chauffeur at the wheel. The front door opened and Mrs Cohen appeared.

‘Major Roper, how are you?’ she asked, for they had become good friends.

‘All the better for seeing you, Sadie,’ he said as the two men eased the wheelchair into the hall.

‘They’re waiting for you in the study,’ she said, opening the large mahogany door. ‘In you go. They’re on the coffee, but I know you like a decent cup of tea, so I’ll go and get you one.’

Roper felt the usual conscious pleasure on entering the beautiful Victorian library with the crowded bookshelves, the panelled walls and Turkish carpets, the welcoming fire.

Nathan Gideon was a wise man and looked it. He had a grey fringe of beard, white hair topped by a black velvet yarmulke, and he wore an old velvet smoking jacket that Roper had seen many times. He seemed to have stepped in from another age entirely.

He shook Roper’s hand. ‘You look well, Giles.’

‘No, I don’t. As usual, you are far too kind,’ Roper told him. ‘We both know I’ll never look anything like well again.’

‘My dear boy, feeling sorry for ourselves, are we?’

‘Of course.’ Roper produced some of his special painkillers and crunched them.

Sara, who had been sitting opposite Ferguson by the fire, stood up, poured a whiskey, and brought it to him.

‘Wash them down, Giles.’ She kissed him on the head and turned back to her seat.

She was wearing a one-piece flying suit and boots. Roper said, ‘I must say you look terribly dashing in that gear.’

‘That’s nice of you,’ she said. ‘I just passed my practical navigation test doing a take-off while it was still dark. I can’t tell you how wonderful it is as dawn breaks. I’m grateful you arranged for me to learn to fly with the Army Air Corps, General.’

‘I believe in people extending themselves,’ Ferguson told her. ‘Maybe it’s to your advantage, but who knows when it could suit my purposes, too.’ He turned to Roper. ‘Nathan and Sara and I were just discussing Husseini.’

‘So what’s your opinion?’ Roper asked the rabbi.

‘Simon is a fine doctor. His interest in matters nuclear fascinated him because of the medical possibilities, and that was what led him to his pioneering work on medical isotopes. He’s spoken of the awesome powers generated by nuclear energy as the Breath of Allah, which must surely have endeared him to Islamic opinion.’

‘I’m sure it did,’ Ferguson agreed.

‘However, further studies showed how quickly it could be turned into a weapons-grade material, which was exactly what his masters were hoping for, and, as you know, it was impossible for him to argue because they had his family,’ Nathan Gideon said.

‘The fact that they’re allowing him to venture into the outside world only proves how serious the threats must be to his mother and daughter,’ Sara put in.

‘You’re dealing with a regime that doesn’t stop at stoning a woman to death,’ Roper pointed out.

Ferguson said, ‘Have you spoken to Claude Duval?’

‘Yes, I have, he’s on our side and intends to be there himself. But let’s get clear now what we’re expecting to come out of this.’ He turned to Sara. ‘The ball is in your court.’

She sat there, looking intense and troubled. ‘I always remember Simon as a lovely man. I’d just like to hear him tell me out of his own lips what he would like done to solve this situation. I have a horrible feeling that not much can be done and we’ll be at a stalemate, but I’d still like to try.’

‘And so you shall,’ Ferguson told her. ‘And it’s of vital importance that you do, because if he really has made progress beyond the theoretical in his nuclear experiments, it’s essential that we get our hands on his results before Iran does.’

‘But what if he doesn’t agree? What if he’s faced with something so terrible that he’d rather nobody had it at all?’ Sara asked.

Ferguson said calmly, ‘It’d be too late. He could destroy his case notes, all records of his findings, and it would do him little good. A scientist discovers what already exists. Eventually, someone else would follow in Husseini’s footsteps.’

She took a deep breath and said sadly, ‘I suppose you’re right.’

‘I’m afraid I usually am, Captain.’ Ferguson got up. ‘I’m sure you’d agree, Nathan.’

The rabbi, looking rather troubled, nodded. ‘I’m afraid so.’

Ferguson said, ‘Thank you for your input. We’ll get on. We’ve much to do, and in limited time.’ He kissed Sara on the cheek. ‘I can see this is getting to you, but be of good heart. There’s a solution to everything, I’ve always found. We’ll see you at Holland Park early this evening, Dillon and the Salters and we three. Maggie will produce one of her special meals and we’ll discuss the future. It’s been very useful, Rabbi, my sincere thanks.’

Roper was already moving out in his wheelchair, and Ferguson followed him.

It was just after six that evening when the taxi dropped Sara at Holland Park. It always reminded her of a nursing home or something similar, although the razor wire, high walls, and numerous cameras indicated a different agenda. She didn’t have to do anything except wait to be identified. The Judas Gate in the massive front entrance clicked open, she stepped inside, and it closed behind her. She crossed the courtyard to the front door, went in and made her way to the computer room, where she found Roper in his wheelchair in front of the screens. She removed her military trench coat.

‘Where is everybody?’ she asked.

‘The boss is in his office, the Salters haven’t turned up yet, and the music wafting through from the dining room is Dillon on the piano. It pains me to say it, but the wretch is really quite good.’

‘No, he isn’t, he’s damn good,’ Sara called as she went out along the corridor and turned into the dining room.

Dillon, at the piano, was just finishing ‘Blue Moon’ while Maggie Hall was laying a table for dinner.

‘Don’t exaggerate, Sara,’ he said. ‘I play acceptable bar-room piano, that’s all.’

‘Don’t you be stupid,’ Maggie Hall said. ‘You’re better than that and you know it, so why pretend?’

She moved off to the kitchen. Dillon said, ‘There you go, she should be my agent. What would you like?’

‘What about “A Foggy Day in London Town”?’

‘Why not?’

He started to play, and she listened and said, ‘Could you up the tempo?’

He did, attacking it hard, and she started to sing, surfing the rhythm, her voice lifting, and Maggie Hall emerged from the kitchen and stood there, staring. The music soared and came to an end. Maggie clapped vigorously and called, ‘Right on.’

Dillon was astonished. ‘Where the hell did that come from?’

‘I learned to play guitar at twelve and I loved singing, but just for me. I don’t advertise.’

‘Well, you should. Any cocktail bar I’ve ever been in would snap you up.’

Clapping broke out from behind, Sara turned and found the Salters standing in the doorway.

‘Marvellous,’ Harry Salter said. ‘I’d give you a booking any time for my restaurant.’

‘Harry’s Place, Sara,’ Billy told her. ‘You haven’t been yet, very classy. We’ll take you.’

‘Some other time.’ Ferguson appeared behind them. ‘But not now. There’s work to be done. Back to Roper, if you please.’

For half an hour, Roper ran a compilation of film featuring Simon Husseini, mostly garnered from news reports. It finished, and Ferguson said, ‘Well, there you are. That’s our man.’

‘Looks a decent enough chap to me,’ Billy observed.

Harry said, ‘Do I take it we can be certain he’s not out to blow up the bleeding world, then?’

‘He’s a decent man who’s in a very bad situation and doesn’t know what to do about it.’

‘The way I see it, there’s not much he can do,’ Dillon said.

‘I’ve got film of an Élysée Palace ceremony coming up,’ Roper said. ‘Just for information.’

They saw a place crowded with people, many of them in uniform or ecclesiastical wear, palace guards in full uniform, a glittering scene, sparkling chandeliers. People who were to be decorated sat near the front and went forward in turn for the President of France to pin on the insignia of the Legion of Honour or whatever. Finally, Roper switched off.

‘So there you are,’ Ferguson said. ‘What do you think?’

‘An awful lot of people,’ Sara said. ‘Difficult to make contact with our man.’

‘Or perhaps the crowded situation would make it easier. There’s a buffet, champagne. It would depend on how long you wanted to be in contact with him. Perhaps a few snatched moments is all you could expect.’

That was Ferguson, and Dillon said, ‘There might be an opportunity at the hotel. We’ll just have to see.’

‘Perhaps Duval could be useful there,’ Ferguson said.

‘He’s a sly fox, that one.’ Dillon grinned. ‘So he may have a useful idea or two. How are we going to Paris?’

‘The Gulfstream from Farley Field. My asset is at the Ritz, an ageing waiter named Henri Laval. He knows the hotel backwards. Can be very useful. You’ll be given his mobile number.’

‘Well, if his help would lead us to a meeting of some sort with Husseini, it will be more than welcome.’

‘Excellent,’ Ferguson said. ‘Now we’ll eat and I’ll tell you what else I’m planning for the future.’

Maggie Hall had excelled herself. Onion soup, poached salmon, Jersey new potatoes and salad, a choice of cheese or strawberries, backed up by Laurent-Perrier champagne.

‘You’ve been too nice to us entirely,’ Dillon said as coffee and tea arrived. ‘So what’s this about future plans?’ he asked Ferguson.

‘AQ. Two letters only, but we all know they stand for “Al Qaeda”. Osama may be dead, but in a worldwide sense he lives on and is as potent as ever. His jihadist message appeals to people in every country and from all levels of society. He made them think they were fighting for a just cause, doing something worthwhile with their lives. The purity of terror excuses all guilt from the message. That also has great appeal. Take the Army of God organization. It’s a perfectly legitimate charity, dedicated to the welfare of Muslims in many countries. Right here in London, it operates from an old Methodist chapel in Pound Street, and its welfare work is first class.’

‘And we know from past experience,’ Dillon said, ‘that certain areas of its activity are directly linked to Al Qaeda.’

‘Which would shock many wealthy Muslim businessmen, people so rich that we can count them as being beyond reproach, who provide considerable financial support, based on the fact that the charity promotes interfaith involvement with Christians and Jews and sources at a government level.’

‘Which would seem to me to muddy the waters nicely,’ Sara put in.

‘Where is this leading?’ Dillon asked.

‘Many in Al Qaeda’s hierarchy have been assassinated in Pakistan and elsewhere by Reaper drones and similar weapons. But sometimes a different approach is needed. Because of his knowledge of shipping in the Mediterranean, Daniel Holley has been able to give me names of tramp steamers and rust buckets delivering arms of every description on behalf of Al Qaeda.’

Sara nodded. ‘So you want us to—’

‘Board some of them at night, drop a few blocks of Semtex into the hold, and sink them. We’ve done it before. Many times over the years, haven’t we, Billy?’

‘You’re right,’ Billy said. ‘A few times, Dillon and me. Twice in Beirut.’ He turned to Dillon. ‘Get the diving suits out again.’

Harry said, ‘I’m not sure that’s wise, my son; you’ve been damaged enough in your time. Professor Bellamy would like you to take it easy.’

‘That was over a year ago.’ Billy nodded to Dillon. ‘You up for it?’

‘I wouldn’t be asking you to pair up with Dillon,’ Ferguson said. ‘I was considering you and Holley when he’s available.’ Before Billy or anyone was able to say anything, he carried on. ‘I was thinking of Sara and Dillon teaming up for something else. In fact, having seen you in action together earlier at the piano, I think it’s an excellent idea. But we’ll get to that later. We’ll have some more champagne now.’

Maggie had been standing at the back, already opening a fresh bottle. She poured it into glasses and went around with the tray.

Ferguson said, ‘I must say you all seem rather subdued. Why don’t you give us a suitable toast, Sean?’

‘You’re too kind,’ Dillon told him. ‘Considering what you’ve just discussed, I’d say something appropriate would be: We, who could be about to die, salute you.’
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