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Аннотация
The Partners at Ferran & Cardini employ Dillon to tackle a simple problem in the big picture of international field operations. An innocent student has had the opportunity of adoring, in a private collection, what she considers to be �The Concert�, a classic painting by Vermeer dating back to 1665-66. This masterpiece was stolen in 1990 from the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum in Boston, and has never been seen since and is classed as priceless!
Dillon is set the task of determining whether the piece is the original or a superb forgery and embarks on an investigation into the Sandbanks-based owner and millionaire, the enigma that is Charlie Hart.
Simple is far from reality � on closer examination the owner of the painting seems to have more to hide than just the provenance of the classic work of art and takes disproportionate and deadly action to keep Dillon off his case.
No one close to Dillon is safe, his partner is targeted in what seems a purely innocent manner through her law firm but Dillon sees through this and sends her into hiding after he is tailed, stalked and explosive attempts on his life are foiled.
Dillon starts to put together a picture of a group of individuals who come from all walks of life � and who have several things in common � greed, international networks and no way back!
Their wealth is rooted in Asian drug cartels, gold bullion, arms trading, global hospitality chains, political espionage and underworld criminal activity.
As Dillon follows leads across London and the South West of England he leaves a trail of destruction and death � those involved that do not heed his warnings pay the ultimate price.
The chain of deceit stretches into the Houses of Parliament and deep within the corridors of power cowardly bravado breaks into the first chink in the armour � giving Dillon what he needs to prize deeper into his investigation. Although powers from above are keen for the enquiry to end. Why?
To add to the confusion is the discovery of gold bullion � could this be the haul from the 1983 Brinks Mat robbery that shocked the UK? This amongst more priceless Middle Eastern art and cocaine!
Now undercover Dillon puts to work all the experience he has gained in the field and uses many guises to outwit the security services and those that consider themselves beyond the law and want him dead! Could there be a price on his head? If so who wants him out of the picture that badly?
With his Glock by his side and Vince Sharp at the cutting edge of today�s technology can Dillon get through this one? Racing from Dorset to Delhi � has Dillon really learned any more and who is the mystery lady that is the focus of Hart�s attentions?
Shroud of Concealment is Dillon at his most raw � fists, street fights, breaking and entering and a multitude of disguises punctuated with breath taking shoot outs and death � he did warn them! Conscience is not something Dillon will entertain.
From M15 to MI6 and the back streets of Delhi Dillon fights to find the answers � and they are not necessarily the ones he wanted to hear!
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Shroud of Concealment is Andrew Towning�s third Jake Dillon novel. Andrew lives in Dorset with his family and is currently completing yet another novel in the series of Dillon adventure thrillers.

CHAPTER ONE

For one split second the emotion of the moment, and the fear that he felt, almost overwhelmed him. Then it was gone, and the hollow emptiness returned to gnaw away at his insides like it always did. It had been enough to make him want to get up and walk away. Yet he remained perversely rooted to the spot, sitting in the drab little caf� at one of the tiny circular tables by the window. He gazed out through the grimy glass at people rushing here and there, in and out of doorways, going about their daily business. But his attention always strayed back to the same old building on the other side of the noisy road. In its day, it had been a busy florist�s shop, but now there were wooden boards in the windows on the ground floor, and the paint on the sign above the door had all but weathered off.
It was what an estate agent might refer to as an area in need of rejuvenation. And that was what was gradually happening to this once fashionable Victorian suburb of Bournemouth. The elegant guest houses and small hotels that in days gone by had dominated the cliff top were now being bulldozed to make way for luxury apartment blocks that boasted far-reaching sea views.
A spotty-faced youth wearing a black hoody lumbered between the tables towards the exit and, as he went past his, knocked into it. The sudden movement sent black coffee from the mug across the shiny plastic table cloth and onto the floor. He got up quickly before it had a chance to pour into his lap. The youth looked around, a smirk crossing his face. He didn�t apologise, but instead blurted, �Steady on, grandad; you want to watch it.�
Charlie Hart stood up and stared at him with dark brooding eyes. He said nothing, but there was something about his gaze which made the youth turn away and quickly leave the caf�. A woman in her mid-thirties came out from the back and mopped up the spilt coffee, apologised and brought him another. Sitting back down on the narrow chair, Hart continued to gaze back through the window towards the old florist�s shop across the street.
Hart�s features were youthful and the fit muscular body underneath the expensive clothes was rock hard. His expression could be so intense that he appeared to be giving off some sort of energy, almost like that of a power station in overload. At other times, he appeared empty and completely lifeless. He was fifty-six years old and, in some respects like his almost wrinkle-free features, looked at least fifteen years younger, with the reflexes of a cat and a razor sharp mind. He was well-groomed and obviously well-off. He did not belong in this part of town.
Across the street, a door opened and a woman somewhere in her early sixties came out onto the pavement. Her general appearance looked poor, some might even say cheap, as she stood rummaging through her handbag.
It was clearly evident how time, too many cigarettes and nights on the town had taken their toll. She found the object that had been hiding in the dark recesses of the large red bag and placed it in the lock. She pulled the shabby-looking door closed with a heavy thud, double locked it, and then slowly walked up the road.
Hart felt desolate as he watched her. Tears welled up and it was as though he was peering through a thick sea mist. His mind rambled and he was almost beyond any feeling. The years had not been kind to the haggard woman on the other side of the street. It was almost too late for her as time marched on relentlessly. God, she looked nearer to seventy. It was like watching a surreal scene being played out before his very eyes. A person who looked work-worn and tired, and was simply getting through life day by day, without knowing why. Was he making a dreadfully silly mistake by being here? He got up, left the caf� and followed the woman, at a safe distance, for a few hundred metres. She rounded a corner and Hart thought he�d lost her. He started to run up the road, turned and just caught sight of her going up the steps of a Roman Catholic church. Not really sure what to do next, he walked back the way he�d just come, and not being familiar with the area, got lost a number of times before he found the road where he�d parked his car.
As Hart approached the gleaming black Jaguar XK convertible, the keyless entry system automatically unlocked both doors. He climbed in and for some moments just sat there thinking. Nothing in his expression or demeanour showed what was going on in his head; there was no-one better at concealing his true feelings than Hart � he�d had considerable practice. He finally gave way, and let out an inaudible curse. With the tip of his index finger, he tapped the small touch screen in the centre of the dashboard just once. The car�s Bluetooth phone display lit up as it connected to the network, and for the next five minutes Hart conversed in fluent Pashto. He drove back towards the Sandbanks peninsula, his driving subdued like so much about him on public view. He was disturbed, but perhaps it was mixed with a strange kind of relief. When a degree of shame crept in he immediately dismissed it, there was no room for such feelings in his life and its intrusion was unwelcome. Perhaps he should never have gone there, for nothing could come of the visit.
He reached Canford Cliffs village, and turned down Haven Road towards Poole Harbour. A feeling of melancholy had come over him, and his eyes started to water. He wiped them quickly and decided that it must be the pollen in the air that was setting off the damned hay-fever again. He pulled over to the side of the road, closed the electric hood and switched on the air-conditioning. And, as he drove on down the hill, thought about who he was really deceiving.
* * *
Daniel Hart walked slowly around the edge of the room. Every now and then he would stand in front of one of the many priceless paintings that adorned the walls; gazing at each work of art for minutes on end before moving on to the next. The gallery room, about thirty by twenty feet, was a veritable treasure trove and the alarm system was of the most sophisticated on the market with a back-up generator and full lock-down capability if the main power supply failed or was tampered with.
In the centre of the gallery, there was a round pedestal made of black onyx, standing incongruously amongst the fine art. Placed on the highly polished top, an almost life-size skull carved out of a solid piece of natural quartz crystal.
Daniel had been instantly seduced by its beauty, by the mystery of why it existed. As he moved around it, he marvelled at the Mayan craftsmanship, admired the perfectly chiselled beauty of the teeth, the smooth contours of the cheekbones and the way the jaw fitted faultlessly into the cranium. The question he always asked himself was how could this indigenous people living a simple life deep in the South American jungle have created something so accomplished, so perfect? But that was part of its allure for him. If the Mayan�s did, in fact, create the skull they would have had to use copper rods and hand bows, as well as patiently sanding the natural block of quartz using a mixture of river sand and water. This would have taken several generations of effort to finally achieve, and that�s assuming the quartz didn�t shatter along the way, which it is prone to do with too much vibration. How his father had come by the skull was as much of a mystery, and something he would never talk about. Not even to Daniel. However, he had told him something of the myth that surrounded it, this was one of thirteen crystal skulls that had been discovered hidden around the planet, and others, over the years, had been found by archaeologists, mostly in South America. There was immense interest in the skulls, from scientists looking deeply into the fabric of the quartz, to eminent psychics who had come into contact with them over the years. They had all reported seeing and hearing the same thing. That the skulls talked to them, and that each of the thirteen genuine skulls held information about our world. The past, the present, and the future. And that they also have the power to deliver both good and evil to the world. Should all thirteen ever be brought together, it would give whoever had them in their possession the omnipotent power over everything living.
The gallery was accessed through an air-lock directly off the hallway; with a second door made from one inch thick Armourlite steel on the opposite side of the small space. This had eight electromagnetic locking shoot-bolts that were located along all four edges. With anti-tamper contact points between door and frame connected to the main system and concealed sensors around the door frame under the plasterwork. There were no windows and the room itself had its own computer-controlled air-conditioning and humidifying system, both independent of the main house. The air was cool, the temperature constant, and the paintings were maintained in pristine condition. Recessed spotlights and cleverly disguised sound speakers were positioned strategically around the ceiling and were controlled by a remote unit inside the air-lock. No-one was ever allowed in this gallery without invitation � a fact which irritated Daniel very much. It was a rich man�s indulgence and in Daniel�s view such treasures should be shared.
Daniel liked the luxury house on the Sandbanks peninsula, it had been built to his father�s exact specification. They had moved into it within twelve months of the purchase of the original derelict property, which had sat on the prime piece of land for many years prior to its demolition.
When they had lived in India there had been at least a dozen servants around the family estate, but now there was only Daniel, his father and a housekeeper. Since moving to the UK seven years ago, when he was fourteen, he had spent every school holiday there. He had been sent to a good private boarding school and was now at Cambridge University reading law. He often argued with his father, but cared for him and worried about him, too. It was a concern he had never understood, for his father was rich and had been before he left India, but that was merely about business and money. There were sides to his father that he had never understood, and sometimes thought it best not to. There were even times when he was afraid of him; really afraid.
He had never known his mother. She had given birth to him and then, according to his father, had left. His father never talked about her, it was a taboo subject and as if she had never existed. His father�s attitude was always unswerving in not wanting to ever talk about her. Once, when his curiosity had got the better of him, he�d searched through his father�s private paperwork in an attempt to find out anything about her. There were no letters, no photographs � absolutely nothing. He had always assumed that she had run off with another man. That didn�t worry him, but he often wondered what had happened to her. When the subject came up, his father gave the impression that it was all too painful to talk about. Every time it had the same outcome: a blazing argument about his mother, sometimes quite vicious. At such times, Daniel had seen the darker side of his father that he would have preferred not to have seen, and it always frightened him. This was the reason why he�d not raised the matter since going off to university.
The only thing his father had ever allowed himself to comment on was just how much he looked like her. Daniel was good looking, had naturally black hair, which he kept cropped, lightly tanned skin, and the darkest coloured eyes. He was just over six foot two inches, and had girls falling at his feet.
Daniel was twenty-one, and at an age where he wanted to find a few things out about himself. He was sure that his father wanted him around, although he had never said as much. It was a strange bond, born of uncertainties and the unknown.And yet, somehow, the sometimes uneasy ambiguity provided the stimulation and the will to see it through. It was as if he was still searching for the answers and not sure whether he really wanted to find them.
Daniel walked out of the gallery, and back into the air-lock. He waited a moment whilst the computer-controlled security system closed the inner door. It rolled back into place with a low rumbling sound, and then came the heavy thud of the eight shoot-bolts locating into the framework; the door opposite slid back silently and again automatically closed as he stepped out into the hallway. He left the gallery, with all of the priceless paintings inside fully alarmed, and went up to his own penthouse in the atrium of the luxury house. This was his private space, where he could lounge around, gazing through the three hundred and sixty degree glass panels that afforded him the most spectacular view of the harbour, and across to the Purbeck hills beyond. It was a magnificent uninterrupted view, but he often asked himself why, as it was just the two of them did they need a three-storey, architect-designed house with its own mooring on the shores of Poole Harbour? His father very rarely entertained and friends seldom came to stay. Daniel himself brought university friends home from time to time, but he had his own living space with its own lift in the state of the art building � that was useful, of course. Charlie Hart was not an academic man, didn�t have one qualification to his name, but with success and enormous wealth had come a love of reading and collecting books in general. This was why he had set up his private study in the round library on the ground floor which was kept under lock and key and off limits to everyone, including Daniel.
He paced around the room, annoyed with himself for having these thoughts. Why was he thinking like this? What did it ever achieve? It was the same old issues. Perhaps because since arriving home for the half term break, he�d noticed how, over the last few days, his father�s usual charisma had left him, bit by bit. And that this, in turn, had driven him into his own shell. And the more morose he became, the more he hid behind the invisible barriers that he always erected to protect himself, even from his son. Daniel knew what it meant: a crisis of some sort was looming on the horizon.
He didn�t hear his father arrive, but heard him call out. He left the penthouse and ran down the Italian marble stairs until he reached the first floor landing. He looked over the edge of the gallery and down at the magnificent sweeping staircase running down either side of the main hall. Charlie Hart looked up as he reached the top, and Daniel thought how pale and gaunt his father was looking.
�Are you okay, Father?�
�Of course I�m okay, Daniel. Why, do I look ill?�
�No, you just don�t look yourself that�s all.�
�Well, I feel absolutely fine. And thank you for showing concern,� Charlie Hart said, as he walked slowly past his son towards the main drawing room.
Daniel knew his father too well to believe him, but let it go anyway, and instead said, �I want to bring a friend around to view the collection.�
Hart reached the drawing room door, placed his hand on the handle.�Who is she?� he asked.
�A friend from university.�
�And what sort of friend is she?�
�The usual kind.� Daniel grinned.
�Where does she come from?�
�What the hell has that got to do with it?�
Daniel walked along the landing towards his father, and was now standing next to him. Hart opened the door and allowed his son to walk into the first floor drawing room ahead of him.
�Actually, she�s Dutch,� Daniel said over his shoulder.
They were standing in a beautiful room, light streaming in through a wall of glass. Hart moved towards the drinks cabinet. He was in no hurry to answer his son, and knew that it would annoy him immensely.
�If you must know, she�s the daughter of the Dutch ambassador to London. So you don�t have to worry about her stealing anything.�
�Didn�t even cross my mind, Daniel. And I�m disappointed that you should think that little of me,� Hart said quietly.
�I�m sorry; I didn�t mean it like that. She�s working on a thesis about the life of Vermeer for her art degree, and I just thought it would be really cool if she could actually get up close and personal with one of his paintings. That�s all.�
Hart poured out two single malts and added ice. He felt it unnecessary to ask his son what he wanted to drink, but handed over one of the tumblers and then walked outside onto the decked terrace and sat down. Daniel followed him, sitting on a wooden steamer chair a few feet away from his father. They sat in silence for a few moments, gazing at the magnificent view over Poole Harbour, towards Brownsea Island and in the distant the Purbeck hills; cutting across the horizon for a good ten miles from Corfe Castle all the way to the Jurassic Coastline of Dorset.
�So, tell me. What�s her name?�
Daniel was irritated by the question. �What does it matter?� It was the usual inquisition whenever he wanted to bring a friend home.
Hart looked over at his son and realised for the first time how abrupt it must have sounded to him. He was still preoccupied and shocked by what he�d discovered across town earlier that day.
�I�m sorry, Daniel. I have things on my mind at present. But I�m merely trying to show an interest in you and your friends.�
Daniel wasn�t convinced. �Freya Johansson. She�s a bit older than me, and from one of the oldest and wealthiest families in the Netherlands.�
Immediately, he saw his father tense-up, the glass tumbler in his hand held firmly. Charlie Hart didn�t like to be reminded that his family had originally come from one of the poorest council estates in East London before moving to India. And it was obvious that his father had not enjoyed the same high standard of education he�d provided for him.
�Sorry, Dad; I didn�t mean anything by that. What I meant to say was that she�s a really nice person who has a passion for fine art. And it doesn�t really matter about the other stuff, anyway.�
Hart showed no sign of relaxing; his son had hit a raw nerve, and it still hurt.
He stood up and walked to the edge of the decked balcony, raised his drink slowly and emptied the tumbler in one controlled gulp.
�Of course you can bring her around. You know what I�m like about the collection � it�s not that there are any secrets in there, but most of the paintings are priceless and people have a nasty habit of talking. But I�d be delighted to meet her, Daniel.�
Hart walked back inside and poured himself a refill. As he came out, he said, �So, is this one special?�
Daniel grinned. �Look, you�ll be the first to know if any of them are �special�, right?�
They were back to how it always was with them. Father and son; comfortable in each other�s company. Hart would usually work in his study for a while, and they would eat together around 8 p.m., unless either had made an alternative arrangement. Daniel, due to return to Cambridge after the weekend, then went his own way whilst his father largely stayed in to watch television or play around with his new toy � a luxury sixty-two foot power cruiser which was tied up at their private berth at the bottom of the garden. Sometimes his father went abroad for long periods, often at a moment�s notice; he kept a suitcase packed for such emergencies and his passport was always up to date.
* * *
She was a stunningly attractive girl and wore a colourful dress underneath a short jacket. Her blonde hair shone and was tied back in a single plait that highlighted her natural beauty, as did her eyes, which sparkled with mischief. She gave Daniel a wide smile as he opened the front door. To Daniel�s surprise, she had a woman with her, much older, and with a look of self-assuredness about her.
�This is my bodyguard,� explained Freya Johansson, in perfect English.
�Her orders are to escort me at all times. I hope you don�t mind, but she will have to see the paintings, too.�
It didn�t really matter whether Daniel minded or not. There was little that he could do that wouldn�t look churlish. Surely she could have ordered her to stay outside in the car whilst she came into the house on her own? Daniel smiled wanly in defeat, and led the way in. The bodyguard was almost certainly going to cramp his style. Perhaps that was why Freya appeared so impish � she had cut off any possibility of anything amorous taking place.
The bodyguard was dressed soberly, as if she was going to a business meeting. But she was pleasant enough and no doubt grateful that Daniel had taken such a charitable view of her presence. She spoke English formally, with a pronounced accent.
Daniel made coffee and afterwards took them to the gallery room, with Freya giving him a furtive smile, and a casual stroke of her hand across his backside as she stood alongside him. He placed his left hand on the flat biometric scanning pad, and after a short delay the door moved to the right and they all stepped into the air-lock. The outer door closed and he positioned himself in front of a small camera-like device that would confirm his retina profile. A moment later, all three of them were standing inside the darkened air-conditioned gallery. The elaborate lighting controlled by the computer system lit each painting to maximum effect and, as Daniel led them around the room, tiny star lights set in the marble flooring lit up like an aircraft runway.
Charlie Hart knew each painting intimately. He made it his business to know everything about the artists and the history surrounding each masterpiece hanging on his walls. But most importantly, he not only knew what he had paid for them, he knew exactly what each one was worth at today�s valuation. Unfortunately, Daniel was not so well-informed. His father had spent many years painstakingly putting the collection together and had acquired many rare pieces from all over the world. Most of them had been purchased anonymously through the large auction houses in London, Paris and New York and some through small elite dealers. In fact, the only item in the gallery that had no obvious place of origin was the life-size crystal skull, perched majestically on its pedestal of black onyx in the very centre of the room, dramatically lighted by tiny fibre optics from below, the intense light dashed up through the natural crystal in all the colours of the rainbow, through the perfectly carved eye sockets and bursting out of the skull in two separate beams of white light.
From the start, it was clear that the bodyguard knew very little about art in general, but Freya Johansson soon demonstrated that she had a deep knowledge of the subject, and was able to supply some of the background to various paintings. She was quickly absorbed, and went her own way, fascinated at what she saw, whilst Daniel patiently tried to explain to the thick-set woman what exactly was going on in a painting by Francisco Goya.
Every now and then, he would steal a look across the room at Freya, but to no avail, as she was totally fixated by the exquisite Vermeer hanging on the wall before her. After ten minutes, the bodyguard had just about had enough, and expressed her sincere thanks at being allowed to see the collection.
At the far end of the room, Freya leant forward, peering closely at one of the other Vermeer paintings. Suddenly, she felt faint, placed her hand against the wall to steady herself, and turned her head away from the others so that they wouldn�t see her expression.
Slowly she stood up, re-focussed, and took another look at the painting.
Vermeer called this one The Concert, and it showed three people in the scene, singing and playing instruments. Freya�s stomach churned. She would never forget the trip that her father had sent her on three years ago; the museum in Boston, the Vermeer paintings hanging on the gallery walls. However, this one hadn�t been on show, because this particular painting had been stolen in 1990. So was this the original, or was it an extremely good copy? She glanced quickly across the dimly-lighted room at Daniel, who was now standing in front of the crystal skull with the bodyguard, telling her about its history. Thank God, for she knew she wasn�t hiding her shock too well.
She had read the archive newspaper articles about the audacious robbery at the Boston museum � of how it had shocked and stunned the international art world. She recalled that it was on the morning of March 18, 1990 that thieves disguised as police officers broke into the Isabella Stewart Gardner museum and stole thirteen works of art, including the painting of The Concert by Vermeer. They also got away with three Rembrandts (two paintings including his seascape �The Storm on the Sea of Galilee� and a small self-portrait print) as well as works by Manet, Degas, Govaert Flinck, and a French and Chinese artefact. It is still considered to be the biggest art theft in US history and to this day remains unsolved. The museum still displays the paintings� empty frames in their original locations due to the strict provisions of Gardner�s will. This left the instruction that the collection be maintained unchanged.
There had been much speculation over the years about the whereabouts of these paintings. And now Freya Johansson was perplexed at what she was possibly staring at � the stolen Vermeer in a private collection in Dorset. Her first thought was to look for more, but that would be ridiculous and may arouse Daniel�s suspicion. She needed time to think.
Could she simply be mistaken? Inwardly, she grimaced at the possibility that she was not. This painting was so well-documented and her interest in Vermeer so detailed, that she�d always carried a mental image of it around with her. But, for the time being, she must keep an open mind.
Her mouth felt dry and she needed a glass of water. She must have appeared to be acting a little strangely, for Daniel called out from the other end of the gallery, �Freya, are you okay?�
�I�m fine, Daniel. It must be the air-conditioning in here � it�s making me feel a little woozy, that�s all. But I think it�s probably a good time to leave anyway. I�m having dinner with Daddy in Covent Garden at eight-thirty.�
Downstairs, in the kitchen, Daniel gave her a glass of water, noticing for the first time how pale and puzzled she looked � yet the gallery was anything but disorientating.
Freya Johansson drank the water, and wondered how she should deal with this discovery. She knew herself far too well to be able to simply walk away from it. She gazed up at Daniel, the concerned face of a university friend, and wondered about his father. How could a famous painting by Vermeer, stolen from a museum in Boston, be in his private collection in Sandbanks Dorset, seventeen years later? She needed to know, but she knew it might hurt people whilst finding out. Too bad, because this one belonged back in the Boston museum. And were there other paintings?

CHAPTER TWO

Dunstan Havelock took Jake Dillon and Dillon�s lawyer girlfriend, Isabel, (�Issy�) Linley, out to dinner. The fact that Havelock had turned up alone and not with his wife suggested to Dillon that the dinner was not simply out of friendship, although that left him puzzling over why Issy was invited. The fact that he was now dining in one of the most expensive restaurants in London confirmed his theory beyond any reasonable doubt. As much as he liked Havelock as a person, he didn�t trust what he represented: the political establishment, a personal fixer for the Home Secretary.
�How�s Rachel these days, Dunstan?� Dillon asked pointedly.
Havelock, unruffled, turned urbanely to Issy. �One might be forgiven for thinking that he�s asking after my dear wife simply out of concern or perhaps even politeness. But it�s nothing of the sort, my dear. It means that he doesn�t trust the purpose of this exquisite meal or the opulence of this fine eating establishment that we now find ourselves in. The mistrusting swine.�
Isabel Linley, a stunning forty-year-old with a high-flying career in international corporate law, winked but added seriously, �Isn�t that what�s kept him alive all this time?�
Havelock turned back to Dillon. �Rachel is in Monte Carlo. She�ll be back in a day or two. And, of course, you�re right. There is something that I�d like to pass by you. Might be of interest to Ferran & Cardini, but I�ll let you run it by Edward Levenson-Jones. Would you be interested?�
�In which case it must be either extremely dangerous, or of an extremely sensitive nature, as usual. Otherwise you would have gone straight to the security services with it.�
Issy was not only Dillon�s friend and lover, but she was also his greatest admirer and protector since their university days.
�Now, would I have enticed you along, Issy, if it was anything sinister?�
Havelock caught the attention of a passing waiter, and ordered another bottle of Bollinger.
�It�s nothing more than a little snooping around, that�s all.�
�Then why not let the police deal with it?� Dillon asked.
�The Home Secretary feels that it�s not for MI5 or even the police to be involved with. He would prefer that Ferran & Cardini took the brief, especially as we would rather keep it under tight wraps. You know that we have high regard for the integrity of the firm, but more importantly, we trust you. And there are few we can say that of.�
�And you don�t trust your own security service to take it on?�
Havelock poured vintage Champagne into finest cut crystal. �It�s not their cup of tea, so to speak, Jake. And please don�t think that you�re second best, because you know better than that.�
�And this comes straight from the Home Secretary, does it?�
�Well, yes and no.�
�Which is it, Dunstan. Yes or no?�
�The Home Secretary does know about it, but the request comes from Simon Digby at MI5.�
�You are kidding me. That loathsome cockroach. The irony of it. We�ve only just crossed swords over who the new European Network should be reporting to.�
�You know very well that Digby is only doing his job, and, furthermore, I�m positive that he holds no malice towards you personally. What I can tell you is that he�s had this thrown upon him by MI6. And that he�s now trying to do a favour for our friends across the pond�.
�The Americans? I should have known. Why can�t they deal with it themselves?�
�Because the problem appears to be on our soil. I need not have mentioned their involvement, Jake. But, I�m trying to be as honest with you as I am allowed to be.�
Dillon gazed across the table.
�There was a time when you didn�t have to try, Dunstan.�
Dillon finished his glass of Champagne and controlling his agitation, placed the glass ever so gently onto the table.
�You should know by now, Dunstan, that nothing annoys me more than being taken for a complete fool. Why is it that I�m the one who�s always offered the shit jobs that the police and the security services don�t want? And I suppose that you�ve already spoken to the partners and that they told you to run it by me.�
�Oh, now look here, Jake. Firstly, it was Sir Lucius Stagg whom I spoke to, and I most certainly do not think that you�re anybody�s fool. But, point taken. And yes, he did tell me to talk directly to you and that, if you said no, well then that would be the end of it.�
Dillon looked round at Issy, who was sitting beside him.
�And what do you think of all this?� he asked her.
�I agree with you, Jake. These people only ever approach your firm, and in particular you, when they have a situation where they don�t want to get their hands dirty. For what it�s worth, I�d say leave it well alone.�
Dillon stood up and put a hand out to her.
�I suppose that I�m expendable at the end of the day. Well not this time, Dunstan. Find yourself another fool.�
�Not to me, you�re not,� Havelock said, with as much sincerity as he could muster. �I thought we had a good working friendship, and in all the years that we�ve known each other, I�ve always tried to ensure that you were paid the highest rate. You can hardly say that I�ve been using you.�
�It�s never been for the money; you know that, Dunstan.�
�I know it�s not the money.�
�So tell me then, why would I be interested this time? As yet you�ve not even told me what�s on offer.�
�Only more money, I�m afraid. And, of course, the thanks and appreciation of HM Government.�
�They can stick that where the sun don�t shine.�
�When you were in the Intelligence Corp it was Government money that trained you. When you dropped in and out of all of those exotic locations for weeks on end, who paid the enormous expense accounts that you managed to run-up? And who paid for the experience that you gained along the way that has made you what you are today?�
�The point is, Dunstan, I�m not really sure that I like who I am anymore, or what I do today.�
Underneath the table cloth, Issy slipped her hand in his and gently squeezed it.
Dillon turned his head slightly towards her and immediately saw the knowing smile that she was giving him.
Dillon looked across the circular table at Dunstan Havelock, adjusted his tie and said, �If you promise not to speak politico bullshit I�ll listen to what you have to say.� Havelock nodded and leant his stocky figure forward over the table as if he had stomach ache.
�A painting by Vermeer that was stolen along with others from a museum in Boston on March 18, 1990 has possibly turned up in a private collection in Dorset.�
�Dorset? Where exactly?�
�The Sandbanks peninsula. I�m informed that it�s allegedly in a private collection and that the man who has it lives in one of those very large architect designed properties located right on the ocean�s doorstep.�
Havelock leant back, took off his jacket and hooked it over the corner of his chair. As he looked at Havelock sitting across the table, the bland expression on Dillon�s face was impregnable.
�Sounds intriguing. Go on.�
�Well, that�s it really. Except that the person who has it is known to associate with certain criminal elements, both here in the UK and the US.�
Dillon remained silent; taking in the details that he�d just been given.
After a while, he said, �If you know where this painting is, why don�t you simply pay this character an early morning visit and ask him where he got it from and from whom?�
�Good point, Jake. But, unfortunately, it�s not that simple. You see, he�s extremely well-connected in certain quarters of the city, as well as in India and Pakistan, and the trade that he generates for the UK is vast. The Home Secretary would rather we avoided any form of high-handed approach or official enquiry.�
Dillon leant back in his chair, looked at Issy, who smiled reticently back at him, and said, �It�s beyond my remit, I�m afraid. Dunstan lost me about five minutes ago, and now I�m as confused as you are.�
�So what makes you so sure that I�d find out anything more?�
Havelock sipped his Champagne and eventually said, �Your dumb-wittedness will not put me off, Jake. You�ve got contacts from all walks of life, and they�re dotted around all over the place. And I know from old that you can call them to arms when required to.�
�What you mean, Dunstan, is that I know numerous people with dubious talents, and some of those just happen to be villains and fences, is that it?�
�You make your world sound so seedy, Jake. And no, it�s not just because of your acquaintance with those individuals of a criminal persuasion. It�s much more than that.�
�I�m not happy about the Americans being involved, Dunstan.�
�Oh come now, Jake. They�re not really involved and they�ve promised not to interfere. You�ve simply got to look at the broader picture � if we turn them down and don�t help out, they�ll simply send in their own people covertly. But if we do, it will bank a large number of brownie points with them and that�s always a positive thing, isn�t it?�
�You�ve slipped back into that politico speak, Dunstan. Cut the crap.�
�I�m sorry. But try and look at it this way: suppose it�s not HM Government, but the person who benefits the most from our help? At the very least it�ll take away any suspicion that he may have been involved in one of the largest art heists of the twentieth century. And he�s British, which in itself is enough for us to get involved.�
�Is this painting valuable? I mean, is it really worth all the aggravation that it�s without doubt going to cause?�
�Priceless at today�s valuation. But it�s not just the phenomenal value that matters, but who stole it and how it got to the UK in the first place.�
Issy sat back, resigned. She already knew what was going to happen. And it had nothing to do with Dunstan Havelock, the Americans, a stolen Vermeer painting, any amount of money or any of these things. Dillon always had to think his way through the risk factors and the odds of achieving the objective.
Dunstan knew this, as she did, and that it would be Dillon�s own assessment of both of these factors, along with his insatiable curiosity that would make his mind up. It would merely be a question of how much he wanted to get involved. And, knowing that Dillon was always searching for his next rush of excitement, the answer was a foregone conclusion. The job sounded like it would be a walk in the park for Dillon, and something that could be cleared up quickly. She only hoped that the sudden sense of apprehension she was feeling, indicated the same.
�Why is it that you even bother to ask for my opinion when you�ve already made up your mind about something? Don�t get me wrong, Jake. I love the fact that you want my opinion, but you�re so annoying when you do that,� she said, and glanced sideward at Dillon. They were sitting in the back of a cab returning to Dillon�s converted warehouse loft apartment on the banks of the Thames.
�I love you.� The words sort of tumbled out of Dillon�s mouth, and were completely spontaneous.
�What?�
�I said I love you.�
�Are you drunk, or feeling unwell or something?�
�No. It�s just that I wanted you to know, that�s all.�
Issy�s arms went around Dillon�s neck, burning lips brushed lightly against his with impatient passion. And then, as quickly, she broke the embrace, gently caressing his face for a moment, before saying, �I wouldn�t want to lose you, Jake. Not for anything.�
�I know. And you don�t have to worry; I promise to be careful.�
�But that�s the problem, isn�t it? Understandably, I do worry, and it�s because the work you do is likely to get you killed one of these days. But hay ho; you�re the only one who can do anything about that.�
Dillon knew what was about to come and held up his hands in mock surrender. �Okay, I promise that I�ll have a quiet chat with Sir Lucius after this assignment. Perhaps he�ll take pity on me and give me one of those nice safe desks to sit behind.�
Before Issy could reply, the taxi pulled up outside the apartment building.
Dillon walked across the open plan living area, pulled back one of the large glass panels, went to the drinks cabinet and poured himself a single malt whisky before going out onto the terrace. He stood for a moment, listening to the sound of the city in the background and staring down at the river, six floors below him. Sitting on a lounger, he opened the file that Havelock had handed him after dinner and started to read the first page of a typed document. Since he�d got to know, and like, Dunstan Havelock, he had dropped a lot of the hard-man fa�ade, and had over the years even started to trust him. More importantly, he trusted the man�s integrity.
After ten minutes of reading, he closed the file, finished his drink, stood up and went back inside, pulling the glass panel closed behind him. As he walked past a large oak-framed mirror, he stopped and took a good look at himself. His dark hair, once shoulder length, was now shorter but still as unruly as it had ever been. There was little he could do with the laughter lines that had started to appear in the corner of his eyes and around the mouth.
And the scaring over his body would always be there as a reminder of his rough past and, to some extent, his present lifestyle.
Dillon used his exceptional intelligence gathering talents; freelancing for Ferran & Cardini International, and the British Government, when it suited them. He charged a flat fee of two hundred and fifty thousand pounds per assignment, which fuelled an expensive lifestyle. Anything left over was shrewdly invested for a rainy day. The small, run-down West End theatre that he�d invested a large sum of money into a year ago was an indulgence he could afford. It not only appealed to his theatrical alter ego, but also gave him immense satisfaction to be involved with the renovation, when time allowed, in bringing back the building to its former glory. This was an extravagant project which Dillon immediately found an effective stress buster and a million light years away from the violent world that he moved in on a day to day basis. After looking at himself for a second or two, he rubbed an imaginary itch on his chin and then went off to bed.
* * *
It was still quite early the next morning, although Issy had already gone off to her office in Chelsea. He got out of bed to make coffee, took it back to the sofa where he had left Havelock�s folder and went through it again.
It was obvious that the man who at present had the Vermeer painting was extremely wealthy. Anyone who lived where he did had to be. The Vermeer was apparently part of a magnificent collection. Dillon didn�t need to go and check out the place to accept that it would have a state-of-the art alarm system, and possibly more than one. Breaking in would be a non-starter on his own, but he knew someone who might be persuaded to help him.
Charlie Hart had started life in New Delhi, India. He was born there in 1951. His father had been promoted and posted there to manage the British Imperial Import & Export Company office, and had subsequently made a comfortable living for the family. By the time Charlie was thinking about coming to live in England, he�d already made a fortune by trading in a variety of things, but it was property development in the UK that had made his wealth grow. So the dossier proclaimed. He still had strong trading links with India and Pakistan, and traded quite a lot in Northern Europe. Dillon pondered, Northern Europe; now that was an interesting area. What would he be trading there that was profitable? Background information had been checked and verified at the time when Hart came to the UK. Immigration had seen no problems with allowing him permanent residency, as he was already a British subject.
Hart hadn�t wasted any time and had soon established himself as a major player within city property development circles. Before leaving India, Hart�s parents had been kidnapped. He had paid the first ransom with no hesitation, but when the company that his father had loyally served for more than twenty years refused to pay the second ransom, they were both murdered, their bodies dumped outside of the gates of the British Embassy. It was on record, as was Hart�s birth certificate. He had been born in New Delhi. Had grown up quickly, learning every trick in the book, and some more. But most of all, Hart had learnt about survival, making many mistakes along the way only made him more streetwise. It was not until Hart was in his early twenties that he began to emerge as a financial success in the high-density, high population marketplace that was on his doorstep. Some very wealthy people lived in New Delhi and by his late twenties Hart had become one of them.
Hart however, kept a low profile. He didn�t mix a lot outside of business and this still appeared to be the case. He was a loner, it would seem. Unlike his son, who appeared to be the absolute opposite. There was a report from the university, mostly showing the boy�s progress, and it didn�t go into much detail about the relationship that he had with his father. Although one remark jumped out: that the son had shown concern about his father.
Dillon found it strange that Daniel Hart was concerned for a father who was clearly more than capable of coping on his own with whatever was thrown at him. Daniel�s mother was not mentioned, except for on his birth certificate. There was no other information and no mention of marriage. It looked as if it had been a brief affair, with Hart taking on the sole responsibility of bringing up Daniel. And that seemed to be what the authorities had thought at the time.
Dillon put everything back into the folder and was not particularly impressed by anything he�d read. The only certainty was that Charlie Hart was immensely wealthy and had the luxurious trappings to prove it. As for the background information, that was something different. Dillon and Havelock had once before gone down a similar road with a man called Farrant, now dead, who had an unbelievably sketchy background. The main difference was that Farrant hadn�t gone under the microscope of immigration until it was too late, whereas Hart had been thoroughly checked because he�d wanted to reside in the UK permanently.
Dillon took a sip of his coffee and sprawled out on the sofa, thinking about the situation he was getting himself into. He wasn�t completely convinced that it was the right sort of job for him or the firm. But because it was Dunstan Havelock asking, he�d found it extremely difficult to refuse. Although he�d already decided that he wasn�t going to spend too much time on it. Havelock would be absolutely furious with what he had in mind, but if this mystery was going to be solved quickly, it would need to be approached head-on. And should have been in the first place.
His first call was to Vince Sharp at Ferran & Cardini, who immediately found Hart�s ex-directory number using one of his little software programmes that he kept for such occasions. The second call he made was to Charlie Hart. A man answered the phone and Dillon was somewhat taken by surprise with the softly spoken voice at the other end.
�Mr. Hart?�
�Yes, who is this?�
�My name is Bateman, sir. I�m a senior investigator with Worldwide Art Underwriters of London.�
�How can I help you, Mr. Bateman? I�ve heard of your firm, of course.�
�Most likely, you�ll not be able to help at all, sir. This is about something that has been passed on to us by the Art and Antiques Unit at New Scotland Yard. I�m simply following up this line of enquiry as it may coincide with another investigation that we�re involved with. Like I say, it�s probably nothing at all, sir. I understand that you have a valuable collection of paintings and that one of them�� Dillon quickly scanned the sheet of paper Havelock had given him in the file, �� is a painting by Vermeer, titled The Concert, dated 1665-66.�
�This is correct. However, I actually have three Vermeer paintings in my collection.�
�Quite so, sir. But this particular painting may be stolen.�
�My dear Mr. Bateman, that would surprise me. You know as well as I do that collecting priceless art is a hazardous business. But I do my very best to verify the background of every piece I purchase. It�s not always easy, but I�ve been very careful in my selection of suppliers. However, please tell me what the specific details are.�
�Oh, I�m sure you�re fully aware of the details, sir.�
Dillon left the words hanging for a moment, before going on.
�I mean to say that anyone who is into serious art collecting would know that it was Vermeer�s The Concert that was stolen along with others on March 18, 1990. From a private museum in Boston.�
�The Gardner Museum, wasn�t it?�
�Yes, sir.�
�That comes as something of a shock. You see my painting, I�m reliably informed, is an extremely good copy which I purchased in 1997. So how can you possibly be sure it is the original painting?�
�We can�t, sir. But like I said, we do have to follow our lines of enquiry as a matter of course. We would have to call in an expert to be certain; someone from Boston who knows the painting intimately would have to fly over. I must admit, sir, that I was hoping that it wouldn�t come to that. By the way, where did you buy it?�
�Not in America, Mr. Bateman.�
Hart�s voice had taken on a hard edge.
�And I can assure you that all of the documentation is in order and that it came through customs without any problems. All the way from Italy.�
�Well if that�s the case, sir, I don�t see the need for any further questions at present. Oh, but there is just one more thing, sir. Did you purchase any other paintings from this source in Italy around the same time as the Vermeer?�
�No, the dealer was only offering the copy of The Concert, Mr. Bateman. Cost me around one and a half million pounds, as a matter of fact. Quite a large sum of money for a copy, as I�m sure you�d agree. But it�s the only one that I�ve ever seen that could be mistaken with ease for the original.�
�Well, thank you for your time, sir. I think we�ll leave it there for the moment.�
�If we need to take it further I�ll come back to you. You�ve been extremely helpful.�
�I would like to make it perfectly clear that this painting is a copy. It is something that makes very little difference to me financially and is not something I would take any kind of risk in order to possess. You do understand that, don�t you? The transaction is fully documented and open to any scrutiny whatsoever.�
�I�m sure it is, sir. Even a painting as notorious as this Vermeer wouldn�t be the first one stolen to then be sold on as a copy. Don�t worry about it. We�ll be in touch.�
�Thank you. But if I can be of any further help, do feel free to contact me. May I have your name again?�
�Bateman. Goodbye, sir.�
Dillon closed his mobile phone and thought he had not really found anything out, and was no further forward. But at least Hart wasn�t being evasive and in fact had been extremely forthcoming with information. Dillon smiled. I wonder how you knew.
He got up and crossed to the wall of glass on the other side of the room, went out onto the balcony and took in the view across the rooftops of London. This was exactly what Dillon had paid for and he wasn�t ever disappointed by it. He stood gazing at the city spectacle for a few moments, glanced at the Omega Seamaster on his wrist, and then went back inside.
Havelock was going to throw one of his wobblers when he found out about Dillon�s phone call to Hart. But no matter. Dillon was used to taking chances, pushing his luck when others around him wouldn�t, for fear of upsetting the status quo. He quickly showered, picked out a dark blue pin-stripe suit from his wardrobe, a white shirt and his old regiment tie. Thirty minutes later, he was sitting in the rear of a London cab on his way to a meeting with his boss, Edward Levenson-Jones.
That evening, when Issy returned and whilst Dillon prepared and cooked a meal for them both, he told her about his phone call to Hart that morning.
She listened in shocked disbelief.
�You�re supposed to be a highly trained intelligence officer. The work you chose to do requires you to be invisible to the rest of the world. And yet you decide to break every rule in your own rulebook. Jake, what were you thinking? All you�ve achieved is to warn Hart and insult his intelligence with one reckless telephone call. Dunstan will be pleased. Have you told him yet?�
�I�ll get to Havelock later.�
�Jake, I love you to bits. But I really think you�ve blown this one. I have to deal with the likes of Charlie Hart every day of the week, and he�ll check you out and discover that you don�t exist anywhere in the records of that insurance company you sometimes use as a cover.�
�Oh, I do exist there. My details are on the company�s personnel database, thanks to Vince Sharp. But hopefully I will have stirred him up a bit, and if there is anything to stir up, he�ll soon want to find out what�s going on. I don�t need to tell you, Issy, that people like Hart genuinely believe they�re above all the common laws. So let�s not pass judgement just yet and see what happens.�
�You�re positively mad. It could have been anyone phoning him.�
�But anyone didn�t. He believed that it was a senior investigator with Worldwide Art Underwriters of London and acted accordingly. Had it been Jake Dillon he�d have told me to sod off and would have threatened me with the police. Come and eat this, I�ve been wanting to try this for a while. By the way, the pasta was freshly made this afternoon. So enjoy.�
As Issy sat down he said, �I�m sorry. I shouldn�t have said anything.�
She didn�t reply, trying the pasta instead. She knew him far too well and his ploy was to take her mind off what he�d done. It wasn�t like Dillon at all. Granted he was reckless, that�s what gave him the edge on his peers and counterparts alike. But, normally, he would have a clear plan in his head, and nothing as vague as this, which worried her immensely.
* * *
Charlie Hart sat alone that evening, as he frequently did. Solitude was something he could cope with. Reclusiveness sometimes had its advantages. After Dillon�s call he had emailed Worldwide Art Underwriters of London to discover that they did in fact have a Mr. Bateman, but that he was currently on a case in Argentina and would not be available for another two weeks. That partly explained the withheld mobile number, but not entirely.
He walked down through exotically landscaped gardens to the water�s edge. Boarded the luxury power cruiser he�d had delivered only a few weeks ago, and went up to the upper deck with a large gin and tonic. He felt the chilled feeling of uncertainty run through him. He had aroused someone�s interest and that was something he�d managed to avoid for many years. Whoever had phoned him was professional and had handled it very well. But what sort of professional was he and who was his employer?
He went and lay down on his bed in the main stateroom, gazing up at the watery shadows rippling across the ceiling. He�d left the curtains pulled back to allow the moonlight into the cabin. Because suddenly he wanted to avoid total darkness for fear of stirring up feelings he�d not felt for many years. It was as if the clock had been turned back. And he�d always looked forward. To look back into the past was a definite road to disaster and he wasn�t sure that he�d be able to cope with it.
The anxiety that he was feeling had created confusion and self-doubt in his mind and drew a veil over reality. His thoughts became a farrago until he was not even certain who he was, and a cold sweat had broken out all over his body. A moment later, almost startling himself, he snapped out of the trance-like state, got up and went straight to the bathroom. He stood in front of the mirror, gazing at himself, appalled at what he saw � an old, grey-faced man looking back at him with fear in his eyes. Where had the street brawler gone; the man who was never frightened of anything? Hart could feel himself teetering on the edge, and had never been closer to walking away from it all as he was at that precise moment. He could move away, far away. But would his fears remain behind? He went through to the galley and made himself some hot chocolate, and sitting at the centre island with all the lights on, started to mull over two things that had taken place that day to unnerve him.
One had been by his own doing, and yet he knew that he would do it again until fully satisfied; the other had come out of the blue. He was the focus of suspicion and being investigated. He didn�t know by whom or the reason why, but it would have to be stopped.
He finished his hot drink and was starting to feel a lot better. All he had to do was think positively as he always had done, tackle the problem head-on and then remove it permanently.

CHAPTER THREE

Dillon took a taxi from his apartment to Docklands and the head quarters of Ferran & Cardini International. His stalwart boss, Edward Levenson-Jones, had summoned his presence, so as to bring him up to speed with the conversation he�d had with Dunstan Havelock over dinner.
�The job sounds straightforward enough, but what�s the catch? You know as well as I do, old son, there�s always a catch with Dunstan Havelock.�
�True, but I think he�s being straight on this one. And I gave him a pretty hard time, especially after he�d mentioned Digby�s name.�
�Um, well that may be the case. But remember the golden rule, old son.�
�What golden rule?�
�My golden rule. The one that clearly states there are no true friends in politics and that civil servants, like the Government cabinet ministers whose backsides they wipe, are merely sharks circling for traces of blood to appear in the water.�
�Oh, that golden rule.�
�Being facetious is not helpful, Jake. If you cast your mind back, you�ll remember that the last time this firm got involved with Havelock it almost cost the lives of two very experienced field agents. I do not want a repeat of that fiasco this time. You make sure you write your reports in triplicate and, most importantly, watch your back. By the way, I�m assigning Vince Sharp as your technical support officer. Make sure you keep him informed at all times.�
�Absolutely.�
LJ opened the buff-coloured file in front of him and started to shift paper from one side of his desk to the other. As Dillon was about to leave, he glanced up from over the top of his round wire-framed spectacles.
�Just one more thing before you go. There�s the little matter of firearms.�
�Firearms?�
�Don�t be obtuse; you know very well what I mean. You have a nasty habit of starting small wars wherever you go, Jake. As you so openly demonstrated whilst in Jersey.�
�That�s a bit unfair. After all, I was up against a narcissist fascist who employed paramilitary mercenaries as ship�s crew. Who, if I recall, attempted to murder me and came very close to it on at least two occasions.�
�That may have been the case, but I do not want you roaming around the Dorset countryside with an automatic pistol strapped under your arm. Do I make myself clear?�
�Crystal.�
�Good. Now, I know that you�re not planning to stay down in Dorset tonight. But on your way out, see my secretary � she�ll have a file for you with the operational assignment protocols as well as the details of the apartment located in Lilliput that is at your disposal should the need arise. Also, if this thing goes on for any length of time, go to Salterns Marina and make contact with Frank Gardner. You�ll more than likely find him propping up the bar of the hotel there.�
�Who is he?�
�Frank Gardner. He was one of the best intelligence field officers that MI5 is ever likely to see. Lost his right eye in a shootout with a bunch of terror suspects in Manchester about six years ago, after which he was given the choice of working behind a desk or early retirement. Needless to say he took the sensible option and now lives down there � owns a forty-six foot power cruiser which he moors in the marina. I�d say that both could come in extremely handy, should the need arise.�
Dillon closed the door gently behind him as he left LJ�s office. He picked up the file containing the operational details and went straight to the underground car park to collect his Porsche. With his overnight bag in the boot, he weaved his way through the heavy city traffic towards the M25 motorway, and then down the M3 towards Southampton with the sky turning blue-black, bruised with garish clouds. By the time he�d turned onto the M27, heavy raindrops were killing themselves on the windscreen as he headed towards his destination.
* * *
Dillon entered the airfield on the north-west side, driving between industrial buildings and large aircraft hangers, until he reached the helicopter charter company�s low single-storey building located at the edge of the runway. He parked the black sports car on the apron and was immediately escorted to a waiting Robinson R-44 Raven, its rotors already in motion. They were in the air within minutes, flying three hundred feet above the rooftops towards Poole and the Sandbanks peninsula. The pilot headed towards the coast, flew over Bournemouth pier and, a moment later, was skimming over the white sandy beach of Sandbanks. As they rounded the point at the Haven Hotel, Dillon looked down on the port side � the chain ferry linking the peninsular with Studland was mid-channel, fully laden with vehicles and foot passengers. The pilot tacked round to starboard, and gained height as they neared the area Dillon wanted to view from the air.
�Go around the harbour and approach that area over there from the other direction,� Dillon instructed the pilot, and pointed at the individual luxury properties that lined the shoreline below. Virtually all of them had their own mooring, some even had impressive boat houses. Charlie Hart�s mansion had both and a large power cruiser tied up at the bottom of his landscaped grounds. Dillon used the Nikon camera with a long zoom lens attached to get close-up images of every aspect of Hart�s property. Once he�d satisfied himself that he�d seen enough, he instructed the pilot to head back to the airfield. Ten minutes later, the Raven was put down on the airfield apron again. Dillon went and climbed in to the driver�s seat of the Porsche whilst the girl in the office processed the paperwork for the credit card payment. He connected the digital camera to the car�s specially adapted on-board computer system, downloaded the images and simultaneously sent them back to Vince Sharp in London. Thirty seconds later, he received a text message telling him that the file transfer had been successful.
Dillon drove slowly by the gated entrance to Charlie Hart�s mansion. It wasn�t going to be easy to keep watch on the luxury house, especially with double yellow lines on both sides of the road for as far as the eye could see and CCTV cameras everywhere. How things had changed since his last visit to the area, he thought. But he decided to park directly outside the high gated entrance anyway, knowing that there would almost certainly be a camera looking directly at him, and that if Hart was straight he would make a note of the registration number and give it to the police to look into, and then forget the whole thing. But if he wasn�t, he�d probably take steps to find out who it was harassing him.
Ferran & Cardini had the personnel and surveillance capability to easily set up a team to watch Hart�s movements, but first Dillon wanted to see for himself who and what he was up against. It was seven-thirty in the evening, there was a chilled wind coming off the sea, and it had started to drizzle. Dillon glanced up in to his rear-view mirror and immediately realised that a security guard was stood watching him from behind the gateway of a nearby house. In an area like this any suspicious-looking character, no matter what exotic sports car they were driving, would attract attention, and suddenly it seemed a bad idea to hang around any longer.
He pulled away slowly, looking back in the side view mirror and saw the guard talking into his radio, most likely reporting the Porsche�s registration number to whoever was at the other end. Dillon knew what he had to do, and stopped with a squeal of brakes, reversed back up the one-way road and pulled up outside Charlie Hart�s property. He got out of the car and waited. The guard at the nearby property had already disappeared, much to Dillon�s annoyance. He walked up to the high electric gates and stood pondering at the entrance intercom screwed to the wall. Almost immediately the speaker crackled into life. Dillon looked up into the camera�s lens, and a man�s voice asked politely, �Are you lost or looking for a specific house?�
Dillon recognised the voice at once, but he had to say something or arouse suspicion and possibly the police being called.
�I�m thinking of buying a similar property and was just sounding out the area.�
�I don�t think there is another property like this one for sale. And I doubt that you could afford to buy one on an investigator�s salary.�
So Hart had recognised his voice as easily as he had Hart�s. He should have attempted to disguise his, but on the other hand, he had set out to stir things up a little and couldn�t complain if he�d succeeded.
�Well, they say it never hurt anyone to dream, I suppose,� he replied casually.
�Why don�t you come in, Mr. Bateman. Have a coffee with me and a look around. After all, that is why you�ve come down here.�
The invitation was pleasant enough, but Hart wasn�t inviting him in to discuss his interior colour schemes. What the hell? What could happen to him in Sandbanks? Dillon got back into the Porsche, went through the entrance and up the driveway to the main house. He pulled up in front of the impressive three-storey contemporary residence to be greeted by a stern-looking woman with greying hair that was raked back away from her face and tied in a tight bun at the back. The dark grey skirt and black blouse buttoned up to the neck gave her an air of fearless authority, which obviously came naturally to her. Dillon got out of the sports car and looked up at the impressively large oak front door. The woman of fortitude turned out to be Mrs. Pringle, the housekeeper who, with a scornful glare, begrudgingly moved aside as Dillon came up the steps and who had obviously been hastily told to let him in and direct him to the first floor drawing room.
As the heavy oak door was swung closed behind him, Dillon made his way up the magnificent sweeping staircase to find Charlie Hart dressed in a track suit and trainers waiting for him on the landing.
�I�ve been expecting you. I didn�t think you would leave it at a phone call,� said Hart, who led the way into drawing room. �I�ll give you credit; you�re quick off the mark, but that show out in the road earlier was very clumsy for a pro.�
�It was meant to be. I wanted to get your attention,� said Dillon, sitting in a proffered chair that was side on to the wall of glass with breathtaking views of the harbour beyond. �Or perhaps I�m losing my touch for subtlety.�
He had to take things easy with the man who now sat opposite him, or fall at the first fence. But he had to admit, he was finding it hard to know exactly what to talk about.
�I think not. Subtlety takes on many guises and men like you do not lose their touch, as you say. So tell me, what is your name, and who employs you?�
Hart�s tone remained friendly, but it had become a little more superior. The equality that he�d shown Dillon before had disappeared and he was now talking to him more as an employee. By the slightest change of emphasis he was now talking down to him.
Before Dillon replied, Mrs. Pringle appeared with a tray of coffee and put it down near Hart. �Black or white?� Hart asked.
�Black, please.�
Dillon noticed that the coffee pot was of the inexpensive variety. Not the best silver for him.
Hart handed over a cup and Dillon�s first sip of the black liquid confirmed what he�d suspected.It was instant and not filtered.
�You haven�t answered my question,� said Hart.
�I didn�t think you really expected me to. And anyway, you already know my name.�
He produced the fake identity card and held it forward.
�Bollocks,� said Hart without raising his voice. �You knew that I would check with Worldwide Art Underwriters of London. They tell me that investigator Bateman is working on a case in South America and won�t be back in the UK for another two weeks. So what�s your game?�
Dillon had the impression that he was much closer to the real Hart, a no-nonsense Hart, streetwise and tough.
�No game. I�ve been asked to look into the missing Vermeer by a private client. Obviously the name of that client is confidential and I could give you any name you want, so why don�t you give me one?�
�How about a prevaricator?�
Dillon wasn�t put out by this; he was fencing and so was Hart.
�I�m not really sure that we�re going anywhere with this,� Dillon said. �How about telling me all about the Vermeer painting?�
�I�ve already told you. But when you�ve finished your coffee I�ll take you to see it. Would that be fairer?�
Dillon was finding Hart an interesting man; not because he was enormously wealthy � he�d met too many of those to be impressed � but because there was something very different about him. He didn�t give the impression of being agitated by the harassment Dillon was dishing out to him, yet he would not have invited Dillon in if he hadn�t been worried. Otherwise, he would have simply called the police, something he could still do if he wanted.
As he finished his coffee, Dillon said, �My name is Dillon.�
Hart stood up. �Well, I suppose that�s as good as any. Just Dillon, or do you have a first name?�
�Jake.�
�A good English name. Modern but solid. And how about the Gaelic surname? Irish?�
�Father was Irish. Mother English.�
Hart smiled and led the way to the door.
�Almost had me believing you there for a moment, Jake Dillon. Very good. Well, it�s progress, but if you ever feel inclined to give your real name, please feel free.�
The gallery room made an immediate impact on Dillon. He�d been researching hard but wasn�t prepared for this.
�You can look at the other paintings later, but this is what you called me about. Beautiful, isn�t it?�
�Like you said, it could easily be mistaken for the original that was stolen.�
�The technical difference being that this is a genuine fake.�
Hart stood admiring the painting.
�But that is what you�ve come here for. To see whether or not I was telling you the truth when you telephoned me.�
�And I�m still not sure, because this painting could be either. And I�m not qualified to determine that.�
�So you are already presuming that what you are looking at is the original painting by Vermeer? And if that is the case, then I must demand you tell me the name of my accuser.�
�I really don�t have that information, and that is the truth. Whoever it is, he, she or they are not my boss. I�m beginning to wonder if any of it means anything. So far as I�m concerned, I think I�m wasting my time.�
�Well, I�m certain that I�m wasting mine. But I do have a small confession to make. My only excuse for bringing you in here is because I never tire of looking at such magnificent beauty. Do you know anything about art?�
�Not much, but I�m learning fast. The one thing I do know is that it�s very easy to get hooked on it.�
�So what do you intend to do now?�
Hart voiced the question softly, almost casually, as if it didn�t matter that much, but Dillon felt the cold fingers of old, run up and down his spine like a piano player: it mattered a great deal� to them both. Hart had thrown down the gauntlet and would deal with it either way.
Dillon walked slowly around the room, eventually fixing his gaze on the life-size crystal skull positioned on its pedestal in the centre.
�I report back. I�m no further forward and, like you say, I�m presuming too much on a cursory glance. In reality, it really doesn�t matter. Because without sending a team of experts down here to examine it properly, it�s merely speculation as to whether it�s the genuine painting or not, as you say.�
�It obviously matters to whoever sent you. Was he a Dutchman?�
�No. Not the person who asked me to look into it. Who asked him I have absolutely no idea�
�Are you a private detective?�
�Most definitely not.�
�And yet you�re acting for someone of influence. So you must be known to that person and the way you handled it the other day, and are handling it even now, suggests to me that you are well used to gathering information. You must be someone special and that puts a different complexion on things.�
�It�s not what I�d normally be asked to do,� Dillon said. �But on this occasion, I�m helping a friend out as a favour.�
�Well, whoever you are. I now have you on record, I�ll see if I can hunt you down.�
Dillon grinned. �I noticed the CCTV, very elaborate.� He took one last look round and headed for the air-lock.
�One thing, though. Why are you so bothered?�
�Because I don�t like people poking their noses into my private affairs. You may have found a way to give my home �the once over�, as they say. And yes, I did notice the way in which you were paying particular attention to the alarm system.�
�Far too sophisticated for me.�
And then, as he was just about to leave the air-lock: �You must do what you feel you must, Mr. Hart. But I do appreciate your inviting me in. Quite an education.�
Hart led the way down the sweeping staircase, and as he reached the front door said, �Be under no illusion, you�ll get a different kind of lesson if I see or hear of you again. I�ve been straight with you, and open. So this had better end here and now.�
Dillon went outside, turned, and said, �That sounds very much like a threat, Mr. Hart.�
�A promise, Mr. Dillon.�
Dillon noticed the change in tone again. Once more he felt that he was getting nearer to the real Charlie Hart, but immediately thought why he should be thinking like that. Was Hart putting on an act all through? And in a peculiar way Dillon was actually thinking that they had some sort of affinity. Almost as though they had something in common.
�Why don�t you simply call the police?� Dillon prompted.
�You�re goading me, Mr. Dillon. Is that what you want?�
�Well, if I had nothing to hide and was as innocent as you appear to be, that�s what I�d most likely do.�
�Like you say, would most likely do. But I think you would take care of it yourself, which is exactly what I intend to do. It�s what I�ve always done.�
Hart walked outside and stood at the top of the steps watching Dillon walk to the Porsche. As he started to open the door, Hart called down to him.
�I rather think that you and I have much in common. There was a point in my life when I could have done with a friend like you. But I had to look out for myself. I still do. I�m very good at it, so let�s go our separate ways, shall we? I really hope we don�t meet again.�
* * *
Dunstan didn�t know what to say. He was sitting in Dillon�s spacious living room, drinking a mature single malt whisky rather than his usual gin and tonic.
Eventually, he said, �It was a bit of a bullish approach, wasn�t it? Not exactly subtle. I mean, it�s a bit early to have already burnt your bridges with Hart; wouldn�t you agree?� He sounded bitterly disappointed.
Dillon replied, but kept his voice casual. �After reading Hart�s file it looked like the best course of action to take. And you know me better than most � tip-toeing around the bushes is definitely not my style. To my way of thinking, it was the only way to push this thing forward and I think I�ve managed to do just that. He�s not denying that the Vermeer could be the original that was stolen from the Boston museum, and even concedes that it most likely passed through many hands before it reached him. In fact, he hasn�t denied anything at all. What more do you want? If the Americans want it back, let them go through the appropriate legal channels. But I doubt very much that they�d get anywhere. And anyway, doing it my way has kept your expenses down.�
�So on the surface Hart is clean?�
Dillon looked surprised. �I thought you wanted me to look into the Vermeer, not the man. He�s an enigma.�
�In what way?�
�Well if I knew that, he wouldn�t be one, would he?� Dillon said incredulously, and handed Havelock the firm�s invoice for his services. His eyebrows went up and he whistled at the amount.
�I say, this is a bit steep, isn�t it?� Havelock asked.
�If you want the best, you have to pay for it. And if you don�t like it, then use someone else.�
Havelock folded the invoice and put it into the inside breast pocket of his jacket.�I mean, all you did was phone the man, and then drive down to Dorset and harass him. Anyone could have done that.�
Dillon smiled wickedly.
�But not as creatively as I did. That takes a special kind of talent and a bare-faced nerve. That�s what you�re paying for, Dunstan. But, if you�re going to quibble over what the firm has charged you then it�ll be the last time that they, or I, work for you.�
Havelock grimaced, and pulled out his cheque book.
�A cheque will do nicely for the amount you owe the firm. But I�ll have my personal bonus in cash, please. Tomorrow will do. And I take it you won�t be wanting me to proceed any further with this matter?� Dillon asked.
Havelock got up and helped himself to another generous measure of Dillon�s fine single malt whisky. Whatever they thought about each other, both men always pushed aside their differences whilst a guest in each other�s home. Havelock especially felt at home in Dillon�s penthouse; it was one place he could be himself and talk without having to worry whether their conversations were being recorded or listened to by certain eavesdroppers.
�I think you should go to Delhi,� he said casually and returned to his seat.
Dillon looked at Havelock, had heard him, but still blurted out, �Why India?�
�That is where Delhi is located.�
�No, I don�t think much to that idea. Not this time, Dunstan.�
�A pity.� Havelock glanced at his watch.
�I really must be getting back. I promised that I�d call back into the office before the end of the day.�
He stood up and finished his drink in one gulp as if it were lemonade.
�You�re not interested in the Vermeer painting at all, are you? Well, maybe a little. But you�re more interested in the man himself, and thought I�d continue because he intrigued me.�
�Well, he obviously doesn�t, does he?� Havelock put his empty glass down.
�Not sufficiently enough for me to fly to India on one of your whims. I�m sorry, Dunstan, but you�ve not really sold this one to me yet.�
�Oh well, I�ll be off then. If you have a change of mind, let me know.�
Dillon�s mobile phone started to ring. He answered it as Havelock stood by the door of the private lift that serviced the penthouse.
�Dillon.�
�Yes, I know. You really did give me your real name. Wasn�t that a bit foolish?�
Dillon mouthed �Hart� silently to Havelock, and pointed at the tiny phone in his hand.
�And why should that be foolish? I thought that we were both being honest with each other. And anyway, you�ve got me on your CCTV; you�d have traced me sooner or later. But I have to say, I�m surprised you�ve bothered.�
�Mr. Dillon, I simply wanted you to know just how quickly you could be tracked down. And from the mobile phone company records, I now know where you live.�
�Well, bully for you. And by the way, I�m not planning to move in the near future. Now, was there something else that you wanted to say?�
�I�ve already said it. I wanted you to be fully aware that I now know where you are.�
�That�s very kind of you, Mr. Hart. And I hope that you sleep better for it.�
�Oh, I have no trouble sleeping. But will you sleep as soundly tonight? Think about it, Mr. Dillon.�

CHAPTER FOUR

Havelock watched patiently whilst Dillon walked off outside onto the deck. He knew him well enough not to be overly persistent and refrained from asking him the obvious question.
�It makes no difference,� Dillon said, as if reading the other man�s thoughts.
�Having tried a full frontal attack, he�s now on the offensive in exactly the same way. He�s that type of man. Perhaps it�s just another reason for not going to Delhi. I�ve been warned off in no uncertain terms. And I�m taking him seriously.�
Dillon came back inside, closed the glass panel and walked across the spacious room to the lift, stepped inside with Havelock, and said, �I�ll come down with you; see you to your car.�
Havelock gave him a sideward glance, but said nothing.
They walked out on to the pavement. Dillon looked up at the building on the other side of the street; an elderly woman was sitting by the window of her first floor apartment, reading a newspaper. On seeing Dillon come outside, she closed the newspaper and then immediately opened it again. Havelock�s Lexus was parked in a visitor space near the Embankment.
Dillon knew the signal was to alert him to something strange having happened or someone unknown having turned up. He squeezed Havelock�s arm in warning and escorted him to his car.
Havelock unlocked the car door remotely, instinctively knowing that something was wrong and taking his cue from Dillon, who casually looked up and down the road as he held the door open, whilst a frustrated Havelock climbed in.
Dillon�s mobile phone started to vibrate in his pocket. The text message was short and to the point, and read, �Black car by doorway, fifty yards up on left�. Dillon looked up and nodded once in the direction of the old lady who was still sitting by the window reading her newspaper.
Dillon leant into Havelock�s car and said quietly, �Next time you visit, bring one hundred pounds in cash for my guardian angel up there. It�s about time you paid her for keeping an eye on your car.�
�Yes, of course.�
Havelock was looking around, hoping that Dillon was going to tell him what the hell was going on, but all that he added was, �When you drive off, make sure it�s nice and slowly and keep your eyes straight ahead.�
He stood up, closed the door with a heavy thud and stepped back up onto the pavement. The Lexus drove off and Dillon ran quickly and silently in its wake to where the old lady had indicated. He reached the black Vauxhall Vectra, ducked in low behind it, just as someone emerged from the darkened doorway of an apartment building.
The old lady in the first floor apartment had pulled her curtains closed.
Havelock turned the corner at the top of the street. Dillon stood up and moved towards the thick-set man. The punch was wild and missed Dillon�s head by a mile, but allowed him to deliver a heavy blow to the other man�s stomach. As he doubled up with a rasping gasp, Dillon immediately followed through with a knife-hand chop across the back of his neck. He went down onto his knees and a moment later, was collapsing on the hard concrete footpath.
Dillon knew he had to work quickly; the building comprised of several apartments and he knew that someone might appear at any time. He dragged the unconscious man back into the doorway, propped him against the wall and went through his pockets with a professional thoroughness. He found a small amount of cash along with a London underground ticket stub and a private investigator�s identity card. He immediately felt some sympathy for the man who was, after all, only doing his job. He slapped him across the face gently until he slowly came round and Dillon kept repeating the same question over and over again. �Who sent you?�
When the confused man had come around enough to finally answer the question, Dillon wasn�t surprised by what he told him. He had merely been assigned to watch Dillon�s building by his employers, and to report on any callers. Dillon removed a mobile phone, small reporter�s notebook and a digital camera, and slipped them all into his jacket pocket. He gazed down at the man who was still not steady enough to stand up, and reckoned that if he was only half a detective he would easily remember Havelock�s private number plate.
As he walked back down the street towards his own building, he caught a glimpse of Issy�s car going down the ramp in to the underground car park. By the time he�d got back to the penthouse, she was pouring him a large single malt whisky.
�Did you see that man slumped in the doorway up the road? He looked positively ill, or most likely drunk,� she said, and then added, �And was that Dunstan�s car I passed?�
�He came over to hear what, if anything, I�d found out in Dorset, and I�m afraid he got more than he bargained for. I told him in no uncertain terms that I felt the time that I�d spent on his wild goose chase had flagrantly wasted tax payer�s money. I then presented him with the firm�s invoice. Dillon casually ignored her comments regarding the alleged drunk in the doorway and was thankful when she suggested they go and eat out, then changed the subject to how her day had been. Dillon glanced down at the Omega strapped to his wrist and said that it would have to be later. He made an excuse about having to send a number of emails back to LJ, and went off to his study.
He was dying to look at the notebook and find out what information, if any, was stored on the phone�s memory. But first, he looked at the images on the digital camera. There were a few long shots of Dunstan getting out of his car and going into the apartment building, and then some of Dunstan and Dillon coming out of the same door an hour later. He scrolled through the menu, found the �delete all images� icon, and pushed the button. That done, he went through the mobile phone with a fine-tooth comb, found absolutely nothing of interest, and put that to one side, too.
The private detective was Phil McVey and he was employed by the Samuels Detective Agency. �Sammy� Samuels was a former drug squad Detective Sergeant in the Metropolitan Police and ran a high profile agency in the West End. It was the kind of agency whose books were always full and Hart must have paid a substantially large sum of money over and above their usual fee to get taken on so quickly.
As Dillon had expected, the notebook contained the time McVey had taken up his position, the time of Havelock�s arrival and, of course, his car registration number. There was also a great deal of what looked to Dillon, like mobile text notes taking on the other assignments that he was working on. He tore out the relevant pages and put the notebook, along with the camera and phone, into a jiffy bag and sealed it. He addressed it to the Samuels Detective Agency and then called Vince Sharp and asked him to locate an ex-directory number. A moment later, he was phoning �Sammy� Samuels at his home.
�Jake Dillon, we met briefly about eighteen months ago, whilst I was on assignment in Dorset with Fiona Price, and you were still on the force. The Harry Caplin case?�
�Oh, I remember. You were the knob who let that American get away, weren�t you?
�You could say that. But he�s now in custody in Florida.�
�Well that�s all very interesting. But I�m right in the middle of my evening meal; what�s so important that it can�t wait until the morning?�
�I have Phil McVey�s mobile phone, camera and notebook. He�s the investigator you assigned to watch my apartment building. I�ll send them back in return for the name of the person who hired you.�
�Are you on something or what? You�ve stolen that property � probably with grievous bodily harm, which makes you nothing more than a common ruffian, Dillon. And as all my incoming calls are automatically recorded, you�ve also openly confessed to the crime.�
�Once a copper, Samuels. Isn�t that how the saying goes? Well, if you want to play it like that, you�ve blatantly invaded my privacy, and committed out-and-out harassment. Talk to your friends at the local nick, for all I care. But remember this, if it ever got to a courtroom, McVey�s account of what took place would make good tabloid reading. That he had the tools of his trade nicked from him whilst on a simple surveillance job. Sloppy, wouldn�t you say? And your agency having such a high profile image and reputation for being the best. Just think Sammy, how many corporate clients do you think would jump ship?�
�That�s blackmail.�
�Exactly. Like I said, if that�s how you want to play it. So, what about it? I�d say it was a fair trade-off?�
�You bastard! You know I can�t break a client�s confidence. It would be unethical and tantamount to committing commercial suicide. I�ll tell you what, you send the stuff back and I�ll forget it ever happened.�
�I don�t think so, do you? Let me put it another way. I know who it was who hired you and I simply want it confirmed.�
�No way.�
�Okay, if that�s how it�s got to be. Let�s play the name game and the best bit is that you don�t have to say anything. Simply remain silent for ten seconds if I�m right. Charlie Hart.�
Dillon watched the second hand of his Omega sweep round, knew that Samuels was still there and said, �Thanks, Sammy. You�ve be very obliging. I�ll send the stuff back by motorcycle courier first thing in the morning.�
�You can keep your thanks. Because I wouldn�t have said anything whatever name you�d have given me. You really are grasping at straws, Dillon. Now be a good chap and return the stuff you stole from my man. And I hope for your sake that you haven�t done him any serious injury, or you�re going to be in deep shit, my friend.�
Dillon ended the call and immediately rang Hart. Mrs. Pringle answered the phone and Dillon had to wait.
�What do you want? You�re interrupting my dinner.�
�I won�t keep you long. That private investigator you sent to keep an eye on me must have cost you. But I�m afraid your money has not been put to good use. He had to be carried off the field of play. Early.�
�I really don�t know what you�re talking about.�
Dillon found himself cut off, but felt extremely satisfied. Hart had sounded rattled. And that was exactly how he wanted him to be. As he went back through to the living room, he was more concerned for Issy�s safety, and that of Havelock. If McVey had remembered the car registration numbers, Hart would be able to quickly trace them. He could protect Issy and didn�t really think that she would be in any immediate danger. But Havelock would be traced back to the Home Secretary, and Hart might just put two and two together, and come up with three. As far as Dillon knew this was not a political issue. Havelock was definitely not capable of looking after himself in any physical way, and wondered if he should update him with what he�d just discovered.
Issy looked up and closed the file she�d been reading just as Dillon walked into the room. She immediately saw that he had something on his mind.
�Anything wrong?�
�I think that Hart has managed to get hold of Havelock�s car registration number. And what�s worse, he may connect him with my visit to Dorset. Should I tell him, do you think?�
�With my lawyer�s head on I have to say that for an innocent man, Hart has certainly made some strange moves, and appears to have taken this whole affair badly. Furthermore, I�ve seen men like him many times before and he�s showing all the classic signs of someone who has something to hide. If he thinks that Dunstan has been the one who initiated an investigation into his private collection of paintings, well, there might be a development. But that is only my opinion. Dunstan has never been in the firing line before, has he?�
Issy stood up, went across the room to Dillon and placed her arms around him, stroking the back of his neck with the tips of her manicured fingers.
�If Hart has Dunstan�s number then he�ll have mine.�
�Well, if he does I wouldn�t worry about it. He�ll treat our relationship for what it is. Why should you be involved with any of this? But Dunstan is completely different and has connections that might worry Hart.�
�I thought you said you weren�t going any further with this when Dunstan asked you to fly to Delhi. You�re starting to make it sound like it may turn into some kind of war or something.�
�That depends on whether Hart is protecting his privacy or something else. And to be honest, Issy, I really didn�t want to get involved. Or that was the general idea, anyway. But it might not be something I can let go of now, because Hart won�t believe I�ve let it go. I think I�d better phone Dunstan and warn him.�
He walked back to the study and dialled Dunstan Havelock�s private number.
* * *
Dillon woke early the next morning. Issy was still asleep. He went to the kitchen, ground a handful of Columbian coffee beans and placed them into the cafetiere. Whilst the kettle was coming to the boil, he went down in the lift to the lobby to collect the mail from his private post box. By the time he had returned, Issy was in the kitchen pouring the coffee into brightly-coloured mugs. He sifted through the familiar bank statements and bills; tossing the volumes of junk mail unopened into the waste bin and everything else onto the table top. Amongst the pile of envelopes was a small white Jiffy bag, the address handwritten in thick black marker pen and one end sealed with brown packing tape.
Dillon�s golden rule of survival: treat unexpected packages with extreme caution if they arrive through the post. He had to curb his impatience and hide his anxiety for Issy�s sake, and was relieved when she�d left for her office. The first thing was to carefully and very slowly peel back the tape that was holding the seal down with a pair of tweezers. Suddenly, he noticed the thin bare wire that had been woven across the seal beneath the brown tape. He gingerly turned the package around and peeled back the bottom flap instead.
Part of Dillon�s army intelligence training had involved the basic understanding that many letter bombs are activated by the top flap being ripped open, or by the contents being removed. Both of these methods can be assessed by opening the bottom of the package.
The contents of the Jiffy bag were safely pulled free and consisted of nothing more than a brand new deck of playing cards that were still in their cellophane wrapper. Once he�d taken the wrapper off, he discovered to his amazement that all fifty-two cards were the same: the Joker! Dillon slowly cut away at one side, which exposed the workings of the device and allowed him to see how it had been put together. It was a classically built and yet simple low-yield bomb that at the very least would have blown his hand off and almost certainly have left him permanently blind. The trigger had been made by using a tiny electronic switch, the same type that musical birthday or Christmas cards have inside them. The music mechanism had been replaced with a detonator and a small amount of C4 explosive. Dillon cut the wire connecting all of these, and immediately let out a huge sigh of relief.
Hart had moved fast and Dillon was quickly learning the rules of his game. In a very short space of time he�d hired a private detective agency and posted a small, but still lethal, letter bomb to his private address as a graphic warning.
Dillon put what was left of the Jiffy bag, along with the explosive and the playing cards, into a courier bag and phoned the motorcycle dispatch company that Ferran & Cardini used regularly. Whilst he waited for them to turn up, he pondered what had happened so far. He was worried, puzzled and angry. All this because of a stolen painting? At best, it was overkill.
He sat in his study and wondered what to do. He picked up the phone and called the office, spoke to Vince Sharp for a number of minutes and went over the chain of events that had taken place since his trip to Dorset. He told him that he was sending him the defused letter bomb and asked if he could determine where the contents had been purchased. Vince wasn�t overly optimistic, but said he�d try his best. Dillon hung up. He had deliberately provoked Hart and couldn�t really gripe about what was happening. It was the extent to which Hart had gone that concerned him most. There was something crude about it and yet, at the same time, ruthless. It just didn�t add up. A hardened criminal would have been more specific if believing himself in real danger. The warnings would have been much more barbarous, like a direct threat to Issy or an attack late one night, and he definitely would not have used a detective agency in favour of his own men. It was because none of these things had happened that made him think Issy wasn�t in any kind of danger. But now he was not so sure.
Dillon pulled up in the street outside of the firm�s side entrance. Except for those personnel working in the Special Projects Department, nobody else ever used the solitary doorway at the base of the high-rise building; one of many that rose up high into the sky from the dock area like a bizarre film set.
He placed his right hand onto the black panel in the wall, a moment later, the system had confirmed his biometric profile and the metal door slid back. Dillon went down to the department in the lift, stepped out into the busy artificial environment and headed straight for Vince Sharp and his verdict on the letter bomb. Vince was an overweight Australian with an enviable happy disposition that never faltered. He�d been saved by LJ from a lengthy prison sentence for hacking into HM Revenue & Customs� computer database, which he did for no other reason than to prove that it could be done. It took him just two hours to crack the passwords. But the contents of the Jiffy bag were proving to be far more difficult.
�I�m afraid I�ve had no luck with that package, Jake. The explosive could have been obtained from any number of criminal sources. The clever little device they used for the switch is obtainable from virtually any retailer who sells musical birthday cards and the like. And as for the Jiffy bag, well the same applies, available virtually anywhere.�
�I thought that might be the case, Vince. But thanks anyway for trying. Mind if I borrow one or two items from the prop�s room?�
�No, you help yourself chum. But don�t forget to sign for everything you take out.�
Dillon walked through to an area where an array of uniforms was hanging neatly on rails. He walked round them and selected the uniform of a Colonel in the Queens Royal Hussars Regiment. From another section, he picked up an assortment of theatrical props, including various wigs, false beards to match, and an assortment of hats, jackets and trousers. He placed everything into a large canvas holdall, and walked back out to where Vince was sitting on a swivel chair at a long workbench.
�Strewth mate, you must be worried,� he said, delving his pudgy hand into the holdall. �Where are you going, a fancy dress party?�
�Let�s just say that Jake Dillon may need to disappear for a while, and quickly, without any hassle,� Dillon remarked.
He picked up the holdall, and walked off to his office to phone Issy. He asked her to run a check on Hart through the national legal database to see if he might have an involvement, or sit on the board of directors, of any UK companies. He hung up before she had a chance to say no or argue with him. He logged on to the firm�s secure server and instantly,the computer screen in front of him opened with the Ferran & Cardini home page. He clicked on one of the icons and was immediately viewing the latest update of �who�s who� in the UK and Europe, but found nothing on Charlie Hart. It was becoming clearly apparent to Dillon that Hart was something of an enigma and most likely wanted it to stay like that.
Dillon drove back across the city to his home, parked and carried the canvas holdall inside, dumping it in the guest bedroom in case Issy saw it. He went round the apartment checking all window locks, and tested the alarm; he was becoming paranoid, which annoyed him.
He went into his study and mused over the plans for the next stage of the theatre�s refurbishment. That evening he cooked pasta, finding this an immensely enjoyable way to unwind at the end of a busy day.
When Issy came home she found Dillon in the kitchen, went straight to him and gave him a big hug and kiss and then led him through into the living room for a well-deserved pre-dinner drink.
�Dinner will be another five minutes, I�m waiting for the Pappardelle to cook.�
�Pappardelle?�
�Tagliatelle to you. Got it fresh from Max at the Italian restaurant round the corner.�
�And what do you call this dish of yours?�
�I hadn�t really thought of naming it. It�s simply Pappardelle, with skinless fillets of smoked trout, flaked into large chunks, tomatoes and garlic. Oh, and a tad of what Max calls �his secret seasoning�.�
�Sounds interesting, but I�ve got something important to tell you. Charlie Hart had one of his people contact me today.�
Dillon almost choked on his single malt whisky. Before he�d recovered, Issy added, �He, through his intermediary, wanted to know if I would be interested in taking on some work for him.�
Dillon didn�t say anything for a while, then he asked, �And what did you say?�
Issy laughed.
�He�s really got to you, hasn�t he? And I do believe that he�s actually outsmarted you, Jake Dillon.�
She sipped at her gin and tonic and then added, �That element of uncertainty that you like to have over your opponent. He�s playing the same game.�
�Then he will not be expecting you to turn him down, will he? And be in no doubt about one thing: he�ll compromise you if you do anything for him. You know as well as I do that he�s only approached you for one reason � to antagonise me.�
Dillon took a gulp of his drink
�Well, he�s certainly done that, hasn�t he? Just listen to yourself and the state you�re getting into over it all.�
�It simply doesn�t add up, Issy. Why is he taking this all so personally and what�s he got to hide? Because that�s the real issue here.�
�I agree, he is an odd one. But to be honest with you, Jake, I like the sound of what he wants me to undertake. It�s right up my street, and the fee income wouldn�t go amiss either. One or two of the more senior partners have been rattling their sabres at my lack of new client input. Apart from Ferran & Cardini, I haven�t really bought in anyone of any calibre since I joined just over a year ago.�
Dillon was irritated. �I thought the firm had people who looked after that side of things?�
�Oh, they do. But when someone approaches a partner directly, there�s an obligation to assess what is best for the client and the firm. Hart has been recommended by an existing client, which puts a slightly different perspective on things. He�s also willing to pay twice our usual fee if we take him on.�
�And by the sound of it he�s as good as taken on. But you�re wrong to have anything to do with him.�
�It all seems to be straightforward and legitimate, Jake. After all, he�s got to use someone, so why not me?�
�But why has he approached your firm and, in particular, you? He doesn�t even know you and yet he�s asking for you personally. Don�t you find that just a little bit odd? The way I see it, Issy, you�re not thinking this thing through.�
Issy leant back into the luxuriously soft leather of the sofa and spread her arms along the back of it provocatively.
�I think it�s you, Jake, who�s not thinking it through. There�s no valid reason why I should turn Charlie Hart away. It�s work. I�m told that I�ve been recommended by one of the firm�s best clients and to be perfectly honest with you, it would look very odd if I didn�t accept.�
�But Hart without a doubt knows that you�re close to me. He�s simply having a go at me from every possible angle simultaneously. I have to admit, it�s the vehemence with which Hart has reacted that astounds me more than anything. And all over a painting that could have been stolen from a Boston museum more than ten years ago. But when you talk to Hart you realise that this isn�t the type of man that would normally do that sort of thing. He�s trying to stop me looking closer and is setting out to show me just how swiftly he can organise and implement things. As we�ve already seen, he can. For what it�s worth, my advice is for you to keep well away from this thing, or you may find yourself in over your head.�
�And if I say no he�ll know that you�ve warned me off. And who knows how a man like that will react? I know you�re only looking after me, but I�m going to use my professional instinct and say that I would guess I�m much safer accepting his offer than by refusing and insulting him.�
�Bloody hell, Issy. You can be stubborn when you�ve a mind to be. But if that�s your final decision, I�ll have to deal with it.�
Dillon felt he was losing control of the situation.
�I suppose we�ll have to wait and see what else he comes up with.�
However, he was talking to himself, and gazing across the city through the wall of glass.
�Did you get the chance to take a look at his business holdings?�
�I�m sorry, Jake. I had to pass it to one of my clerks, but he�s a real gem when it comes to digging around in the dirt. It shouldn�t take him too long in running Hart down. And if there is anything to find, rest assured he�ll find it.�
Dillon was in no doubt what he�d find and so it came as no surprise a couple of days later when he was told that Hart was not listed anywhere. The man was truly an enigma, with not so much as a parking ticket offence found. And yet Dillon couldn�t help thinking why someone would go to such extreme lengths in order to keep their affairs completely private. Or perhaps it was simply that he liked to keep his money under the mattress, and every now and then invest it in priceless paintings.
The following day Issy discovered, through one of her contacts at Revenue and Customs, that Hart had been in the past associated with a large company under investigation for alleged illegal importing and money laundering. But that was where the trail ran cold. Hart had withdrawn the investment capital that he�d put in almost six months prior to the investigation getting under way.
Dillon was kept busy at the theatre for most of the day, going over the building works with the site foreman whilst these enquiries were being made, and nothing out of the ordinary happened to cause Dillon any problems. Issy had taken on some of the work that had been introduced by Hart, but was still not dealing directly with him. When she spoke to Dillon on the phone, she told him that what she�d been asked to undertake was perfectly straightforward and legitimate, but at the same time very mundane. This may have been Hart�s objective all of the time � simply to demonstrate that there was nothing underhand about his affairs.
The heating was shot to pieces and the lighting rigs were hanging on nothing more than the remnants of thin electrical cable over the stage area. Otherwise, the old West End theatre was slowly taking shape, although not at the pace Dillon had hoped for. And then there was the ever-present building mess everywhere that knew no boundaries. Words of appeasement did little to reassure him.
When the builders had left for the day, Dillon climbed the rickety old steps that led up from the orchestra pit onto the main stage, and immediately felt his heart race with excitement at the feel of the old, worn boards under his feet. And even though the old place was run down, there was still an electrifying presence of long-ago actors and productions, making the tiny hairs on the back of his neck stand on end. He stood centre stage, turning around slowly, gazing up at the high vaulted ceiling and at the private boxes that looked austerely down at him. For a moment, he pondered Charlie Hart.
So here was an obviously wealthy man, influentially connected throughout India, who had senior UK politicians treading on eggshells whenever his name was mentioned. Yet, he wasn�t listed anywhere and didn�t appear to play the stock market, either. He had to make his substantial wealth work for him somewhere. Perhaps he�d put it in off-shore holdings. That would be a nightmare to look into and take far too much time. Especially as many are nothing more than elaborate and complicated fa�ades, and that these would be guarded by a tangled mess of confusing companies, holding companies, false names and Dillon knew that even with a large team looking into them, it would still take months, if not years, to get a full account.
A few days later everything had settled back down to something like normality. Dillon hadn�t heard anything more from Charlie Hart and Issy had begun working on the extra workload that she had taken on. It seemed that Hart was a man who liked to make his point forcefully and with exceptional speed. Once he was sure that the message had been received and understood, he stepped back and left well alone.
At the end of the week, Dillon spoke to LJ and told him that he thought the firm should not proceed with the assignment against Hart on the grounds that there was not any real evidence against the man. From the offices of Ferran & Cardini, he drove back across town to the theatre and had a meeting with the architect. Afterwards, he stopped in the foyer and had a chat with some of the builders. He was stood talking to one of the electricians when an enormous explosion blew the front doors clean off their hinges and sent everyone, in the immediate area of the blast, reeling backwards.

CHAPTER FIVE

As Dillon was blown off his feet he heard the other men shouting behind him and the crash of falling glass. The building seemed to groan with the blast and then the erected scaffolding closest to the door was hurled sideward and sent crashing down onto the floor.
There were scaffold poles and lengths of timber planking strewn everywhere. Some of the men standing nearby had caught the full brunt of the platform as it crashed down on top of them, and were now pinned under the debris. Dillon was amongst them, laying flat on his back and looking up at the hanging plaster above him. He shook his head in an attempt to sharpen himself up, and then tentatively touched a tender spot at the back of his head. He must have fallen backwards onto the concrete floor, for it felt as if it was about to split in two and his mind was a jumbled mess. He tried to pull himself up into a sitting position but the effort was only inside his head.
Then there was movement all around him and a man�s voice shouting orders at others, trying to pull the debris off him. Dillon felt a surge of energy flow through him and managed to move a little. It was the site foreman�s determined voice that made Dillon strive further to free himself.
�He�s alive, he�s coming round. Quickly man, go and fetch a coat or something from my office. Oh, and you�ll find a bottle of Jack Daniel�s inside the top drawer of my desk. Bring it with you.�
Dillon slurred, �What the hell was that?�
�It�s okay. There was some sort of explosion just outside the front of the theatre.�
�Explosion?� Dillon pushed away the remaining debris and with a lot of help from the site foreman, heaved himself up off the floor. His memory was returning as quickly as he was finding his balance again.
He gazed blearily around at the devastation in the foyer.
�What a bloody mess. What could have caused such a blast? Has anyone called the emergency services?�
�The fire brigade are already on their way, and so are the paramedics, but no one has called the police yet.�
�And that�s the way I want it to stay for the moment.�
Dillon wandered shakily towards the entrance. Through the haze of dust, he saw the big double doors � one had been blown completely off, the other hanging off one hinge at a peculiar angle.
�I want those doors made good and secured immediately. If they�re still standing, get our own carpenters to do it.�
He felt weak, but his survival instinct was much stronger. He had a bad feeling about what had just happened and reiterated to the site foreman that the doors were to be made good immediately.
Dillon thought, as he stepped out into the narrow side street, that apart from the doors, which could easily be fixed and the general mess caused by the collapsing scaffold, things were not nearly as bad as they first appeared.
He could feel the intense heat even before he could see where it was coming from. The smell of burning rubber from the raging fireball that was ensuing, and smoke still spiralling from the wreckage, made his stomach churn. He surveyed what was left of the Porsche 911 Carrera, sank down on to his haunches and started to take in what had caused the explosion. He looked on in despair and disbelief at the pile of smouldering scrap that had once been his beautiful car. The bomb that had been planted somewhere on the underside must have been of a substantial size to have caused so much damage.
Dillon stood up as he heard the sound of sirens approaching at speed. The fire engine pulled up at the end of the street, not able to enter it because of its size. A moment later, the crew were jumping out and running towards the burning wreckage of the Porsche with hoses trailing behind them. Within seconds, the burning car had been completely submersed under a blanket of thick white foam. The only sound that could be heard was the metal contracting as it cooled off.
For a while, he didn�t move; he was shocked and angry, and was using every ounce of self-discipline that he possessed to control the anger that he could feel rising within him. He eventually walked back inside the theatre to find two carpenters working to put the doors back onto their hinges. The site foreman came up and asked when he was going to call the police. Dillon ignored him, but took out his mobile phone and dialled the firm�s special number that was used for this type of emergency. He hoped that Vince would be there and was relieved when he eventually answered.
�Dillon,� he said quietly. He glanced around the foyer, making sure that no one was within earshot of his conversation.
�My Porsche has been bombed. Blown to bits outside the theatre. Fifteen minutes earlier, and I would have been in it. Now listen carefully, Vince. The police are going to be here in a moment, along with the press; I have no doubt. What should I tell them?�
�Absolutely nothing; is that clear?�
�Okay.�
�Give them Dunstan Havelock�s number at the Home Office and tell them to call him immediately. If they don�t, tell them that the next call you make will be to the Chief Constable.�
Vince gave Dillon the number to call if that became necessary.
�Don�t forget to call Dunstan the minute you hang up.�
�Understood. Thanks, Vince.�
Dillon disconnected and immediately called Dunstan Havelock. He answered almost immediately, and Dillon wasted no time in coming to the point.
�Dunstan, my car has just been blown to bits outside the theatre. I�m okay, but I�m going to have the police crawling all over this place within minutes.�
The question had no sooner been asked when two police cars pulled up and four Constables got out and headed straight for the burnt out wreckage of Dillon�s Porsche. They stood talking to the lead fire fighter for a moment, who pointed towards Dillon and then walked off inside the theatre.
�Do you think it was Hart?� Havelock asked.
�Who else do you think it would be? Look, I don�t mean to be abrupt, Dunstan. But I�ve got two burly coppers heading towards me and they�re going to want some pretty good answers to their questions. Now, do you mind if I give them your direct line number at the Home Office?�
�By all means give them the number. In the meantime, I�ll speak with the Chief Constable and get him to slap a news blackout on the incident. I�m assuming you�ve already updated Edward Levenson-Jones or someone at Ferran & Cardini?�
�Vince Sharp, I phoned him before I called you.�
�Good, because Sir Lucius Stagg will need to be kept in the loop on this one. We�re almost certainly going to need his political clout if Hart starts throwing his weight about with those MPs who think the sun shines out of his arse. I�m very sorry that this has happened, Jake. Now, are you sure you�re okay? Do you want me to call a doctor?�
�That�s the best you can come up with, is it? To be blunt, Dunstan, I�m thoroughly pissed off with the way this Charlie Hart thing is evolving.�
�Just stay calm, Jake. The police will be taken care of. Remember, you tell them that you don�t know of any reason why your car would have been blown up. And that you don�t have any enemies, or have had any disagreements with anyone that would warrant such an act of aggression. Simply state the facts as you know them. Oh, and Jake, please don�t think for one moment that if it was Hart who did this he�ll get away with it.�
Dillon disconnected the call and had slipped his mobile phone back into his jacket pocket, just as the two police officers walked up to where he was standing.
�Quite a mess,� the first policeman commented dryly as he gazed back towards the bulk of twisted metal, and then added, �Is that your vehicle, sir?�
�It was,� Dillon replied. �Thankfully, I wasn�t in it at the time.�
* * *
Dillon met Havelock at Slinky Joe�s, a club in Soho frequented by the more dubious elements of the London criminal fraternity and located below the offices of a film company, a Chinese restaurant on one side and a lap dancing club on the other. The polished brass plate alongside the film company�s door stated that they were in the business of making movies of an artistic and erotic nature for the discerning client. Havelock, feeling completely out of place, was sitting with Dillon in the furthest, darkest corner of the bar. Realising from the glances cast at him that he was making a few of the regulars feel uneasy, possibly even cramping their style.
The Champagne was remarkably good and so was the coffee.
Dillon said, �Chill out, Dunstan. You will not come to any harm in here. I know most of these people and Joe and I served together in the intelligence corp. He opened this place with the pay-off the army gave him when he took early retirement. He�ll even make sure you don�t get mugged on your way out.�
Dillon laughed and sipped his Champagne.
�As reassuring as that may be, Jake, for someone in my position to be found in an establishment such as this would cause an awful stir in Whitehall. Couldn�t we have met somewhere else?�
�No, not really. Your home is almost certainly bugged from top to toe; Issy is working from my home and I certainly don�t want her involved with any more of this stuff. She obviously knows a certain amount, but I don�t want her frightened with details of what�s gone on this morning. I told her that I�d be at the office until early evening.�
Havelock nodded in understanding; he would have exactly the same problem with his better half.
�What was the outcome with the police?�
�They were sceptical, to say the least. Then they tried to run me through their database and were immediately blocked because they didn�t have high enough clearance. One of them was rather pissed off about this, and was so narked that I thought he was going to arrest me. That�s when I thought it best to hand them your telephone number. The more senior officer called it and after you�d spoken to him, he remarked that I must be some sort of spook to have that much protection. He told me that they�d have to file a report and inform the bomb squad along with the anti-terrorist unit, who more than likely would want to pay me a visit and inspect the wreckage. Eventually, they packed up and drove off.�
�Could it have been anyone else other than Hart, do you think? I mean, whoever is trying to soften you up.�
�You don�t like the idea that it could be Hart. Don�t try to play games with me, Dunstan. It was not someone from my past, because if it had been, I would almost certainly be dead by now. A terrorist or professional mercenary would have used something a little more sophisticated and much more precise to blow up my car. And they would have made sure that I was securely belted in before remotely detonating it.�
�It�s damned lucky you weren�t killed.�
�That�s the big question, isn�t it? Was I meant to be? I suppose I�ll never know. If the bomb had been on, let�s say, a mechanical timer, there was no way that anyone could guarantee that I would be inside the car at the right time. If it was a remote detonated device it tells me that someone would have had to be in the vicinity of the theatre, and able to watch me arrive and get out of it. But I would have seen someone if I�d been followed. Unless I�m losing my touch. It wasn�t connected to the ignition or I would have been blown to bits the moment I turned the key.�
�So you think it was merely a warning?�
�Well, if it was, I�ve had a few of them these last couple of days. And, to be honest, if it was a warning then it was bloody extreme and you owe me a new Porsche. Maybe whoever it was deliberately used more explosive to make sure that there wasn�t going to be much left for the forensic boys to piece together.�
�I�m not in such a position that I could countenance a seventy thousand pound Porsche, Jake. I�d never get away with it, so I�m afraid that you�ll have to claim on your own insurance.�
Dillon glowered at the Home Secretary�s personal aide.
�Well, I�m most definitely in a position to tell you, Dunstan, that one way or another you most certainly will be footing the bill for a replacement. That car was only nine months old, and you can bloody well pay for another one.�
Havelock looked embarrassed and awkward.
�Oh now, Jake. I�ll never be able to convince them that it was a result of something a Ferran & Cardini field officer was doing for the Home Secretary, thereby for HM Government. Needless to say, I�ll obviously do my best, but it won�t be easy. In the meantime get yourself a hire car and have it charged to me personally.�
He was unable to meet Dillon�s piercing gaze as he added, �You know that if it were down to me I would not hesitate. I�m very sorry, Jake.�
He then lowered his voice conspiratorially. �I suppose you will not be going any further with the investigation?�
�When I spoke to LJ earlier he was all for dropping the assignment and, you personally, from a great height. But I don�t think that Hart will let this go now. I think that what has got him all fired up, is that he got wind of us snooping around into his commercial background and didn�t like it. But the ironic thing is that we didn�t really find out a bloody thing about him.�
Havelock reached for the ice bucket.
�Well, it tells me one thing, though: That there is without any shadow of a doubt something quite interesting to find at the bottom of all this. The question is though, what is he trying to hide from the world? Interesting, wouldn�t you say?�
* * *
Dillon walked Havelock the short distance from the club to his car, searching it from the tyres up for anything that resembled a bomb. He got down on his hands and knees to check the underside; then searched the inside of the boot and engine compartment areas. Satisfied that there was nothing to be found, he waited until Dunstan had driven off. He was conscious that someone may be watching and without too much movement scanned the immediate area for anyone. Once satisfied that there was no one obvious, he made his way back to Slinky Joe�s and instead of going back in he hailed a black cab and went straight home. On the way he occasionally glanced out of the rear window to see if there was anyone tailing behind. By the time he�d arrived at his apartment, Issy had finished working on the papers for Charlie Hart, and as he stepped out of the lift her warm smile immediately lifted his spirits.
They went out to an Italian restaurant in Covent Garden. It was somewhere they both enjoyed going to when neither of them could be bothered to cook. Dillon had got to know the owner and head chef, Giovanni, over the years and he always ensured that Dillon got the best table in the house; one which enabled whoever was sitting there to have a clear view of the entrance.
�So where�s your Porsche?� Issy asked casually, as she swung her long slender legs under the table.
�Manufacturer�s re-call. Something to do with the traction control system. Bit of a bore really, they tell me that it could take up to a week to get the parts from Germany. That�s why they�ve given me that Cayman to drive around in. Not a patch on the Carrera, but it�ll do.�
Dillon lied easily, broke his bread roll in two and helped himself to an olive from the dish in the middle of the table. Issy said no more, and he felt that he�d got away lightly with such a simple explanation. Dunstan had done his job well with the press black-out, because there hadn�t been any mention of a car being blown to bits in any of the press, radio or television.
�What�s the name of that man you deal with for Charlie Hart?� Dillon asked, as he bit into another green olive. Since the car bombing he�d been doing a lot of hard thinking.
�Gideon Lihiri. Why?�
�Indian? I suppose that shouldn�t surprise me, especially as Hart made his fortune in India.�
�Well it would seem logical, wouldn�t it? As he�s most likely to still have business interests over there. By the way, he gave me a potted history of himself during our first telephone conversation. Born in the UK, was sent to a top public school and got top grades in nearly all subjects. Went to Oxford where he gained an English degree with honours. And I have to say, his use of the English language is not only eloquent, but also as it was intended to be used. Unmolested by the vagaries of modern day clich�s and buzz words.�
�Thank you; I wasn�t expecting so much information. So, where is Mr. Lihiri based?�
Dillon picked up a slender glass and sipped the crisp white Italian wine.
Issy looked across the table at Dillon and saw his dead-pan expression � the one she knew all too well. The one he knew was the perfect foil for hiding his true thoughts. She savoured her wine slowly, before saying, �He has an office just off the Bayswater road. Overlooks Hyde Park.�
�Sounds expensive. Did he tell you, or have you been there?�
�Why would I want to do that?�
�To make sure it was true and that it wasn�t some sort of �name plate only� set-up he�s given you. Surely you check out your clients before you take them on?�
�Of course, we check them out, but not if it�s one of the firm�s highly respected clients recommending someone to us, it is just not the done thing. It would be seen as a lack of trust.�
She smiled wanly, and then added, �I know it�s a bit Dickensian, Jake. But we lawyers still do certain things in certain ways, I�m afraid. Hell, some clients won�t even give us their addresses, let alone allow us to visit them there.� She laughed.
�When we get home you can give me his address, and I�ll get Vince to check it out. At least we�ll both know for sure who we�re dealing with.�
�The word paranoid comes to mind, Jake. Let�s face it, Charlie Hart has you wound up like a spring and you don�t like it. Why don�t you just admit it? You�ve met your match and call it a day.�
Met his match. What the hell would she say if she knew about the letter bomb and the real reason why he wasn�t driving the Porsche? She had a right to know, especially if she was at risk. He wanted to tell her but he was hesitant for many reasons. Mostly because he didn�t want to alarm her with a possible jeopardy that might not exist. Then he simply said, �Issy, the Porsche hasn�t really been re-called by the dealer. It was blown up outside the theatre this afternoon. That�s why I�ve got a hire car. And I�m almost certain that it was a warning from Hart.�
�What makes you so sure it was a warning?� she asked, hiding her alarm, and slowly winding long strands of spaghetti around the end of her fork.
�Let�s call it a gut feeling and a long time of looking over my shoulder. It�s what keeps me alive.�
He could feel her foot gently rubbing against his leg under the table, and caught a brief glimpse of her left breast under her blouse, as she leant over towards him.
�I�d like to go home, Jake.�
�Why? We haven�t even had pudding yet.�
�Because all of a sudden I�m a little scared, and I want to give you that address.�
Exactly what Dillon didn�t want � Issy being unduly worried and going on the offensive as her way of protecting him.
�We�ll do pudding first and I�ll more than likely forget the whole thing.�
�If Hart will let you. You said that yourself.�
* * *
The last time he had been to this part of town was in search of Holy Willy, a class-act conman and hustler who occasionally, when it suited him, impersonated a minister of the Church of England. Dillon drove the hired Porsche along the Bayswater Road as far as Marble Arch, turned around and came back on himself. Eventually, he found the Lihiri Import & Export Company at the address Issy had given him. Vince had confirmed the address almost immediately from one of his many databases. He�d yet to make contact with Gideon Lihiri and had decided not to phone him in the first instance.
The building was just like all of the others in the street � imposing with the hint of shabbiness about it. Dillon had parked the car around the corner and walked back to take a closer look at the Lihiri Import & Export Company. A highly polished brass plate by the black painted door listed three companies; Lihiri was on the second floor. Surprisingly, the street door was open but above it was a tiny CCTV camera positioned to record anyone entering the building.
That made things tricky. Dillon was reluctant to be caught on camera and in the process inform Hart that he was still snooping around. Of course, the camera could belong to any one of the three companies in the building, but Dillon would have put money on it belonging to Lihiri. Issy was right, Hart had him wound up like a ball of string, or was effectively manipulating him like a puppet on a string.
Dillon had made sure that he was out of camera angle as he passed the building the first time. Now he was on the other side of the street walking back towards the parked Porsche. On the corner was a pub and he went in, ordered a lime and soda with ice and a round of beef and horseradish sandwiches. He looked around for a table, found a small round one in the far corner of the bar where he could observe anyone coming in, and the lighting was more for atmospheric effect rather than being functional. No sooner had he sat down, than the girl who had served him at the bar came over with his food. Dillon slowly ate the sandwiches, all the time thinking about what his next move should be.
The pub was like many around the capital: an old place that had seen better days. The furniture was disagreeable and looked like it had been purchased from a second hand shop, with no expense or thought spared for the customer�s discomfort. Dillon couldn�t help smiling at his own joke. And then, with sobriety, thought about how he�d rarely felt so agitated by a situation. The only thing that had surprised him since embarking on this assignment was the extreme measures, and with such vehemence that Hart had taken to warn him off. Why was he going to such lengths? He now knew that getting near to this enigma was virtually impossible. Hart had sealed himself as watertight as a clam, and confronting him about the stolen Vermeer did nothing to prise him open.
He was on the brink of phoning Dunstan Havelock and LJ to tell them both to stick the job where the sun didn�t shine, and he wasn�t having these thoughts for the first time either. But there was something holding him back from actually doing it. It may have been his annoyance at being beaten by someone he considered to be an unworthy opponent, or the fact that Hart intrigued him, which made him think again: the Porsche. He had really liked that car. It had made his adrenalin flow and given him the notion that driving could be fun again whenever he�d got into it. Something that Issy had never appreciated � she always had to point out that a car was simply a machine to get you from one place to another. But Hart knew different, a thoroughbred like a Porsche was something else. It was more than a machine, it became a part of you � the reason why he�d had it blown to smithereens. And the reason why Dillon was not about to give up the chase.
He finished his sandwich and emptied his glass, and was about to leave the pub when he noticed for the first time the Indian man standing alone at the bar. The thing that caught Dillon�s eye was what he was wearing a pair of camouflage combat trousers with a country style hacking jacket over a black t-shirt. He was in his late thirties, tall with a fit-looking physique and well-groomed shoulder length black hair. Every now and then he would take a swig of his mineral water, taking care to replace the tall glass in exactly the same position on the beer mat.
As Dillon walked by, the man said without looking, �Have a nice day, Mr. Dillon�.
�Sorry, do I know you?� Dillon turned to face the man. �How do you know my name?�
But of course he knew. Hart had warned Lihiri to expect a visit at some time and he had not been careful enough to avoid being caught on the CCTV camera.
The tall figure finished his drink, smiled at Dillon, and, without saying another word, went to leave the bar. It was as if there had been no need for him to reply to Dillon�s questions and felt no fear from him either. Dillon took one step forward and grabbed the sleeve of the hacking jacket, but his grip was easily broken with a lightning quick movement. Dillon immediately felt the strength of the man. It would have been stupid to brawl in a crowded London pub and he had already got a glimpse of the gun butt tucked in the waistband of the trousers as the man�s jacket shifted open. He wouldn�t put it past the man that the revelation was a deliberate attempt to goad him into doing something impetuous. Instead, he allowed him to leave quietly and without any fuss.
Dillon came out of the pub, spotted the man walking back up the street towards the Lihiri Import & Export Company, and followed him. He wanted to be satisfied that the Indian man was returning to their building.
He walked straight past Lihiri�s and continued on until Dillon realised that they were retracing their steps over and over again, and were now heading towards Paddington. This man would walk all day and at the end of it Dillon would have learnt no more.
Dillon decided to head back towards Lihiri�s, taking a number of shortcuts that he�d spotted earlier. He positioned himself out of sight and a safe distance from their building, but where he could keep an eye on the front door and clearly photograph anyone coming or going. It took the fit-looking Indian man longer than he had expected to return, but when he did he went straight in and Dillon was satisfied.
He picked up Issy from her office that evening; she usually travelled by underground or taxis. As soon as she was seated beside him, he said, �You must drop Gideon Lihiri and Charlie Hart and have nothing more to do with them.�
�I thought that there must be something wrong for you to collect me like this.�
She smoothed back her long hair and used the illuminated vanity mirror on the reverse of the sun visor to check her makeup.
�So what�s happened to bring this on?�
�Let�s just say that Lihiri is not what he appears to be, all right.�
�Well you�re going to have to do much better than that, Jake Dillon.�
�Okay.�
Dillon told her about the Indian man in the pub and how he�d followed him around west London for most of the afternoon.
�So what of it? Perhaps he thought you were going to attack him or something.�
�No, Issy. He had a gun and I have no doubt that he would have used it. There is also the little matter of who this man is.�
�So, who is he?�
The evening traffic was at its worst and they were making little progress. Dillon carefully weaved the Porsche through a gap left by two large vans, and entered a side street, eventually joining the main road further along where the congestion had eased.
�A gun-for-hire by the name of Bharat. Remarkably, Vince was able to get a definite match from the image I sent from my mobile phone. He found him on the metropolitan police database and Interpol have him as well. He�s apparently quite notorious throughout Europe. Works for anyone who will pay his �two million pound a time� fee.�
�Wow, I�m obviously in the wrong job. But why do you think he�s working for Lihiri? Just because he went into their office block means absolutely nothing. After all, you said that there were three companies in that building.�
�Because men like that do not casually stand in pubs and wish complete strangers by name, to have a nice day. That�s why.�
�Perhaps he was being friendly.�
�No. He was sent as a warning and not because of this stolen painting thing. I don�t think for one moment that he was ever intending to harm me. What does concern me though, is that I�m being manipulated and drawn into something that is starting to look more sinister by the day. I wonder why Gideon Lihiri would need the services of a heavyweight killer like Bharat. Only something serious and involving vast sums of money would warrant it. This whole thing stinks of the gutters of Delhi, but doesn�t necessarily mean that they are the real issue.�
�But, Jake, this is all supposition. You don�t have any firm evidence, and this man Bharat could just be a coincidence. After all, how could Charlie Hart know that you were going to be in that pub at that time today?�
Dillon smiled wryly. �Hart would know that. In fact, Hart would know quite a lot about me by now. Get rid of them, Issy; I�m dead serious.�
�I know you are and I will. But it does seem to be a little ridiculous. Especially as they both know where I work.�
�You�re a junior partner, take some holiday. Surely you can tell your office that you�re going to be away for a few days? Delegate your workload to another partner. I�m sure that someone would help you out.�
�It�s not that easy. If I pass my workload to someone else it�s to the detriment to their own work. Everything has a knock-on effect and I just can�t do that, Jake. I must go in.�
Dillon shook his head; his eyes never left the road.
�I must insist, Issy, that you do take some time off. Work from home if you have to. If I have to lock you up in a room with no windows to make sure that you don�t go to work, then that is what will happen. You call Lihiri from your mobile phone, and don�t forget to withhold the number. Tell him that you can�t undertake anymore work for them. But that you�ll obviously finish off everything to date after which they�ll have to find another firm.�
�And what reason do I give him for this sudden turnaround?�
�Tell him the truth, of course. That you feel compromised by a conflict of interest.� He sighed heavily. �This damned traffic is doing my bloody head in.�
Issy gazed at him.
�Jake, you�re being unreasonable and far too controlling. You, more than anyone else, should know that I�m quite able to make my own decisions. What�s the point? We can�t just disappear off the radar.�
�I�m sorry if you see it like that, Issy. But disappear is exactly what we�re going to do. Because as it stands right now, every time you or I make a cup of coffee they know about it. Hart has managed to be one step ahead every time. So I�ve arranged for two of our junior field agents to stay in the apartment, and I�ll be staying at one of the firm�s apartments. Can you stay with your friend Grace what�s-her-name?�
Issy started to dial her friend�s number, holding the mobile phone with a mixture of anger and fear. She resented her life being disorganised like this. She stared at Dillon again, trying to break his concentration.
�It�s no good looking at me like that, you know? Hart is going to come after me one way or another. And if he can�t get at me he�ll simply get at you. Believe me.�
�But what about my clothes? I�ve got nothing with me.�
�She�s got a broadband connection, hasn�t she?
�Yes, I think so.�
�Well then use your laptop and spend your time buying a new wardrobe on line. Think of it as compensation, you can use my credit card to buy everything.�
Dillon glanced sideward, and gave her a boyish grin.
�How long will this imprisonment last and how do I contact you?�
�As long as it takes for me to sort this mess out. You don�t contact me. I�ll contact you by email, and you must promise not to use your mobile phone. You�re safer if you keep it switched off, just in case they�re running any GPS triangulation software. And don�t worry.�
She wanted to say she wished he had a normal nine-to-five job, but if he had she doubted she would be sitting beside him now; he wouldn�t be the same person. But she would never get used to moments like these and they terrified her.
�Jake, is it really so bad?�
�I�m afraid it is.�
For a split second, he turned to face her and she saw his expression.
�It is,� he repeated.
More than his grim expression, it was the thought of what might happen that gave her an empty sick feeling deep in the pit of her stomach. Dillon never exaggerated, but he always kept something back. She entered the final digits into her mobile phone, had a brief conversation with her friend Grace, and hung up almost immediately. She felt numb from the toes up, as if she�d left her physical body and was looking back at herself. What she saw was a distressed and fearful reflection.

CHAPTER SIX

�Come in, Mr. Dillon. I�ve been expecting you.�
Dillon drove the Porsche Cayman through the gated entrance and pulled up in front of the house. Mrs. Pringle gave him a straight hard-faced look and closed the front door as Dillon went up the sweeping staircase. Hart came and stood at the head of the stairs as he had done the last time the two men had met. Only this time, he was dressed in a dark blue business suit that had a thick chalk stripe running through it, a silk shirt and a deep maroon silk tie.
�You know the way.� Hart stood aside for Dillon to enter the drawing room, he crossed to the mini-bar and poured them both a large bourbon with ice.
Dillon had chosen a seat facing the view of the harbour, but was also able to view the door.
�You must have someone with a lot of technical knowledge researching my background, and a lot of friends in very high places.� He raised his glass. �To you.�
Hart was smiling quietly as he sat in the chair opposite Dillon.
�You�re a wise man who has survived a long time in a precarious and often highly dangerous environment. But at the end of the day it�s sometimes better to come second than to not finish at all.�
�Your riddle has lost me, I�m afraid,� Dillon confessed.
�I�m sure it hasn�t.�
�You must have a lot of video footage of me by now. But what�s the point of it all?�
�And much sound recording as well. It�s been very worthwhile, and makes extremely good viewing. Now what�s on your mind? It�s a long way to drive for a social visit, although I do appreciate you having called first.�
�The speed at which you operate, Charlie. Faster than any man I can recall. Far too fast for me. In fact, so fast that I certainly can�t keep up and would like to call a truce. This entire thing was never going anywhere and was a monumental waste of my time, anyway.�
�You�ve driven all this way to tell me something I already knew? Listen, the reason it hasn�t gone anywhere is because there was never anything to find out.�
Dillon had the strangest feeling, almost like he was standing on the platform of a station waiting for a train that might never arrive. He couldn�t leave because it might turn up, but then if it did turn up, where would it take him?
�If I�m wasting my time, why all the surveillance and why see me at all?�
Dillon gazed at Hart who wore the unreadable expression of an experienced and successful card player, barely a twitch of an eye or even a smile. Yet, he managed to convey that whatever Dillon said he could have said it for him. Dillon thought it wasn�t anticipation, but rather the power of knowledge. It was starting to get under his skin and that was something he had never allowed in all the time he�d worked in intelligence.
�I like my beliefs confirmed. So far, you haven�t said or done anything to contradict or allay those beliefs.�
�In which case, I suppose that�s my cue to leave,� Dillon said irritably, putting his drink down. �My mistake; I apologise.�
He was halfway to the door when Hart said, �For heaven�s sake, come back and sit down, Jake. Let�s get rid of all this bullshit. After all, you�ve come here to tell me that you and the firm you work for are willing to drop the investigation into my personal and business affairs, in exchange for me allowing you to get back to a normal unhindered life. Isn�t that about the size of it?�
Dillon nodded. �Yes. That�s about it. Is there anything wrong with that?�
�Nothing wrong with that, Jake. If the intention were genuine, that is. I�m bored with all of this pussying around on tiptoes. You know what I�ve done to you and you also know why. You�ve had a few warnings in quick succession and it�s made you think twice. All of a sudden I�m too hot to handle. Well, at least you�ve found that out.�
�How succinctly put. I think that we should leave it at that, don�t you?�
�I�m afraid that won�t be possible. You see, Jake, it�s not that I�m trying to conceal anything of any importance, or that I�d be overly worried if you found out that I�d got one or two skeletons in my wardrobe. Because everything of any importance is all on record. It�s the fact that someone in a position of authority has deemed it acceptable to let you barge into my life and pry into my affairs. I won�t tolerate that sort of bullish behaviour. It�s a bloody outrage and is spoiling the tranquillity of my life. It�s for these reasons that I can�t leave it at that, as you put it.�
�And you�d go to the extreme of killing just to protect that, would you?�
�Believe me. If I�d set out to kill you, you would already be dead. But why say that?�
�Because I was under the impression that we weren�t pussy footing around anymore. How else do you expect to stop me, unless we both agree to call it a day?�
Hart laughed. He took a sip of his bourbon, placing the glass down onto the arm of the chair he was sitting in.
Dillon sensed that Hart was someone who never gave more away than he wanted, or had, to give. He wondered if Hart ever dropped his guard, or even became confused sometimes as to whether he was playing out the role of the aggressive hard man or just himself. Questioning killing was simply smoke and mirrors, when he had deliberately left it as the only course to take if he continued. As Hart picked up his glass again, his eyes told a different story � they were slightly bloodshot with the tell-tale signs of a few sleepless nights. He suddenly looked much older and for one fleeting moment Dillon would have sworn that Hart had tuned-out. He didn�t even notice Dillon sitting almost opposite him; there was a sudden panic in his eyes. And then it was gone and although he appeared weary, his eyes were suddenly alert as he saw Dillon staring at him from where he was sitting opposite.
�Now, where were we? Oh yes,� said Hart. �You�re saying that you do not want to continue prying into my affairs. And, I do not believe you.�
�You�re calling me a liar?�
�No, I�m not.� Hart dismissed Dillon�s comment with a wave of his hand.
�I figure that your integrity is without doubt, Jake. Which is the point that I�m making. On the one hand, you want to terminate the investigation for the safety of the lovely Isabel Linley. But it�s not in your nature to give up so easily, is it? And even if by some strange quirk you did, sooner or later your curiosity would be aroused again. And that, Jake, is the problem. It�s the real reason why I agreed to see you. So that you know which way I�m running with this situation, and the reasoning behind any decisions I may make. I�m sorry; I like you, but that�s how it is. And I�ve never let personal feelings get in the way of my gut instinct about someone. It�s a hard life, I�m afraid.�
Dillon gazed out through the wall of glass at the uninterrupted view of the Purbeck hills cutting across the horizon. He�d driven back down to Dorset without telling Issy or even LJ, with the notion of coming to some sort of understanding with him. But it had served no purpose and it now disturbed him that Hart knew far more about him than he did himself.
�Nothing to say, Jake? You mustn�t beat yourself up over this. After all, we all meet our match sooner or later.�
Hart stood up and went and refilled his glass. He returned to the chair he�d been sitting in and relaxed back into the luxurious seat.
�Still nothing to say? I�m surprised. But then, I shouldn�t be. Ever since your employers, whoever they might be in London, decided to embark on this vendetta against me, you�ve been scratching around in the dirt and you�re still no wiser about who I am or what I do,� Hart said triumphantly.
Dillon stood up, finished his drink and slowly placed the glass down on to the side table by the chair.
�Ah, now there you have me, Charlie. It�s true to say that I�ve drawn a bit of a blank where you�re concerned. But I see it like this. In your crusade to, how shall I put it, persuade me to give up, I�ve learnt a lot about you and far more than you give me credit for.�
As he crossed the room, he said, �Thanks for the drink. That�s an excellent bourbon.� Almost at the door, he added, �I believe your son is at Cambridge?�
Hart�s cobalt blue eyes hardened; his manner became wooden.
�You stay well away from my son; he has nothing to do with any of this. You�d do well to remember that.�
�And the same rule applies to Isabel Linley. So you had better remember that. If anything happens to her, I�ll come after you one way or another.�
Hart quickly recovered his composure. �You don�t impress me, Jake. And neither does the Glock you carry under your right arm. In fact, it�s a bit of overkill, isn�t it? After all, you�d hardly be stupid enough to use it in here, now would you?�
�Why not? It�s as good a place as any.�
�I have no doubt whatsoever that you would kill me if you had to. But not with Mrs. Pringle around. I�m sure that you would find that quite impossible to do. So I am perfectly safe. Why do you think I let you keep the weapon? But you couldn�t resist letting me see it, could you? Tucked in its holster under your arm. It�s all becoming rather boring and pathetic, Jake.�
Dillon grinned. �I have to admit to you, Charlie, I did like the way that your tame gunman showed me his in the London pub. I thought very much the same as you.�
By now, they had reached the hall downstairs.
Dillon said, �There is one thing though, Charlie. I�ll stake my reputation on the fact that I�m a bloody better shot than either of you. Now I wonder if your researchers managed to dig that up.�
When Dillon drove out through the gated entrance he was expecting Hart�s men to follow him, and he wasn�t disappointed � a dark blue Vauxhall Astra two-door coupe with two rough-looking characters sitting inside. As he made his way along the sea road with the other traffic heading off the peninsula towards Poole, he made no attempt to lose his followers, but did decide to take them through the streets of Canford Cliffs, Westbourne, around Bournemouth and out in the general direction towards Ringwood and the M27 Motorway, taking turn-offs at a whim and keeping to the speed limit all the way. He took such an erratic route that he guessed the driver of the following car would by now have decided that his presence was known. It was always disconcerting when a tail knew that, because they didn�t know whether to pull back, keep on following, or give up. They decided to stay with him until he deliberately lost them.
Dillon knew Bournemouth and the surrounding area well from his last visit. He zigzagged his way across town, taking side roads that were so narrow the Porsche only just squeezed through. He chose his area � a complication of one-way streets that would confuse even a local driver. At a crossroad, he used the sports car�s powerful 3.2 litre engine to its full effect with a burst of speed. He shot across the busy main road, leaving startled drivers to brake abruptly, curse and blow their horns in his wake. Dillon glanced up in the rear-view mirror and grinned. He turned up another side road, came back down another, and, a moment later, was sitting right behind the Vauxhall Astra�s tail. He could see the drivers head turning this way and that as he tried to locate Dillon�s car in one of the turn-offs.
Dillon made a note of the car�s number and then took the next turning left; heading back towards Poole and the rented apartment at Salterns Marina in Lilliput. He took the long route back towards the coast, constantly looking in his rear-view mirror for the Vauxhall Astra. It had disappeared; the driver had obviously lost interest. Dillon came to the crossroads at Penn Hill, turned left and found himself travelling along tree lined roads with multi-million pound luxury properties sitting behind gated entrances; the norm in this affluent suburb of Poole.
After two or three minutes, he joined the peninsula road again, and, a moment later, was pulling into the covered parking space that went with the waterside apartment. Dillon stepped out of the Porsche and took a minute to take in the view of the harbour, the nearby marina and hotel facilities. He locked the car, went into the modern building and used the lift to take him up to the fourth floor. The apartment was not as big or expensively furnished as his own, but it had the luxury of its location and was not too far from the Sandbanks peninsula and Charlie Hart.
He went into the darkened hall, switched most of the lights on and then used his mobile phone to call Dunstan Havelock at his home. Rachel answered and they chatted as old friends do when they�ve not seen each other for some time. There was a bond between them. Dillon had been the one who had helped her overcome a cocaine addiction that nearly ended her life. Had introduced her to Havelock, who fell hopelessly in love and ended up marrying her six months later. The drug addiction was something which was never mentioned, but Rachel knew what an immense thing he�d done for her and would never forget it. She took down the mobile number he gave her and assured him that Havelock would be in touch. Dillon�s next call was to Vince Sharp at Ferran & Cardini. He read out the Astra�s registration number and Vince told him he�d phone back as soon as he�d located the details. In the meantime, Dillon made himself a strong black filter coffee. Ten minutes later, Vince was reading out the information that Dillon had asked for.
Dillon looked at his wristwatch, early enough for what he had in mind, he thought. He left the apartment and went down to the Porsche. He turned left at the main road, heading towards the old part of Poole and passing the civic centre on his way. Five minutes later, he was crawling at a snail�s pace along the quayside looking for a parking space, he found one and walked back to where the Vauxhall Astra was parked. It was almost outside of the address that Vince had given him. He tried the car doors, not surprised to find them locked, looked up at the converted warehouse, saw lights on at one of the ground floor windows and went up the steps. He pushed the doorbell for the ground floor apartment.
An attractive woman in her late thirties opened the door on a security chain. Dillon produced a false police ID card and asked if he could see Mr. Robert Norton.
�He�s only just got home from work. Can�t you come back later? He�s having a shower.�
�No, I�m afraid that won�t be possible. I don�t mind waiting, and I promise not to take up too much of your evening.�
Dillon was shown into a small cramped living room, where a fifty-inch plasma television seemed to take up most of one wall and looked ridiculous in the tiny room. The woman switched it off as she caught Dillon looking closely at it.
�Don�t worry, I�ve not come to nick you for having such a big TV,� Dillon said with good humour, but the woman didn�t find it in the least bit funny.
�Have a seat; I�ll go tell Bob to hurry up.�
She went through to the back of the apartment, returning a moment later.
�I�m his wife, Elaine. Anything I can do to help? I mean, what does your lot want with him?�
�Routine enquiries, that�s all. I�ll need to speak with your husband in private, if that�s okay with you?�
�Oh, of course. I�ll make myself scarce when he comes in here.�
Norton took his time, which told Dillon that he�d obviously had dealings with the police in the past; innocent people wanted to find out quickly. When he did eventually come in, it was with an abundance of arrogance and swagger, until he saw Dillon sitting on his blue leather sofa, smiling up at him, and his expression changed to one of utter shock.
He was dressed expensively but lacked taste and coordination, just like the property�s interior decor. Dillon was immediately drawn to his dark brooding eyes and clean shaven head � he put him somewhere in his early forties.
�What the hell do you want with me?� His tone was hostile, although laced with uncertainty. By this time, Elaine had left the room.
Dillon produced the fake police ID card. �Didn�t your boss tell you who you were following?�
�I don�t know what you�re talking about, copper. And, I haven�t been following anyone.�
�But you recognised me and were surprised to see me sitting in your living room. Surely Bob, you can be more original than that?�
�Well you�ve got it wrong, haven�t you?� Norton didn�t sit down, in the hope that Dillon would get up and leave.
Dillon pulled a small black notebook from his jacket pocket, turning the blank pages as if they were full.
�That�s your car out front and your registration number. I ran it through the system. You followed me from the moment I drove out of Charlie Hart�s place on the peninsula. Have you told dear old Charlie that you were given the run-around all over Bournemouth, only to end up being given the slip? I�ve no doubt whatsoever that he wouldn�t be too pleased about that. Why would you want to follow me, Bob? What were your instructions?�
Norton was starting to regain his confidence. He came further into the small room and sat down on the arm of the only chair.
�I don�t know anyone by the name of Charlie Hart and I wasn�t following you. If we happened to be travelling along the same route it was purely coincidence. Got it? As far as I�m aware, there�s no law against that.�
�Ah, now that�s where it gets a little tricky for you, Bob. You see, you followed me from the minute I left Hart�s house, and then all over Bournemouth and out onto the motorway � now that�s what we call harassment. And it�s my word against yours. But, of course, I�m a police officer, and you�ve almost certainly got an existing record. Good God man, it was only your carelessness that gave me the opportunity to lose you at that busy crossroad and by the time you�d managed to get to the other side, I�d gone round the block and was following you. That�s how I was able to get your registration number. Now, tell me. Are you working for Charlie Hart or are you one of Sammy Samuels� boys?�
The arrogance that Norton had entered the room with was back with a little more truculence thrown in for good measure. He knew that what Dillon had said so far couldn�t be proved and saw nothing to gain by answering his questions. Instead, he switched on the television and made out he was going to watch it.
Dillon got up and went and stood between Norton and the television. Norton found this amusing, was still sitting on the arm of the chair.
�Going, are you? Or are you now going to start on me with the rough aggressive stuff?� Norton said with a sneer.
�Why don�t you just piss off and leave us alone?�
Dillon pulled the Glock and pointed it at Norton�s head. With his free hand he produced a silencer, and as if it were second nature, had screwed it on in the blink of an eye. If Norton was going to make a move on Dillon it had to be then, but for the second time that evening the man had an expression of incredulity; his eyes bulging with fear.
�How perceptive of you, Bob. You�re right, of course. If, at first, I don�t get the answers I want� well, I try again, only a little harder and with my friend here for company.�
Dillon nodded at the Glock still pointed at Norton�s head.
�Oh, I almost forgot to mention. Don�t move a muscle, or I�ll blow the top of your head off,� Dillon said it casually, but his tone made sure that there was little room for doubt about whether he�d do it or not.
He waited for Norton to adjust to this shock, and then added, �I can tell you�ve worked it out, and you�re absolutely right � I�m not really a police detective. Now, are you going to answer my questions or do I start putting holes in you? Like they say, you know how it is, Bob, if a job�s worth doing and all that bollocks. So I promise to take my time.�
�I don�t work for Charlie Hart. I was told to wait outside his place on Sandbanks and was given a photo of you. All I had to do then was follow you wherever you went. That�s it, and I don�t give a toss about this bloke Hart. He�s not my boss.�
�If he�s not, who is?�
�Jack Fox. I do the odd job for him from time to time.�
Well, this one was odd, that was for sure. Dillon had heard of Jack Fox. He�d been employed by Robert Flackyard to look after his security and the well-being of his lap dancing clubs across the South coast. After Flackyard had had to flee the country in a hurry, Fox had taken over the day-to-day running of the clubs, even lived in Flackyard�s Canford Cliffs mansion. He was into most things but nothing heavy, so he kept out of trouble. From what Dillon had heard, he appeared to keep the Flackyard empire running, and in the process had amassed a small fortune of his own.
�Have you told him that you lost me in light traffic?�
�Piss off.�
�Have you?� Dillon repeated, sliding the safety catch off.
Norton hesitated for a second, weighing up Dillon and the Glock that was still pointing at his head, and then answered, �I phoned him the minute I got in.�
�Okay, that�s good, Bob. Now, I already know where that scumbag lives. But what�s his phone number?�
Norton was scared; his eyes gave him away easily, �I can�t do that.�
�Look, all you have to do is tell me what his ex-directory number is and I�ll leave you alone. Or I could put a bullet directly into the joint of your right wrist. It would hurt. Damn, would it hurt. And then there�ll be the constant nagging pain that would be with you until the day you die. It�s your choice, Bob. Anyway, Fox isn�t the type to blow your head off for failure. He�s far too smart and if nothing else, he knows a loyal employee when he sees one. Write it down and I�ll be on my way.�
Norton took the notebook from Dillon and scribbled on a blank page before handing it back to him.
�Thanks,� said Dillon, rising. �You�re not likely to say anything to Jack, but don�t tell anyone you�ve had a visitor. You followed me; you lost me; end of story. After all, you�d not want anyone to know that you�ve given Jack Fox�s ex-directory number out, would you?�
�You stuck-up bastard.�
�It�s been said before, Bob,� Dillon said with a grin. �But it�s no good being the big brave man now. Don�t get up; I�ll see myself out.�
* * *
Jack Fox lived in a multi-million pound mansion, located along one of the most expensive tree lined avenues in Canford Cliffs. It was just after two in the morning, and the roads were quiet. Dillon was in no particular hurry, but was finding it difficult to park the Porsche somewhere suitably discreet and out of view of prying security cameras. In the end, he managed to park in a side road just off the village centre, about a quarter of a mile away from Fox�s place. He walked back to the impressive Mediterranean style residence, thinking about the last time he�d had reason to come to this place and about the man, who then, had tried to outsmart him � Robert Flackyard.
From the other side of the road, Dillon could see that there were still a number of houses that had lights on, but Jack Fox�s was in total darkness. Luckily, the street lamps were poor, throwing long deep shadows that afforded a good degree of cover. And there was something eerie about the place at this late hour � the road was understandably empty, except for the occasional car passing by. Dillon walked casually, but confidently, across the wide road, and straight up to the gated entrance. He pushed the intercom button, keeping the tip of his forefinger in place for what seemed like many seconds.
Dillon stepped back from the electric gates as the security lights came on, and the CCTV camera was re-positioned to point directly at where he was standing. But as nothing further happened, he pushed the intercom button again. A moment later, the irritated voice of a woman came through over the speaker.
�Yes, what do you want?� She spoke in an angry whisper.
�I�m sorry to disturb you at this hour, but I�d like to speak with Jack; it�s rather urgent.�
�Well, piss off and come back some other time. We were asleep, you inconsiderate sod.�
�Can�t do that, I�m afraid. It�s either now, or I come back at five with uniformed men and a warrant to turn the place over. Your choice.�
Dillon held his fake police ID card in front of the camera.
�Or perhaps you�d rather your nice neighbours witness a full squad of armed police marksmen storm your place?�
The gates slowly opened, and Dillon walked up the long driveway to the house. By the time he�d got to the front door a woman somewhere in her mid-to-late thirties was stood by the wide entrance, and proceeded to verbally hurl a string of expletives and abuse at him.
�I suppose there�s no point in telling you that swearing shows a lack of vocabulary?� said Dillon when she had finished. He added, �Ever considered buying a dictionary? Now, where�s Jack?�
�You�re staying right there wooden top, until I�ve taken a much closer look at that ID card of yours. And what do you want with Jack?�
Dillon ignored her, produced the card and was already considering his next move should Bob Norton already have phoned Jack to warn him. As she scrutinised it, he took a good look at her. She could easily have been any one of the many kept tarts that Dillon had seen during his career and, like so many of them, protective of the man who was keeping her in luxury.
�Are you Mrs. Fox?� he asked politely.
She completely ignored him, and said, �You�re making the doorstep look untidy; you�d better come in. Go to the end of the hall, it�s the last door on the left. You can wait in there.�
Dillon brushed past her, catching the faint scent of an expensive perfume as he went by and made his way to the end of the darkened hall.
The light was on in the room and he went in to find that it was a reasonably sized games room. There were paintings of well-known race horses on one wall, and blown-up photographs of Formula One drivers on another. A full size snooker table commanded centre stage, with various slot machines lined up Las Vegas style along the entire length of one wall. During the day, it would be a bright room, Dillon thought, with two sets of double French doors that opened up onto a large terrace outside.
He turned to face her as she entered the room. Her tough demeanour and hard face of a moment ago had softened. Dillon could see that she had once been beautiful and would still turn a few heads. He had an impression that she would put up a far better fight for her man than Elaine would for Bob Norton. He suddenly found himself feeling a little sorry for her because she looked really worried.
�I�m sorry if I woke you, but this really can�t wait. Do you think you could get him for me?�
�Well, that�s a turn up. A copper apologising for something. You�re certainly different from the rest of them. I�ll see if he�s awake.�
�As she turned for the door a thick-set man entered the room, cropped dark hair and his silk pyjama jacket gaping to show a muscular body. He had a disarmingly honest face, wide eyes and a natural smile. As he passed the woman, he slapped her backside playfully.
�She�s beautiful, isn�t she? Our Cassey was a professional model in her day, you know.�
�I�m sure she was. Does she make coffee by any chance?� Fox looked at the woman and nodded towards the door.
Cassey left the room, closing the door behind her.
�So, what brings a policeman to my door at this unearthly time of the night?� As Fox came further into the room, Dillon drew in close and hit him hard just under the ribs. Fox let out a gasp and doubled up in agony. Dillon helped him into a club chair.
�Sorry to do that to you, Jack. But I haven�t really got the time for social niceties. Just relax, all you have to do is answer a few questions, and then I�ll leave you in peace. Jack, can you hear me?�
Jack Fox managed to nod.
�One of your men followed me around Bournemouth today. Don�t ask me how I know that he was one of yours, because I won�t tell you. What I want to know is who it was who hired you. Was it Charlie Hart?�
Before Fox could answer, Cassey came back in with the coffee, leaving Dillon thinking that she must have made instant. She immediately went to the suffering Jack.
�What have you done to him, you bastard?�
�It must have been something he ate. The moment you left, he seemed to go down with gut ache.�
Jack made a waving motion with his hand towards the door.
�It�s all right, Cas; nothing to worry about. Please, leave us. This won�t take long.�
Cassey shot Dillon a venomous look as she stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind her.
�So who hired you, Jack?�
Fox pulled himself into an upright sitting position.
�That was a bit harsh. It wasn�t Hart who hired me. Although I obviously know who he is, but it wasn�t him. Look, when I took the job on the details were sent to me by special courier half an hour later and the instruction was to get on with it.�
He rubbed his side, had a pained expression, but was every bit a professional as Dillon remembered he was.
�Hart may have nothing to do with it. Somebody knew you were visiting that house and we had to follow you from there.�
�Then who was it that hired you?�
�If I told you that I�d just as well top myself right here and now.�
Jack�s fear was genuine and it wasn�t because of Dillon.
�You don�t know who you�re dealing with.�
�So enlighten me. Because right now I�m the one that you should be very eager to please. If you don�t tell me, I�ll be the one to put you out of your miserable little existence.�
�You really think that bothers me?� Jack had almost recovered.
�It probably doesn�t. But all I want is a name. Your name will never be mentioned and you�ll never see or hear from me again.�
�You are the strangest copper I�ve ever met. Are you on drugs or something? Of course I�d be involved. I�m the only one who knows the name of the person who hired me. And because of that I�m not saying a bloody thing.�
�So it wasn�t Hart?�
�No, it wasn�t Hart who hired me.�
�Dillon leant against the edge of the snooker table and stared down at Fox. He handed him one of the cups of coffee.
�I think we�d better drink this, don�t you?�
�I�m not stupid, you know. And don�t even consider trying the �Mister Nice� routine.�
Jack took the cup of coffee from Dillon.
�It�s very simple, really. Even for a copper like you to understand. I can�t tell you because if I do, he�ll track me down, cut out my tongue and then rip out my heart. But he�ll make sure I�m still alive whilst he�s doing it because he�ll want me to see what it looks like just before it stops beating. I wouldn�t even be safe if you locked me up, because he has people everywhere, even inside.�
�I haven�t thought for one moment that you�re stupid. And I do appreciate that if you grass him up, whoever �he� is, that he�ll want to know why you did it.�
Dillon took a sip of the sour-tasting instant coffee and noticed that the door had a hefty-looking rim lock on it. The key was conveniently on the inside, so whoever used this room obviously wanted to keep people out when entertaining guests. Dillon went across to the door, pulled it open sharply, and called out loudly, �Cassey, can you come here, please?�
Jack looked puzzled. �What do you want her for? She�s got nothing to do with this.�
�I�ve got a hunch, just humour me and you�ll see,� Dillon said, and was relieved when he could hear footsteps coming back along the hall. He opened the door wider for her as she came in. As he knew she would, Cassey went straight over to where Fox was still sitting. She heard the door close and a second later the click of the lock as the key was turned from the other side. She looked over her shoulder, and the penny dropped. Dillon had locked them in, and was now standing on the other side of the door in the hallway.
She started hammering on the door, and was again hurling a barrage of obscene language at him. �You bastard, what�s your game?�
�Chill out, Cassey. I�m just going to take a look around. When I�ve finished, I�ll come back and unlock the door, okay? Now you and Jack just stay cool.�
Dillon moved with a professional speed and thoroughness from room to room. He wasn�t sure how strong the lock in the games room was, which spurred him on even more. He found the study on the first floor next to the library. Inside, he found what he�d been looking for � a computer and all-in-one printer, scanner and fax. He worked as fast as he could.
Downstairs in the games room, Jack and Cassey were arguing, �But you�re not thinking, luv,� he bawled at her. �We can�t just tell him to piss-off, you know. It�ll attract too much attention, and then we�ll be well and truly done for.�
Tears of anger were running freely down over her cheeks. She walked across to the bar, poured herself vodka, didn�t ask Jack if he wanted one, and downed it neat, in one gulp. She picked up a snooker cue and walked back to the door to start hammering on it again. Only this time, it was much louder and much more persistent.
�Cassey, stop that. If you care about my freedom, you�ll stop that right now.�
She turned to face him.
�You�re letting him get away with turning our place over. And you don�t seem to give a damn.�
�Because there�s nothing for him to find here, that�s why.�
�Well I hope that you�re going to report him? Cheeky sod, coming here at this time of night.�
Jack smiled up at her.
�Of course I�m not going to report him, you silly mare. For two good reasons: One, I need the police on my side for the club licences. The last thing I need is aggro when they come up for renewal. And secondly, because I very much doubt that he�s a real copper anyway. They don�t usually carry firearms and they certainly don�t turn up on their own, always in twos at this time of the night.�
�He�s got a gun?� Suddenly she was frightened.
Jack stood up and put his arm around her shoulder.
�He made sure I caught a glimpse of it after I wouldn�t tell him what he wanted to know.�
�Then he might just kill us both if he doesn�t find whatever it is he�s looking for.�
�I don�t think so. He could have done that already. Just stay calm, everything�s going to be okay.�
Neither of them had heard the key turn in the lock. Dillon had been gone from the house some few minutes before Cassey tried the door again. It opened and they both went out into the hall with some relief. The front door was ajar. Jack went up to the first floor to check the rooms, whilst Cassey moved through the ground floor. They both entered the living room together just as the phone started to ring on the side.
�Who the bloody hell is that now?� Jack strode across the room to the phone and picked it up.
�Yes, who is it?�
The colour drained out of his face and his tone changed instantly. Slumping down and into the nearest chair, he remained silent whilst the person at the other end spoke. Cassey could see that there was something wrong.
�No,� he said. �Nobody has been here tonight. Look, it�s late, and I want to get back to bed; okay?�
�Then who the hell was it walking down your driveway not more than ten minutes ago?�
�You�re kidding me. It must have been kids or something. Who else could it have been? Anyway, who�s been reporting on us?�
�I�ll take your word, Jack. It must�ve been kids messing about. I�ll say goodnight.�
�Goodnight then.�
At 4:55 a.m. that same morning, three men wearing white overalls pulled up in a silver van at the gated entrance to Jack Fox�s house. One of them got out and went straight to the security intercom. He unscrewed the metal casing, took off the front panel and expertly by-passed the wiring. A moment later, the gates opened and the van slowly moved off up the driveway. At the front of the imposing Spanish style residence, the driver remained behind the wheel whilst the other two men got out and went to work on the heavy oak door. Within thirty seconds, they�d managed to effortlessly pick the two locks.
They entered the house and crept up the stairs. On the landing, they upholstered their Walther PPK pistols and attached silencers. They located the master bedroom and entered. Both men moved to the foot of the large double bed, stood in silence, listening to the steady breathing of the couple lying together in the bed. They emptied their magazines into the two bodies. After the first shot, Jack opened his eyes and reactively placed an arm across Cassey in a futile attempt to protect her. Within seconds, the room was once again still and silent. All that remained of the violence was the heavy hanging smell of cordite and a light haze of gun smoke from the heated barrels of both men�s Walthers. Through tiny gaps in the window shutters, thin shafts of sunlight announced the dawn of the new day.
Jack Fox lay dead alongside his partner Cassey in the bed they had shared for the past two years. Blood had soaked through the mattress and was dripping onto the ivory-coloured carpet below. He�d lived his life by an unswerving code of conduct and had never once strayed from it. To grass-up anyone was to him an unthinkable act of treachery.

CHAPTER SEVEN

It took Dillon no more than five minutes to walk back to where he had parked the Porsche, and then immediately drive back to where he�d just come from. Parking up the road from Fox�s entrance and far enough away so as not to be too conspicuous. He�d taken some information off of Fox�s hard drive which might be useful and his instinct was telling him to wait around a while. He sat pondering over why someone in Fox�s position would be so worried about a late night visitor. And why his visit alone could get him killed. Jack Fox was well connected and known for having been Flackyard�s enforcer. But, from what Dillon had seen, these days he was more interested in making the clubs earn a profit than anything heavy. Dillon also knew from his last encounter with the man, that he wasn�t the type to let anyone down and he felt a certain affinity to him. But villains like Jack Fox had to be ruthless to stay ahead of the rest, because if they didn�t they usually ended up jumping to the tune of a much bigger fish.
Bob Norton was different and something was nagging in the back of his mind about the connection between the two men. Jack would not have given away Bob�s name so freely. But the reverse was not true.
Dillon stayed in the Porsche and after an hour started to feel the onset of a cramp in his left leg. He was wondering what the hell he�d been thinking when he had decided to hang about outside of Jack Fox�s place. He was about to turn the ignition key and drive off, when he spotted a silver van coming down the road towards him. He saw the faint outline of three men in overalls sitting inside, and then it suddenly pulled into Jack Fox�s entrance. The sign writing down the side said Landscaping & Grounds Maintenance. One of the men got out and went to the intercom; it looked like he was talking into it. As he turned to walk back to the van, the gates opened and the next moment the vehicle drove off up the driveway. The gates remained open.
Dillon waited for a further five minutes and then decided to go take a look, got out of the Porsche and walked up the road towards the gated entrance. He quickened his pace; sprinting across the road when he saw that the front panel of the intercom was hanging off and he immediately guessed what was happening, but by the time he could get up the driveway to the house, the job would be over.
As he rounded the bend at the top of the driveway, he immediately saw the van parked in front of the entrance porch, facing directly at him with one of the three men still sitting at the wheel. He darted to the right into the dense shrubbery at the driveway�s edge, pulled out the Glock and slid the safety catch off.
He moved slowly and with the utmost care through the undergrowth towards the front of the van and was about to make a move when he heard voices coming out through the front door. A moment later, the other two men appeared, still carrying their silenced handguns. One of them walked by, only missing him by inches. Dillon quickly dropped down, flattening himself against the ground as the shooter walked past to get into the van. The engine started and a second later the van moved off slowly down the driveway
The smell of damp soil mixed with decomposing leaves was all around him. As he stood up he holstered the Glock and looked up at the luxury Spanish-style property. There was no point in going back inside; Dillon knew what he would find. He felt partly responsible, but wasn�t going to dwell on it. Instead, he sprinted back to the Porsche just as the van�s tail lights were disappearing over the brow in the road. He drove at speed without lights, but with the sun fast rising there was enough light. The sheer power of the Cayman soon had Dillon pulling up sharp at the next junction, just as the silver van was turning left. They hadn�t spotted him, and so he held back his urge to give chase, allowing them instead to drive off up the road before following.
He stayed a good distance back so he couldn�t see any of the men in the front seat, but he made a note of the registration number to check out later.
In the back streets of Westbourne driving without lights and following another vehicle, was not too much of a problem. Once they hit the main roads it would become too risky, even though they were virtually empty at nearly five-thirty in the morning. This was a time when police traffic patrols were looking for something to alleviate the boredom. So he decided to switch on his sidelights even though the day was becoming lighter with every minute.
Even though he was taking no chances by keeping his distance, he knew that he�d be seen sooner or later and that the three men in the van were professional hit men. He simply kept following. When the route became erratic and they started using the same tactics that he�d used against Bob Norton the previous afternoon, he knew for certain that he had been seen.
He took an educated guess on the general direction they were heading and immediately turned up a side street that would lead him to the main road at another point. It worked the first time, because as he joined the main road he saw tail lights in the distance and accelerated smoothly to catch up just enough to make sure that it was the same van. When he was satisfied that it was, he turned off again.
At the next junction, he turned right and then right again. When he rejoined the main road, there were the first signs of early morning commuter traffic building up. But no silver van. A yellow taxi came drifting towards him, but as it passed Dillon saw no passengers � only the driver who looked like he�d had a long night behind the wheel.
Dillon was tempted to speed just to find out whether the van was way out in front of him. But that would bring another kind of risk, and to confirm it a police patrol came out of one of the side roads as he went by and followed him for a short distance. As it cruised by the Porsche, Dillon was scrutinised by the officer sitting in the passenger seat. For a second, as he saw the brake lights come on, he thought that they were going to pull him over, but then the patrol car picked up speed again and was gone.
Dillon decided it was time to make his way back to the apartment in Lilliput. As he drove, his thoughts reverted to Jack and Cassey Fox and wondered whether he could have done anything to save them. A gun battle with the two hit men as they had come out through the front door would not have been successful � certainly not with the third one sitting in the van on his left flank. But it still didn�t make him feel any better about their demise. His thoughts were starting to drift, he was tired and his eyelids felt heavy with lack of sleep. He switched on the radio and dropped his side window, was heading down the road towards Branksome Chine when a black Mercedes 4x4 shot out of a side road and cut in front of him. Within seconds, the silver van re-appeared right behind him.
Dillon had been outsmarted, boxed in by the 4x4 in front and the three men in the silver van behind him. He switched off the traction control, hit the brakes hard and the back end of the Porsche immediately twitched as he flicked the steering wheel to the right, allowing the back-end to drift out to the right. He kept a light grip on the leather steering wheel and a heavy foot on the accelerator. The driver of the van slowed down, but then had a spurt of confidence and at speed hit the rear bumper of the Cayman full-on. Dillon reacted by accelerating and was about to overtake the 4x4 when he saw someone lean out of the driver�s side rear window with a silenced machine pistol pointing straight back at him.
He re-activated the traction control, put his foot down and lurched forward until the Cayman�s bumper was actually touching the 4x4�s bumper. The driver of the Mercedes reacted immediately by swerving violently from side to side in an attempt to shake Dillon off, and when eventually he did, all that Dillon could do was duck down and drive almost blindly at speed. Glass shattered over him as his windscreen exploded into millions of tiny fragments. Bullets ripped through the interior and then the rear screen shattered under the short burst of gunfire.
The Porsche�s lightweight body shell had stood up pretty well under the fusillade of gun fire, but the bonnet had been riddled with bullet holes. Dillon tried the brakes � there was nothing, no resistance and no slowing of the car. But at least the vehicle in front of him was no longer there and neither was the silver van. He was heading at speed down the hill towards the beach car park and the bistro. He was in grave danger of missing the tight right-hand bend at the bottom and crashing through the low brick wall.
He desperately wrenched the wheel round to the right, hit the accelerator to the floor and then immediately brought the steering wheel back round to the left and managed to power-slide the powerful sports car through the bend and on up the steep hill towards Canford Cliffs village. A moment later he found a quiet side road and pulled in. There was glass everywhere. He had cuts on his face and on the back of his hands from the shattered windscreen. He got out of the car, walked around it once and surveyed the damage and the puddle of brake fluid that had already appeared on the tarmac. He�d been caught off-guard once again and it was starting to annoy him. He got back in and slammed the door in anger.
He turned the ignition key and the engine immediately came to life. Sitting for a moment, he thought about what had just taken place. The warnings were obviously over. It would seem that from now on it was for real with no holds barred. He put on a pair of sunglasses in an attempt to cover up some of the cuts around his eyes, turned the car around and went back to the main road. He drove slowly, having to rely solely on the gearbox and handbrake to slow him down. It had been a long time since he had felt so defeated and it was starting to depress him. By the time he reached the rented apartment in Lilliput he was tired out, but was satisfied that he�d made the journey back without anyone following him.
High in a sky of the most brilliant blue, white clouds appeared to be suspended motionless in midair. Out in the main channel of the harbour the cross channel ferry steadily made its way out towards the open sea. Dillon stood on the balcony drinking strong black filter coffee out of a white china mug. The trials of the night were now behind him and with the sun rising and a new day before him, he found himself wide awake and in need of a shower and a shave.
He stood in front of the mirror and found the cuts on the back of his hands, face and neck were only superficial. After he�d showered, he felt refreshed and decided not to bother with bed, so went back through to the kitchen and made more coffee. He had already made a note of the gunmen�s car registration number and from his Sony Vaio, emailed this information along with a report to Vince Sharp back in London. Next, he plugged in the USB memory stick containing the files he�d taken off of Jack Fox�s hard drive and started to sift through what was there.
They were mainly files containing names, addresses and contact numbers, each placed in its own separate sub-file. Some of the names had additional information added to them, but this had been encrypted so that only Jack Fox was able to view it. Vince had software to decode these encryptions. Most were unknown names, but there were three that he recognised and two of those were men not to mess with. The third name was the same as that of a leading politician, but that could be a coincidence. By the time he�d finished looking through the files, he was feeling tired and frustrated, because Charlie Hart�s name wasn�t there, and nothing connecting him to Jack Fox either.
He went back outside onto the balcony and paced up and down to keep himself awake, for he knew if he fell asleep it might be for the rest of the day and he still wanted to make a number of phone calls. He was also anxious about Issy who he hadn�t contacted since she�d moved in with her friend, Grace.
Sleep had got the better of him and it was the comfy sofa by the window that had been its accomplice. He woke three hours later, feeling like he�d just been dragged over barbed wire and then wrapped in it. He glanced down at his wrist watch � it was eleven-thirty. Outside the sun was now high in a sky of unbroken blue and he still had a number of phone calls to make.
He rang Vince Sharp for a trace on the car registration number, and also asked him to get as much information on an MP named Julian Latimer. He knew the name and was only able to bring up some basic information about him, but Dillon wanted everything � public and private. As this would take longer, Vince told him that he would email the information later in the day. He phoned Issy to tell her that he was okay and to find out how she was. Before disconnecting the call, he reiterated how important it was for her remain off the radar for the next few days. And that it was most likely that she wouldn�t hear from him for the next day or two either, but not to worry.
He phoned an old acquaintance in Bournemouth who he knew specialised in the repair of exotic cars. He would come and collect the Cayman and wouldn�t ask any awkward questions as long as he was paid in cash. He then phoned Vince again and this time checked two of the names that he recognised on Jack Fox�s database. The details were exactly the same as those held on the Home Office and police files. One of them was Tommy Trevelyan, a notoriously dangerous south coast criminal who allegedly solved his problems with the gentle persuasion of a pick axe handle. At first glance he looked as respectable as any major league property developer can be. But beneath the surface was the true man, involved in serious crime, running prostitutes, people smuggling and the distribution of class-A drugs.
Dillon had indirectly crossed Trevelyan before. Trevelyan was involved with certain ostensibly respectable London businessmen, one of whom ran more rackets than Trevelyan himself and had been killed by a contract hit man about a year ago. Amongst other things, Trevelyan was involved in money laundering and had important connections from London to Shanghai. Proving it was another matter. It then struck Dillon that it would make sense if Trevelyan was associated with Charlie Hart.
The other man was more difficult to find information on. By comparison to Trevelyan, Paul Hammer was the complete opposite; introvert and had apparently become reclusive over the last few years, although he controlled a number of highly successful multi-million pound businesses. These were mostly in the hotel and hospitality sector. It was strongly rumoured that he was also involved in illegally supplying weapons to rebel armies in exchange for gold bullion or uncut diamonds. This was only hearsay, and nothing had ever been proven, but Dillon had heard the same reports from a number of reliable sources via the grapevine of dubious underworld snouts and criminals with whom he sometimes came into contact. Hammer also owned a nightclub and a casino and both were located in South London. Dillon had seen the likes of Hammer before � men who had a knack for making large amounts of money from illegal activities, but who never got their hands dirty themselves and therefore never got caught. But they always slipped up sooner or later.
Hammer had some questionable friends who were all involved at the highest level of serious organised crime. From time to time, an article about him would appear in the financial press; usually about one of his PLC companies and how well it was doing on the Stock Exchange. Rare though it was, a photograph would occasionally turn up in The Times, taken at one of the elaborate annual charity functions he had hosted, usually at one of his five-star hotels. Invariably the image would show a group of random people standing around him, along with some of the highest ranking police officers in the Met. Dillon thought how that must cause a few sniggers throughout the force, especially as many of the faces present at these gatherings were well-known criminals. Yet, as far as Dillon knew, Hammer had no actual police record. There were certain types of businessmen who for some quirky reason got a kick out of fraternising with the upper echelons of the criminal underworld and the police � like groupies with rock stars. So it was logical to assume that both would be called on from time to time, essentially to boost their sense of importance.
On the flip side of this was that some of these criminals got their kicks from mixing with legitimate big names: businessmen, politicians and so-called celebrities. In fact, anybody who on the surface of it all placed them on the �A�-list of important people. History was littered with cases of criminals rubbing shoulders with, and usually to the detriment of, members of society�s elite and politicians. Hammer was not only extremely wealthy, but well-connected too. His reclusiveness was something that people found intriguing, which made him attractive to others. Whereas Tommy Trevelyan was only moderately wealthy by comparison, had a limited vocabulary, and couldn�t string a sentence together without the inclusion of a number of the more colourful swear-words for company.
The two names were a strange combination. Dillon couldn�t see Paul Hammer openly mixing with the likes of Tommy Trevelyan, who sent fear through most of those who knew him, and was rarely seen in any photograph or in public. Trevelyan didn�t seek publicity of any kind. It was difficult, too, to imagine Jack Fox having anything to do with either of these men � they were both way out of his league. But he had both names on his database, which Dillon thought was odd. True enough, even those in a position of power often needed the services of men like Fox.
It was well over two hours before Vince rang back. Dillon listened to what he�d found out, making the odd note and not interrupting. Ten minutes later, he hung up and immediately phoned Dunstan Havelock on his Whitehall number. After a few minutes of listening, Havelock was berating Dillon for jeopardising the whole assignment with his maverick approach and they ended up arguing. At which time Havelock reminded him that the Home Office could not, under any circumstances, tolerate unorthodox intelligence activities, let alone fund them. Dillon shot that down by reminding Havelock that he was the one who had got him involved in what was fast becoming a life-or-death situation. That both partners of Ferran & Cardini International and Sir Lucius Stagg were not happy about some of the high-profile names involved. They believed that there was something very much adrift with the whole affair.
The Mercedes 4x4 had been reported stolen in London earlier that day, and had been found abandoned near Bournemouth train station. This confirmed Dillon�s surmise that the gunmen had come down from the city, but this really meant nothing, except to suggest where they had returned to.
The news on Julian Latimer was more interesting. Although not a very prominent Member of Parliament, he was thought to be wealthy. He was from old money in the city and had a healthy portfolio of investments, though no directorships that had been disclosed. And he had interests in India. He had been there on numerous occasions and had money invested in the State Bank of India. It was also believed that he had lost a great deal of money on October 19, 1987, �Black Monday�, when the UK Stock Exchange plunged to an all time record low. But had recovered most of it over recent years by shrewdly investing in emerging markets.
�Where on earth did you get all of this information from?� asked Havelock.
�Vince Sharp. Just point him in the right direction and let him go. I�d have asked you to dig this stuff up, but I knew you�d have told me I was abusing the Home Office and your generosity.�
�That�s as may be. But he has quite obviously hacked into the parliamentary computer system, yet again, and delved around the members� database with his pudgy little fingers. This cannot, and will not, be tolerated!�
�Dunstan, you know as well as I do that Vince wouldn�t do that.� Dillon laughed.
�It�s not a laughing matter, Jake. If he didn�t get the information from there, then he must have got it from one of his pals over at MI5.�
�Are they watching Latimer?�
�Goodbye, Jake. And another thing, please do not contact me on this number unless it�s a matter of life or death.�
Dillon smiled to himself. Havelock had a warped sense of humour and it definitely helped to know that when dealing with him.
As Dillon put down the phone, he was feeling more and more frustrated with the assignment, but was now in too deep to back off. Going into the kitchen, he made a fresh pot of filter coffee and was about to take it outside onto the balcony when the intercom buzzed in the apartment. It was a driver coming to collect the hired Porsche and take it for repair, and at the same time leave a rather dirty-looking Ford Focus for Dillon to use. After ignition keys had been exchanged, the bullet-holed Porsche was put on the back of the transporter and taken away. Dillon went back up to the apartment and dialled Issy�s mobile phone number. He was immediately diverted to voicemail and although he wanted to leave her a message, he didn�t. Instead, he hung up, went and packed an overnight bag. He checked Paul Hammer�s address, and twenty minutes later, was heading out of Bournemouth towards St John�s Wood.

CHAPTER EIGHT

Charlie Hart wasn�t a man to dwell on trivial matters and, true to his nature, he had put Jake Dillon out of his mind the moment he left his Sandbanks house. The unwelcome intrusion into his business affairs and disruption of his normal everyday life was, in his opinion, no longer there. It was not a problem or of any concern to him anymore. He went to bed that night, alone in his opulent waterside mansion, except for Mrs. Pringle, who slept in her own private apartment on the ground floor.
Hart woke suddenly from a troubled sleep. He�d been sweating, the silk pyjamas he was wearing felt clammy and clung to his skin. It had not been as bad as this for many years. His head felt like it was going to explode, his mind in turmoil like a bubbling cauldron � full of bad thoughts and memories that wouldn�t let him rest, not even for his own sanity�s sake. When the torment came, it came from deep within his subconscious � like a hydra-headed monster sent to destroy him during the hours of darkness. He sat up in the bed trembling, not able to stop the fear that he could smell and feel, just as if it were there in the room with him.
He got out of bed and stripped off in the adjacent dressing room. The clock on the side table showed a little after 3 a.m., but, in spite of this, he went into the en-suite wet room and showered. The water hammered at his head but the anguish and total isolation that he felt, remained. He ran the water cold for a few minutes and this torture calmed the tangled mess of thoughts inside his head. By the time he finished he was shivering rather than trembling, but his head felt clearer and more focussed. He towelled off, put on fresh pyjamas and returned to his bedroom.
Instead of going back to bed he went over to the panoramic window. The mansion�s central control automatically parted the drapes on his voice command. He stood looking out across the harbour at the rolling mist hugging the surface of the black, still water. He remained there for several minutes. Only then did Jake Dillon return to his thoughts.
This whole affair had really started when he had allowed his son to bring a girlfriend and her bodyguard to view the collection. He comprehended, however, that no one could have known that the girl would be so well-acquainted with the Dutch painter, Johannes Vermeer. Hart didn�t know himself, not the full context, so it was difficult to blame his son or anybody else. However, the events that followed her visit, and the repercussions thereof, had already been enormous.
Hart knew the problem would not go away. If he handed over the painting to the Boston Museum, he would only bring more suspicion upon himself and even more speculation as to how he had come to own it in the first place. Whatever he now did, the damage was unfortunately already done and somebody�s interest was sufficiently aroused to employ the talents of Jake Dillon. Why not the police, or even the security service? If it was thought that it was in any way something that would embarrass the Government on an international scale? Which is probably what the Americans would think. He thought he knew why and felt sorry for Dillon.
Thinking like this was something he hadn�t done for many years, but he now found himself having been unwillingly drawn into a situation from which there was no escape, and which he thought he�d left way back in his past. Sitting down on the nearby reclining chair he dozed for a while, but the problem wouldn�t leave him alone. His only relief was that there was only one subject occupying his mind and not the crammed clutter of information from years gone by.
Hart had not felt so totally alone and isolated as he did now. There wasn�t anyone that he could talk to about the old times, because no one would want to remember them. But that was not the only reason. The past was best left dead and buried and here he was bringing it back to life.
He didn�t want to go back to bed, wasn�t tired anymore and decided to take another shower and shave. He went down to breakfast in his dressing gown. Outside the sun was rising in a cloudless sky and he was feeling much happier with the world. But in the dark recesses of his mind he knew that he was being pulled away at a time when he should be strong-willed and totally focussed. Or suffer the consequences for this distraction.
Mrs. Pringle always insisted he had a cooked breakfast, but this morning he really didn�t feel up to it. He did his best for her sake and left the house late morning, driving the Jaguar.
He was halfway across Bournemouth before he realised he should by paying more attention to his rear-view mirror. It was usually second nature to watch out for cars that stayed behind him for too long. In heavy traffic it was unavoidable, but he had been vigilant for so long that he believed he could pick out a car tailing him from somebody just driving along the same stretch of road. Like traffic cops who could spot the innocent drivers from the guilty ones by some almost indefinable difference of road behaviour.
Hart slipped back into normal routine and watched his back, satisfied that he wasn�t being followed. He reached Boscombe, drove up and down side streets to find a parking space, and then walked slowly back to the old florist shop where he had seen the woman come out.
These strange outings achieved absolutely nothing except more confusion. And yet he was completely unable to stop himself from coming. This time he took a table at the other end of the caf�, away from the main entrance and people coming and going. Whilst he waited he ordered and drank two white coffees and wondered, as he had before, just why he was doing it?
He was no wiser when the woman came out of the doorway of the building opposite � as she always did about this time, on this day of the week. The woman still appeared to be dressed poorly, wearing the same coat as before. Only this time she wore a hat which largely covered her grey hair. She seemed to be happier than the last time he�d observed her and when she walked off up the road, she had a bounce in her stride. Hart finished his coffee, leaving a five pound note under the mug. He went outside and followed her, staying on the opposite side of the road so that she wouldn�t notice him. When she reached the Roman Catholic Church, she went inside and Hart stood and watched as she disappeared into the building.
He crossed the road and this time went into the church just behind an elderly couple. He looked around and spotted the woman praying in a pew off to his left. He wanted to get near enough to be able to leave a wad of twenty pound notes on the pew nearby to where she was praying. He walked slowly down the aisle with one or two others and when he came to the line of pews directly behind the woman, he shuffled his way along until he was within a few feet of her. The woman continued with her prayer, only glancing up when another woman sat down beside her, making it virtually impossible for Hart to carry out his good deed. The act of leaving such a large sum of money on a church pew could also be misconstrued, he thought.
The woman hastily got up and as she went passed him towards the aisle, he had to lower his head as she briefly glanced over in his direction before hurrying off up the aisle towards the exit. Had she recognised him, or was it merely Hart being paranoid? A moment later, he too got up and left the church. Once outside, he looked up and down the road in a vain attempt to see the woman, but she�d disappeared into thin air.
He was feeling really stupid, even amateurish, and realised he could have put himself in an extremely compromising situation. Even had he succeeded in leaving the money, what would the woman have thought if she had found it on the bench next to her? She would more than likely have handed it to the Father for safe keeping. He felt the embarrassment wash over him as he accepted that he had acted like an adolescent schoolboy.
As he walked back towards the Jaguar he pondered on why he had been so reckless. The possibilities of what might have gone wrong inside the church were still running through his mind and had shattered his confidence. By the time he had reached the car, embarrassment had turned to bewilderment at his own actions. By the time he was halfway across town heading home, he had fully recovered and was forcing his thoughts ahead rather than behind. There was no future dwelling on what might have been. His only reaction now was that he should never forget it again. It had been a naive lapse which would never be repeated.
Then his mind drifted again and so did his concentration. Within a split second, the Jaguar was over the centre line and he very nearly hit the car heading towards him on the other side of the road. Thankfully, he was driving down a side street and not a busy main road, for he missed the oncoming car by only a matter of inches. Horns blared and the other driver shook his fist at him as he went pass. He should have pulled over at the first opportunity but he somehow kept driving even though he still felt shaky, although he was driving more slowly and being extra careful. The shock had woke him up, and his head felt clearer than it had done for a long time.
What the hell was happening to him? He knew, but was not ready to acknowledge it. His mind was in a state of turmoil to the point of not knowing which day or even which month it was. It was a situation he�d not been in before, and it terrified him. Past events came tumbling back to mix with the present, and they were all attacking him at once until there were times when he believed that he was going completely mad. The problem was compounded because he had believed that those days were long over and forgotten.
He knew what had triggered it, as it had done before. And with it came all of the other problems. Destiny was in his own hands. There was a point in life when he had firmly believed that to be true and he had proved it to be so. It was still true if he remembered the simple rules he had created for himself. But he was beginning to ignore them. He would overcome the problem, though. He always had. But he was reluctant to admit that this time it was different and largely self-created.

CHAPTER NINE

Paul Hammer lived in a white stucco-fronted luxury residence in what was said to be, by London estate agents, the ultimate piece of real estate within one of Belgravia�s world-renowned locations. The houses on Chester Square, like the church, overlooked a small green. Dillon walked along the pavement, spotting the ground floor curtains of one or two of the properties, twitching as he walked by on his way to the home of Paul Hammer. He tugged twice on the polished brass pull handle and waited. Eventually, a smartly-dressed woman, somewhere in her mid-forties, opened the door and in a clipped tone asked him what he wanted. Dillon introduced himself and produced the Worldwide Art Underwriters of London investigator�s identity card. The woman studied it, glancing up once to check that the image on the card did in fact match. After handing the card back, she said, �Mr. Hammer is not here at present. Was he expecting you?�
�My office made the appointment well over a week ago.�
�I don�t recall having had a conversation with anyone from your company. And as I�m Mr. Hammer�s personal assistant; they would have had to speak to me.�
�I�m sure they would,�Dillon mumbled.
�What was that?�
�I said I can�t think what could have happened. Look, it is important that I speak to Mr. Hammer. It�s about the security arrangements of his paintings. Where can I find him now?�
�As I said before, he�s out. And I�m late for an appointment. Now, if you don�t mind, goodbye.�
The next instant the door was slammed shut in Dillon�s face.
As he walked to have lunch with Jason Single at his fashionable Belgravia restaurant, he phoned Vince Sharp to give him an update on events and to ask him to look up everything there was to know about Paul Hammer.
Jason Single was not quite in the same criminal league as Tommy Trevelyan, who sat supreme in the South London area. And there were those who would dispute this pecking order, but not to Trevelyan�s face. Not unless they were looking for trouble.
Jason was fairly high up in criminal circles, had scuffled with the police in the past, nothing serious and not since his early twenties. But he had learnt the art of delegation at a very young age, so that others took the risks and the penalties whilst he stayed just ahead of the police and made a lot of money along the way.
Dillon was lucky to be able to meet with him so quickly. He was usually a difficult man to pin down, but he had a soft spot for Dillon, because he was one of only a handful of men he knew wouldn�t stab him in the back. He trusted Dillon more than he would trust anyone else and that, by his standards, was an immense compliment. He also enjoyed Dillon�s company, which was free of the obsequious shit that he got from most of his cronies.
They sat side by side in a quiet corner. Dillon had positioned himself in his usual seat that faced the dining room and the entrance. They had a few drinks, ordered lunch and wine, and Jason smiled as he slowly looked around the crowded room.
�So, what is it you want, Jake? Sorry to be so blunt, but there�s obviously something on your mind, or you wouldn�t have insisted on meeting at such short notice.�
Jason was a tall man with a penchant for exquisite cuisine and a waistline to prove it. He said he couldn�t do without his personal tailor, because who else could let out his waistband so that no one ever noticed? He had classic Italian good looks, which women found immensely attractive. And there was a deceptive pleasantness about him, which made men and women alike feel at ease in his company.
�Have you ever heard of Paul Hammer? He apparently owns a string of five-star hotels here in the UK and abroad.�
Jason raised his heavy brows.
�Not a lot. I heard you were turning a bit soft, and that you�re having to keep your head down because you�ve upset some people.�
This was Jason�s way of asking �why are you asking, and what is it you want to know?�.
Dillon grinned. �Well I�m not going soft, and it�s my job to upset certain people.�
Jason looked at Dillon for a moment, before laughing out loud and giving him a friendly slap on the back.
�I�m trying to work out where Hammer fits into the scheme of things. I have my reasons. I�ve even heard that he comes in here at least once a week,� Dillon explained.
�He�s been in here on a few occasions � sometimes on his own and recently with one or two others, but always insists on the private room at the back. Likes his privacy, see? He�s obviously loaded � you can tell that by the clothes he wears and the quiet arrogance he has about him. But he�s most definitely not one of us. I�d say he probably gets a kick out of mixing with the likes of us, but is far too high up in the food chain to do anything stupid.�
�He allegedly has a large shareholding in a company that, amongst other things, is in the business of supplying weapons to various armed forces. It�s only hearsay though, because his name apparently doesn�t appear on any of the paper work.�
�I heard that, too. It�s all legal though, isn�t it?� Jason looked surprised.
�That depends. Do you know Tommy Trevelyan?�
�You�re ruining my lunch, Jake. Why mention this onerous man�s name before we�ve even had pudding? Anyway, nobody ever sees him these days. I don�t think he�s ever been in here, even though he�s been invited numerous times. I mean, this is the restaurant to be seen in and a meeting place to the fraternity. Tommy thinks he�s above us all these days, Jake.�
�So you think it�s likely that these two men don�t know each other?�
�Couldn�t be sure of that, Jake. After all, Tommy Trevelyan is a nasty vicious bastard. Paul Hammer is the complete opposite, but who knows?�
�Exactly. That�s why I�m trying to find out as much as I can about him.�
Jason stared at Dillon curiously. �You�re holding back on me, Jake. I can always tell when you�re not telling all.�
Dillon shook his head. �I promise, I�m not holding out on you, Jason. I�m just trying to find out what I can about him, because he may not be what he appears to be, that�s all.�
�You mean just because he makes more money in a day than you do in a year, he must be into something dodgy? I don�t buy it. He�s simply very clever and has the luck of the Irish.�
�All I know is that he�s enormously wealthy and for some strange reason likes to hang out in a place frequented by villains, from time to time.�
�You mean he might be a copper�s nark?� Jason was suddenly looking nervous.
�I very much doubt that. But there�s definitely something not quite right about him. And I thought you might have had more on him.�
�I�m sorry I can�t be of more help, Jake. Hammer is one of those people who you speak to, have lunch or dinner with, but never really know anything about. If you know what I mean.�
�Thanks anyway. Let�s get another bottle of wine.�
They ate in silence for a while, then Jason suddenly looked up, and, with his mouth full, said, �You need to see Stella. She knows Paul Hammer pretty well, used to be seen with him all the time when we were all younger. Went out with her myself for a while, until Hammer came along and bowled her over with his highflying lifestyle and private jets all over the world. Didn�t really mind, though. After all, I was just a local lad still scrambling up the ladder of life in those days, and I was used to being dumped by the likes of her. She might be able to help you, Jake. But be warned, it�ll cost you. And she�ll not settle for lunch either, no matter how expensive the restaurant.�
�Stella? Stella who?�
�Sorry matey-boy, but I�ve only ever known her as Stella. Strange thing, I know, but it never seemed relevant to ask what her surname was. Anyway, back then it was whatever she liked to call herself on a weekly basis. She�ll almost certainly have changed it by know. But I know where you can find her.� Jason suddenly laughed, and added, �You never know, you might even find them both at the same time.�
Dillon caught the waiter�s attention and ordered cognac.
�Is Max Quinn still around?�
�Haven�t seen him recently. Last I heard he was serving a two stretch. I�d say he must be due for release soon though, if he isn�t already out. But I know someone who will know for sure.�
He dialled a number from his mobile phone, spoke to the person at the other end and then immediately hung up. He wrote down Max Quinn�s address on one of the restaurant�s expensive napkins and after folding it neatly, handed it to Dillon.
�The management will dock that out of your next wage packet, you know?� Dillon said, giving Single a sideward glance.
�So what do you want with dear old Maxi?�
�I want his expert opinion on something�
�Well don�t get your hopes up too much. His eyesight isn�t what it used to be and they say he hasn�t got his heart in it anymore. To think that he was once revered as one of the most brilliant forgers in Europe, and a really nice bloke as well.�
It was mid-afternoon when they left the restaurant. Dillon had an address for Stella and the napkin with Max Quinn�s address was in his jacket pocket.
* * *
Max Quinn lived over a newsagent�s shop across the river in South Lambeth, in a small two-bedroom flat on the second floor. Max greeted Dillon at the front door and then led the way back up the narrow stairs with the vigour of a man half his age. His eyesight may be failing with his seventy years of age, but he kept fit and generally looked after himself. Dillon immediately noticed the many fine paintings that were hanging on the walls and how clean and uncluttered the flat was. The living room, which was typical of a converted Victorian building, and although a little on the cosy side, had a magnificent view across the rooftops. The furniture was worn with age and a little on the shabby side, but, like everything else in the flat, spotlessly clean and tidy. Dillon sat in a comfy seat opposite the old forger.
�Nice place you�ve got here, Max,� Dillon said genially.
�Thanks, Jake. And I know what you�re thinking, by the way. How does an old codger like me keep the place so clean?�
�Is it that obvious?�
�It�s being inside, see? When you�re cooped up with not much to do, you end up keeping everything neat and tidy because that�s all you have.�
�Well, this place is a credit to you, Max. And it�s good to see you�re out early.�
�Thanks, Jake. Look here, I�ve not offered you a cup of tea yet.�
�Thanks, I�d love one.�
Whilst Max made the tea, Dillon gazed at some of the incredibly beautiful paintings that were hanging on the walls. Some were copies of old masters, others original. It was the fine brushwork and artistic flair, the supremely natural talent of a fine artist that Dillon found amazing. The only thing that determined the fakes from the original artist�s work was the forger�s initials placed somewhere discreetly on the painting.
Max came back through, holding a tray with two cups of tea and a plate of biscuits.
�Why don�t you sell one or two of these?� asked Dillon, gesturing to the paintings. �You�d make a fortune.�
Max smiled sadly. He was a small, wiry man, with refined hands and slender fingers. He sat down in the easy chair opposite Dillon. On the wall behind him a watercolour of a coastal scene jumped out from all the others, as one of the most beautiful paintings Dillon had ever seen. Max Quinn sipped his tea. He looked like a man who had been locked up too many times and had learnt the error of his ways.
�I�ve been inside too many times. Sold far too many fakes. And to be honest with you, Jake, for next to nothing. It was the dealer who made the real money and he�s still free and driving around in a Bentley. Nobody trusts what I�ve done. They�re afraid to buy in case there�s a comeback; they can�t afford to buy something that might be a fake. They�re even too scared to buy the genuine ones these days. I�ve got no doubt whatsoever, that those who have bought will make a considerable amount of money when I�ve pegged out. Now, what can I do for you, Jake?�
Dillon produced his fake investigator�s ID card and handed it to Max.
�Can you do another one for me, but in a different name?�
Max put on his horn-rimmed spectacles and studied the card.
�Did I do this one for you?�
�No. I got this one when I was working on a job a couple of years ago.�
It was LJ who had given him the card and Dillon was sure that Dunstan Havelock had originally obtained it from one of his contacts at the Worldwide Art Underwriters of London. He was supposed to have given it back after the assignment, but had told LJ that it had been lost.
�It�s an original, you can tell by the watermark they use,� observed Max. �But I don�t know, Jake. If it ever got out that I was back at the forging lark I�d be back inside quicker than I could blink my eyes, which, if you hadn�t heard, are failing me miserably. Cataracts, you see?�
�You can have them removed.�
�Oh right. That might be the case, but there�s about a two-year wait on the National Health.�
�I�ll tell you what, Max. You do this for me and I�ll have a quiet chat to a surgeon friend of mine who will remove those cataracts for you privately and immediately. There�s no catch, and there will be no charge. Think of it as payment for the new card.�
Dillon could see that the older man was tempted by the offer.
Max still held the card and Dillon could see that he was on the brink of making a decision, so added, �No one will ever know you did this, Max.�
�The last time I heard that I got a four stretch with good behaviour. I really couldn�t face doing another stretch. It would kill me for sure.�
Dillon felt frustrated at Max�s hesitancy, but could see his point of view. He didn�t want to take it too far or make him feel that he was being pushed around. But in forgery terms the card was no big deal. The watermark was.
�I�ll buy a painting and you can give me a receipt for it. That way, if anyone should ask how you could afford to have private surgery, you can tell them honestly that you sold a picture. I�ll even give you a personal cheque to keep things out in the open.�
Max sat up, eyes bright. Only his real art interested him.
�Which painting?�
�The one behind you. The Monet.�
�Ah, Chamin dans Les Bles a Pourville, 1882. Including the card? Fifteen hundred pounds.�
Dillon smiled. �Max, be sensible. A Monet for one thousand five hundred pounds? You must be having a laugh.�
Dillon stood up and went closer to the painting, studying it closely for a moment.
�I�ll give you five thousand for this painting, and not a penny less. I�ll never get another chance to buy such an exquisite copy of a Monet for that price again.� He sat back down again, looked at the old forger and smiled.
�There is one thing, though. Make bloody sure that it�s your signature on the canvas and not a perfect copy of Claude Monet�s!�
�Okay, I�ll do the card. You can collect it first thing tomorrow. I�ve still got the software loaded onto my laptop. It was the only thing the coppers didn�t find. As for the watermark, that will have to be done by hand, but that shouldn�t be too much of a problem.�
Dillon activated the Bluetooth connection on his mobile phone and sent an updated photograph of himself with cropped hair and designer stubble to Max�s laptop. Then he wrote a cheque, made it out to Max for five thousand pounds.
�You can have this express-cleared if you�re worried about it bouncing, and I�ll pick up a receipt from you when I come to collect it tomorrow. Oh, and make sure the new name is on it.�
Max looked at the cheque � his expression like he�d just won the lottery. He took a long look at Dillon and shook his head.
�Smoke and mirrors, isn�t that what you intelligence people call it? Now, what name would you like?�
�Robert King. Vince Sharp has already uploaded the photo that I�ve just given you to the Worldwide Art Underwriter�s personnel database. If anyone checks, he�s just another investigator on their payroll. I�m sorry, but Mr. Bateman has had his cover blown for good. If I carry on using that card, I�ll have the police chasing me all over the south of England. This way nobody knows except you and me. Thanks Max.�
* * *
Dillon drove back across Vauxhall Bridge to Pimlico, and found the address that Jason Single had given him. He parked the Ford in the only space he could find in the next road, and then walked back around the corner to the small row of townhouses. Dillon looked at the numbers on the doors, and eventually found number twenty-six halfway along the mews. The property looked cared for and had white-washed walls, wooden blinds at the windows, and a black high-gloss front door that you could almost see your face in.
Standing on the front step, Dillon rang the doorbell and waited a minute before pushing it again, this time for just a little longer. Nothing happened. He rang twice more, hung on and finally decided that Stella had done very well for herself. But she was obviously out or simply couldn�t be bothered to answer her front door. He turned away and almost bumped into an extremely attractive auburn-haired woman. She was expensively and elegantly dressed, held herself well, was naturally beautiful and had the most alluringly dark eyes that he�d ever seen. She was as tall as any catwalk model and moved with the grace of one.
�Are you looking for Stella?� The voice purred in a Sloane accent. Although the hint of an East-end undertone was not at all what he was expecting, Dillon found it impossible to complain.
�Yes. Is that you?�
�That depends on who�s asking, darling.�
�I want to ask her a few questions which, I�ve been reliably informed, will cost me.�
�Will they now? And what was the name of this person who told you that and gave you this address?�
�Jason Single.�
�Oh, that gorgeous man. I could just eat him up, he�s so lovely. So you just want to talk? Well I haven�t had one of those in a long time.�
She was rummaging through the bottom of her oversized designer handbag for the door key and finally found it.
�I�m sorry I was a bit cagey just then. But I have to be careful. There are a lot of weirdos around these days. A friend of mine was murdered about a month ago. It unnerved me to the point of almost giving up the city and moving to the quiet life in the country.�
�I wouldn�t be stood talking to you on your front doorstep in broad daylight if I intended to harm you, Stella. Can I come in?�
Stella was eyeing Dillon suspiciously. �You say Jason gave you my address?�
�That�s right; we had lunch at that flashy restaurant of his about two hours ago. We�re old friends, so please give him a call if you�re unsure.�
�You�d better come in then.�
Stella opened the door and went inside. Dillon followed her, admiring her shapely legs as she walked ahead of him. When they entered the living room he was surprised by the tastefulness of everything he saw. The place looked invitingly lived-in, but the d�cor was flawless; contemporary light colours blended well with modern light oak furniture and natural sisal grass floor covering. Stella either had very good taste or a clever interior designer. She was obviously not short of money and certainly didn�t need Paul Hammer�s.
�Please, sit down,� she said, sitting down. Crossing her legs, she gestured Dillon to an identical antique leather chair directly opposite her.
�Now, lovely man, what would you like me to call you? What I mean is it�s not a problem to me if you don�t want to give me your real name.�
�How about Jake?�
She gave Dillon a devastating smile, her dark eyes even more seductive than before. �Okay, Jake it is.�
�Jake is good for me.�
�So you only want to talk, do you? Well it�s still going to cost you my hourly rate, you know?�
�And how much is that, Stella?�
�Two hundred and fifty. Cash.�
�Naturally,� Dillon said as he produced a roll of notes far in excess of anything she would expect, and laid it on the low occasional table between them.
�So, let�s talk, Stella. Do you know a man called Paul Hammer?�
He saw a marked stiffening in her demeanour at the mention of Hammer�s name. She then suddenly stood up and was about to ask him to leave when he added smoothly.
�I�m trying to protect his back against a threat he doesn�t know exists yet. He�s got himself involved in a major business deal that looks like it�s turning cold on him, and I�m trying to cover him.�
�I don�t know anything about his business dealings.�
She sat back down and, collecting the notes up off of the table, started counting carefully. Dillon did nothing to stop her. Once she�d peeled off what she wanted, she leant forward to give Dillon what was left of the money roll.
�Leave it on the table. The charge may increase.�
Dillon had already made up his mind about the lovely Stella. She wasn�t in need of money � that was evident by her surroundings and how she looked after herself. But, like so many, she was greedy for it. Because of her extraordinary good looks she had graduated to being kept by one man at a time, so far as he could make out. Hanging around the likes of Jason Single had obviated pimps long since, they wouldn�t dare try to move in on Stella.
Dillon watched her put the money into a zipped compartment in her handbag and he said, �If you don�t know about his business, you must know something about his personal life and those people who he socialises with. After all, he�s a well-educated and extremely wealthy man. Surely his bedroom talk can�t always be about sex. Ever heard of a man called Charlie Hart?�
�Can�t say I have, Jake.�
Dillon was patient, but put an edge to his voice. �Just a little too quick there, Stella. If you carry on like this, I�ll be wanting a full refund.�
�Well, you won�t get one. What do you want me to do, make something up about these people? I can�t help it if I don�t have the answers to your questions.� Something about Dillon�s shift in attitude was making her nervous. �I may have heard of him. But I�m not sure, though.�
�Don�t be mistaking me for a fool or a soft touch Stella. Because if I say I�ll get a refund, I will get a refund. So far I�ve been more than fair, but that can change. Now, have you heard the name or not?�
She put both hands palm down on her knees as if to brace herself. �It was only pillow talk, you understand? He was drunk once and was babbling on about how rich he was. He told me about his hotels, but I already knew about them from Jason, and Paul had already told me himself. He�d had far too much to drink and I don�t think he ever knew what he actually said.�
�Perhaps that�s just as well.� There was a morose tone to Dillon�s voice that made her wince. �Never let him know what he told you. But you�ve still told me nothing.�
He could see that she was worried. �Paul wouldn�t hurt me, would he?�
�I wouldn�t spend too much time asking him. Now, can you please get on with it, Stella?�
�He mentioned Hart�s name, and another man; a politician.�
�Can you remember his name, Stella?� She shook her head, and he asked, �Was it Latimer?�
However, she couldn�t remember, and he didn�t want her agreeing just to get rid of him, so he pressed it no further.
�Did he say what they were all up to?�
�No. I wouldn�t have remembered anyway. I wasn�t that interested but had to sound as if I was. He was so boozed up that he couldn�t even get it up that night and fell asleep.�
�Surely he must have said more than just giving you a couple of names. Think. Because that refund is looking more likely by the minute.�
�He kept rambling on about something, but I couldn�t make out exactly what it was. Sorry.�
�Close your eyes and picture the words in your head, Stella. Come on, think about that night.�
�I can�t remember what the bloody hell it was. If I did, I�d tell you. No, wait, I remember. He kept saying �there�s blood in the harbour�, over and over again just before he passed out.�
�Okay. Look, I�m sorry for getting heavy, but this is extremely important, Stella. And to be completely open with you, anything else that you can remember will only help Paul. I�d really appreciate it if you�d call me on this number.�
Dillon wrote his mobile number on a piece of paper and handed it to her. �Perhaps there is something else you could do for me. If I said that I�ll give you a thousand in cash up front, and another thousand on completion, if you can get him that drunk again and ask him a few questions that I�ll write down for you, what would you say?�
�I�m sorry, Jake. But I really don�t want to get involved.�
�Shame, because you�ve not really got a choice in the matter, Stella. You see, just by telling me what you already have, has broken his confidence. And all for two hundred and fifty quid. Now, what would he say to that if he found out?�
�You rotten bastard. I can�t believe you�re doing this to me. Not content with scaring the living daylights out of me, you�re now trying to blackmail me. I don�t know who you are, but I want you out of here right now.�
Dillon knew he was playing a dangerous game, but if he was to stop Stella passing any of this back to Hammer, he had to scare her just a little bit more.
�He�ll kill you. You do know that, don�t you, Stella? My way we all get what we want and live happily ever after. For you the money, for me the information. And Paul Hammer is none the wiser about our little meeting. Jason won�t say anything, because he doesn�t know anything.�
�I�ve already said far too much.�
�You�ve said nothing, and you know it.�
He didn�t want to push her too far, and if he did she might just cave in on him. Instead he said, �Look Stella, I�m hardly likely to tell him we�ve met and I�m pretty sure that you won�t. I mean, apart from anything else, he might just think that you turned a trick with me just to keep your hand in, and a man in Hammer�s position would definitely throw a tantrum about that. So we both keep quiet.�
He was now confident that he�d found a connection between the men. It was a start. He crossed to the window and looked carefully up and down the street. A silver Lexus saloon was parked on double yellow lines opposite Stella�s house. Inside one of Gideon Lihiri�s faithful followers was sitting behind the wheel of the luxury car, talking to another man in the passenger seat. As Lihiri�s office was at least three miles away, his presence was suspicious to say the least.
He kept his back to Stella. �Do you have a back way out?�
�Why?� She shot up in alarm.
Dillon turned to face her casually. �No particular reason, except to make it safer for you. After all, you wouldn�t want someone telling Paul that you�ve had another man in here. So if there�s a back way out of here, I�ll take it.�
�There�s a gate in the rear wall, and a path that runs all the way along the mews to the road at the other end. You go through the kitchen, but I keep the gate locked. The key is on a hook by the back door.�
�I�ll find it,� he said, picked up the remainder of his money from the table and moved off towards the kitchen. The next moment Stella heard the back door click shut as Dillon gently closed it.
He slowly cracked open the gate, just in case there was someone watching the path on the other side. Satisfied that there wasn�t, he stepped out, pulled the gate shut, and walked casually away from Stella�s house towards the main road. He decided to head off in the opposite direction to where he�d parked the Ford Focus, which took him through back streets and alleys. His senses were on high alert. Every few paces, he looked over his shoulder to see if Lihiri�s men were following him. All the time he was running through the events that had led up to arriving at Stella�s house. Lihiri�s men had not been there when he had arrived, so it left the question of whether Stella was been watched for whatever reason. If Paul Hammer was a jealous man he might have kept an eye on her, might even have had a driver and car at her disposal so that he could monitor her movements. But why use Lihiri�s men, which meant Charlie Hart�s? Or was Hart watching everyone in the hope that Dillon would turn up and place himself in the target zone?

CHAPTER TEN

Adam Finch was enjoying the job of minding Dillon�s apartment, especially as it had all the latest gadgets built in � the complete opposite to his own tiny one-bedroom flat that he rented in a less fashionable part of town. Another major benefit was that it was closer to the Ferran & Cardini building, which meant that he didn�t have to get out of bed so early. Adam had been with the firm for just over a year. He had graduated from Oxford with an honours degree in criminal law and was now a junior case officer with the firm. In real terms this was someone who had to carry out mundane tasks that the more senior personnel didn�t want to do. Finch was in his late twenties, with a ready smile and a sharp mind. Some people found him irritatingly charming, but he and Dillon had hit it off from the start. They had similar backgrounds, one tried to hide it, the other never did; it was something they understood about each other.
Finch never got home much before eight each evening. The elderly-looking lady from the first floor apartment across the road waved to him from her armchair near the window. Finch already knew about her, as she did him, from Dillon, or he would most likely have considered her a little eccentric. On the second night he arrived home, he placed Dillon�s spare keys on the hook in the kitchen and went to the sink, washed his hands, and then went into the living room to pour himself a drink. As he walked into the darkened room he knew at once someone was in there with him.
Finch had none of Dillon�s highly developed instincts, nor had he lived anything like so dangerous a life, but he knew something was wrong. He was certain when the door was closed behind him without him touching it. He spun round and a tough-looking man, somewhere in his late fifties with a wide, friendly smile, leant against the door with his arms folded across his chest. When Finch turned back to face the room, another man was sitting in one of Dillon�s leather chairs.
�Where�s Dillon?� asked the seated man. His accent was distinctly East London.
�Dillon? Dillon who?� Finch was not trying to be obtuse, but was starting to fear for his safety.
The seated man was much smaller in build to his friend, who seemed to fill the entire doorway with his bulk. He shrugged, �So I�ll ask you again. Where is Jake Dillon?�
Finch had not found himself in this kind of situation before and no matter how well schooled and qualified, text books could never replace experience. He tried to be brave and without conviction replied, �I don�t know. He simply asked me to house sit whilst he�s away for a few days.�
�So he didn�t tell you where he was going or give you a number to contact him on?�
�Spot on, you�ve got it.�
�Are you taking the proverbial out of me sonny? Because if you are��
�Absolutely not. And I really don�t know where he�s gone,� Finch cut in quickly.
He could feel cold sweat running down the centre of his back, and his shirt was now starting to cling to him in an uncomfortable way.
�Did you hear that, Bull-Dog?�
The man behind Finch said, �Yeah. You believe him, Neville?�
Neville, still seated, smirked. �No I don�t. But I reckon he does though. Give him something that will make him remember, Bull-Dog.�
Finch�s legs felt like they were turning into jelly with just the thought of any pain. And with the first crunching blow to the back of his neck, he momentarily blacked out before his knees gave out and he collapsed on the floor, unconscious.
Neville jumped up out of the chair. �That wasn�t Dillon you hit, this one�s straight out of school, he�s a softie. I reckon you�ve gone and bloody well killed him!�
Bull-Dog stepped forward to where Finch was lying.
�I only gave him a little tap. I�ll go and get some water.�
He went through into the kitchen and came back with a jug full and tipped it over Finch�s head. A puddle immediately collected on the stripped oak flooring. Neither man thought to check Finch for a pulse but as it happened, he stirred, groaned and then lay still again. They hauled him up to his feet and dragged him to the nearest chair where Neville slapped him about his face a couple of times in an effort to bring him round.
Finch remained out cold for a few moments and they started to get worried. When he did finally come round he was soaking wet, trembling and a nervous wreck. He felt as if his head had just been severed and then stuck back on again; the pain in his neck was excruciating. He heard them asking him question after question, over and over again, but the pain was so bad that he wasn�t even sure whether he was answering them or not.
He must have passed out again; a tide of blackness washing over him, and with it came the blissful evaporation of all pain until light began to penetrate his lids. And this time he was much more aware of being conscious. He didn�t want to wake up, he could hide forever behind the darkness, but they were not going to let him. He had a much clearer picture now of what had happened. And yet a strong loyalty made him determined not to tell them about Dillon�s whereabouts.
Bull-Dog worked with an incessant fervour dealing him a brutal beating; relentlessly raining heavy blows to Finch�s face and body. All that Finch could recollect was that he was babbling and had no idea what he was babbling about. As Finch�s resistance had held up, Neville, in spite of his earlier criticism of Bull-Dog�s initial heavy handedness, had joined in. What they had considered to be an easy in-and-out routine job had proved to be anything but. Finch had held up like a seasoned professional and they suddenly realised that they had gone too far.
They went through his pockets, found nothing, and then left him lying on the floor whilst they hastily ransacked Dillon�s study before leaving the apartment by the private lift.
* * *
From her first floor apartment the old lady had seen the two men appear across the street � she had kept watch from behind the curtains. She knew that Finch and Dillon worked together and were good friends. Dillon had told her before he�d left that a friend would be staying in the penthouse whilst he was away on business. And there was no reason why he shouldn�t have visitors. But she didn�t like the look of them.
She didn�t know that Dillon�s friend was out. She was in the kitchen making herself a cup of tea when he�d pulled up in his car. But she had caught sight of him when she�d returned to her chair by the window, just as he was going through the front door. She then realised that the two men must have let themselves in. This worried the retired school headmistress and she was further worried when she saw the two men leave hastily twenty minutes later. She grabbed her binoculars, a notebook and a pen, and watched the two men hurry off up the street and get into a car. She wasn�t able to see the number plate immediately, as other cars were obscuring it. But the moment they pulled out in to the street she wrote the registration number down.
She didn�t know what to do then. She didn�t want to interfere with something that wasn�t any of her business and was most likely completely innocent anyway. So she sat and thought about what she should do for a few minutes, and then dialled the emergency number that Dillon had given her. It was Vince Sharp who answered the phone, and without interruption let her pour it all out to him. Within five minutes, the big Australian was pulling up outside Dillon�s building with a spare set of keys. He looked across the street and saw the old lady standing at her first floor window.
As he came out of the lift, he immediately saw Finch lying prone on the floor. The chair he�d been sitting on was upturned next to him; credit cards and old till receipts strewn across the oak floor. He kneeled down and checked Finch over without touching him at first. He�d been badly beaten, but he was able to see that the younger man was still alive. Using his mobile phone he called for an ambulance. As for the police: he�d let LJ deal with them later.
Whilst he waited for the ambulance to turn up, Vince went around the apartment and checked the other rooms. Dillon�s study had been completely trashed. Computer monitors had been smashed and were on the floor; hard drives had been ripped out in an amateurish fashion from the processors. Files and books were strewn everywhere, drawers and cupboards had been emptied in a hurry as they�d searched for whatever it was they had been looking for. Everyone in the firm knew that there were risks involved with every assignment, but it was never easy seeing a colleague lying in a pool of blood. He went back to where the still unconscious Finch was laying. He checked his pulse again and then sent a text message to Dillon. This wouldn�t allow anyone monitoring his mobile phone to fix his location.
He went back into Dillon�s study and looked up and down the street for anyone who may be watching; the old lady was still standing by her window. She looked across and saw him, gave a wave which he returned before giving her the thumbs up, which he knew wasn�t strictly true. But she had done her bit and had most likely saved young Finch�s life. She�d also given him a written description of the two men and their registration number. All he had to do now was get hold of Dillon before these two characters found him and attempted to hand out some of the same treatment as they�d given to Finch.
He drove across town to the firm�s safe-house where Dillon was staying � all the time aware that there may be a tail on him. He took a number of detours and drove past the property twice from both directions. Satisfied that he�d not been followed, he found a parking space up the road and walked back to number twenty-seven. He punched in the pin number for the door entry system, the electromagnetic lock released and he went inside. He just stood inside the hall taking in the chaos and destruction that was everywhere. Then he moved quickly through each room, stepping over pieces of broken furniture and glass, all the time thinking that whoever had smashed the place up had done it with a professional thoroughness, and had obviously been really pissed off at not finding Dillon home. The question of how they had got past the security system was something the firm would have to seriously look into.
In the master bedroom, the scene was still one of destruction, but with a macabre twist. Sprawled across the double bed was the dead body of a half-naked young woman somewhere in her mid-twenties. She�d been shot once in the head; the bullet wound dead centre between unseeing eyes that stared blankly up at the ceiling. Vince immediately phoned Edward Levenson-Jones and described the scene to him. LJ told him to get out of the building as quickly as possible.
Whilst he was walking back to where he�d parked his car, three police cars and two white transit vans pulled up outside of number twenty-seven. He carried on walking, not wishing to get caught up in what was about to ensue. He slowly drove away in the opposite direction, up the road and around the corner, and at the first opportunity found another parking space. The old lady who lived opposite Dillon�s apartment answered her telephone after only two rings. He asked her if there had been any developments after Finch had been taken away by the paramedics. She told him that the police had arrived about ten minutes ago, had sealed off the street, and that they were still there asking questions about whether the man now in hospital was the owner of the property. Before hanging up, Vince thanked her for her trouble and reassured her that Dillon was safe and unharmed, and that he�d be home in a few days� time.
Only Adam Finch knew if he�d given away the safe-house address. Although the likelihood of talking to him in hospital was unlikely, even if he was in a fit condition to talk. And the police would almost certainly have posted a uniformed officer outside his room. He went back to his office.
* * *
Dillon hadn�t checked his mobile phone for any missed calls or messages. He had been working hard throughout the day; looking up and hustling some of his old contacts in the area with only limited success. He parked the Ford and walked back towards the safe-house. As he rounded the corner at the end of the street, his pace slowed. The police were still blocking off the street either side of number twenty-seven and an ambulance was parked directly in front, lights still flashing. A small crowd had gathered, which took any attention off of him standing at the end of the street alone.
The ambulance drove off. There was no siren and no flashing lights, which Dillon found ominous. The police were multiplying and there was already a number of Scene Of Crime Officers in white overalls moving around outside and in the building. An unmarked Lexus drove up and two men, who were obviously detectives, climbed out. Two uniformed officers were pushing back the crowd.
Dillon decided to take a chance. He joined the fringe of the crowd.
�What�s all this about?� he asked a man standing in front of him.
�A woman was found dead upstairs apparently. I overheard one of the coppers saying on his radio she�d been shot in the head.�
Dillon had been staying in the safe-house alone. That thought was enough to make him slowly edge away from the crowd and back up the street towards the parked Ford. He used his mobile to call his home number. A strange voice answered and he hung up immediately. What the hell was happening? He rang Vince who had a go at him for not reading his messages, and then filled him in on what had happened to Finch. How he�d called round to the safe-house to find the half-naked corpse of a young woman lying on his bed. Dillon was now totally confused as to who it was looking for him, and why they should put a dead girl�s body in the safe-house. What he did know was that his description would almost certainly be given to the police by the neighbours and that he�d be a prime suspect for whatever had happened.
Dillon went back to his own home, but only as far as the corner of the street. The police presence was less obvious, but there was an unmarked car outside his apartment building with two plain-clothed officers sitting inside. He suddenly realised what was happening. Someone was trying to close him down, and by taking away his freedom of movement he wouldn�t be able to work efficiently. So far they were doing a pretty good job of it. He was systematically being set up and it wasn�t Charlie Hart who was doing it. Two innocent people, one beaten up and the other murdered, all because someone wanted to find him. It seemed far too extreme, which meant that whatever it was these people wanted to keep secret, must be big. He phoned Edward Levenson-Jones and arranged to meet him that evening in a pub called the Black Dog.
Both men were extra vigilant; they met late � at ten past eleven. Dillon arrived early, got a booth near the back and seated himself so that he had a clear view of the bustling bar and entrance. Ten minutes later, LJ came strolling through the door, got himself a gin and tonic at the bar and then went and sat down opposite Dillon. LJ told him in more detail what had happened and gave him the images of the dead woman that Vince had taken at the scene.
�So who was the woman?� Dillon asked, still studying the photos.
�A young prostitute by all accounts. I called an old acquaintance from way back. As luck would have it, he�s now a Detective Chief Superintendent at the same nick that�s heading up the investigation.�
�Was she known to them?�
�Oh yes, she�d been cautioned on numerous occasions for street walking. Sad really, to think that she risked her life everyday of the week going with strangers only to end up murdered, most likely, by someone she knew.�
�But why, and by who?�
�The why, Jake, is simple: to frame you. But as for the who, I�ve really no idea. I was rather hoping you�d be able to tell me that, old son.�
�Well, I�ve no idea. But what a senseless and completely unnecessary thing to do, killing her like that. I can�t believe this is happening. I made sure Issy was tucked away because she was too vulnerable. But I never imagined that they would start on innocent people who have absolutely no connection to this assignment, if only because of the risk. And all of this is happening because they want me stopped. My God. This isn�t Charlie Hart, you know?�
�Then you must know a lot more than you think you do, old son.�
�Or they have something much bigger to hide than I realised.�
Dillon gazed out across the noisy bar in exasperation.
�They�re not going to be happy until they�ve got rid of me once and for all. And as for backing off, well I�ve come this far and I�m bloody sure as hell not going to stop now.�
�That�s the spirit, old son. I smell a very big rat somewhere in all of this, so you do what you have to do.�
LJ fought back the urge to light the Slim Panatella cigar he was rolling between his forefinger and thumb. Since the smoking ban in public areas had come into force, his life had been made intolerable; except for in the sanctity of his car interior and his London apartment. Both, as yet, not infringed upon by the controlling Government of the day.
�If you see Adam Finch, give him my regards and tell him that I will find those thugs who put him in hospital.�
LJ nodded and Dillon suddenly moved sideways off his seat and out of the booth.
�It�s not safe for anyone to be around me at the moment, so I think it best that no one knows where I�m staying here in London. If I have to go back down to Dorset, I�ll go to that apartment you�ve rented. I�m pretty sure they haven�t discovered that yet.� He realised that he was isolating himself almost completely now.
Before they left the Black Dog, Dillon called Issy. Her voice was sleepy and her tone tetchy at being woken up. He told her that the assignment was going as expected and that it should only be a few more days before she could go back to her normal life. When she told him that she really did have to get back to her office or she�d be hauled up in front of the senior partners, he told her coldly that there was no way that she could do that. He hung up before she could argue the point.
He walked outside, leant against a wall and took deep breaths to calm himself. After all of the reassurances he�d given her, he�d managed to destroy the safety zone he�d built up for her with just one cold outburst. But she couldn�t go back to where they could easily pick her up.
�You sure you�re okay, old son?� LJ asked as he stood beside him. The flare of the match, as he lit his cigar, accentuated the older man�s angular features.
Dillon shook his head. �Even if I could get them to back down they wouldn�t call off their hounds, because they�ve obviously got something major to hide and they�re petrified that I�m going to find out what it is. But what they don�t realise, is that I haven�t got a clue what it is.�
Before walking back to the parked Ford he made one more call.
�Stella? It�s Dillon. Listen carefully and don�t argue, just listen to what I�m going to tell you. Why should you? Because I believe that you�re in grave danger and it�s probably a good idea for you to get out of town for a while. Listen, don�t argue. If you�ve got an aunt in the country or down by the sea, then go and visit her. Oh, and don�t tell anyone where you�re going. Not even Paul.�
Dillon hung up abruptly to see LJ looking at him.
�I�m assuming that was Hammer�s woman? The one you went to see earlier today?�
�Yes. She�s a nice lady, I�d hate her to get caught up in this thing and wind up dead. That�s all.�
He said goodbye to LJ and went back to the Ford. He got in and sat behind the wheel for a moment, eventually dialling Dunstan Havelock�s home number. As Havelock picked up the receiver, Dillon activated the voice scrambler just as a precaution, should anyone be listening.
Havelock listened without interruption whilst Dillon told him about the day�s events. How the police were by now looking for him as well as Charlie Hart, and that he wanted Havelock to sort out the problem with the police. Whilst he attended to Hart, he gave him the car registration number that Vince had taken from Dillon�s watchful old neighbour across the street to trace, and told him that he would ring back in twenty minutes. He hung up before Havelock could answer.
Havelock might now find himself in a very awkward position. Dillon drove around for a while, then parked in a quiet side street down by the river. He got out and stretched his legs for a bit by walking a short distance along the embankment. The fresh air always cleared his head and made him think straight. As he walked he thought that Havelock had nothing to complain about. He shouldn�t have started this in the first place and that it was far too late now to shy away from what was inevitably going to happen over the next few days.
Dillon finally fell into bed at 3 a.m. It was a seedy boarding house near Piccadilly, and he wasn�t planning on staying there for more than a night or two. Other than what he was wearing, he had no clothes. It had been one hell of a day! He fell asleep the instant his head hit the pillow. His last thoughts were that it smelt damp and a little musty.
* * *
Dillon woke as soon as it was light. After showering, he felt a lot more alive than he did hours before. He skipped breakfast at the boarding house and instead went to a small caf� near the London Eye, owned by an old friend of LJ�s. He ate a full English breakfast with two rashers of bacon, two eggs, two sausages, baked beans, grilled tomatoes, button mushrooms and two pieces of traditional black pudding. He washed it down with a mug of steaming hot tea, with toast and jam to finish.
It was too soon to go back to his apartment, so he decided to take a chance on returning to Max Quinn, conscious of the risk factor involved for both Max and himself.
Max had worked long into the night. Like most good professionals, once the job was under way he couldn�t stop until he�d seen it through to the end. Dillon studied the identity card with a magnifying glass: Investigator Robert King; a work of art.
�What about the Monet?� asked Max, as Dillon was about to go out the door.
�Keep it safe for me until I call back for it.�
�Thanks, Max; you�ve done a great job.�
He left that area of the city as fast as he could. The address Havelock had sent to him in a text message was in East London. The street was behind an ugly block of flats that, since being built in the late nineteen sixties, had steadily fallen beyond being a run-down slum, and was now a dark and dangerous ghetto.
The street was short, comprising terraced houses from beginning to end. He found number fourteen, and noticed an old Vauxhall Vectra parked almost directly in front of the house. The registration number matched the one the old lady had written down. He rapped hard with his clenched fist on the weathered front door, but heard nothing from inside. He knocked loudly again on the flaking paintwork.
The curtains twitched in the front room, but nobody came. Dillon hammered on the door; his intention was to make so much noise that the whole street would hear if it was not opened.
From somewhere inside, a man�s voice shouted angrily at Dillon.
�What the hell are you playing at, you piece of shit? You�ll break the bloody door down!�
A moment later, the door was opened and a man stood there in open-neck shirt, black trousers, and highly polished leather shoes. He was big and thick-set, well-muscled, somewhere in his early fifties.
�I was just taking a leak. What do want?�
�Are you the owner of that car?�
�Who wants to know?�
�Well, I do. You see, I�ve just hit the side of it and I thought I�d do the right thing and come and tell the owner. But if you�re not the owner�� Dillon left the words hanging.
�What, you�ve hit my car?�
The big man went to step forward, Dillon was anticipating that would be his reaction and taking him by surprise, barged him back through the doorway. Using the heel of his shoe, he slammed the door closed. The big man took a wild punch at Dillon�s head, which he easily moved away from and countered with a hard punch to the man�s nose. Blood instantaneously started to pour down over his stubble chin and onto the white shirt.
�Who the hell are you, and what do you want?�
�Get this and get it the first time: I ask the questions. All that you have to do is answer them, right?�
�Piss off, or I�ll rip your head off and flush it down the toilet.�
In the time it takes a cobra to strike, Dillon�s flattened palm made contact with the left side of his head. The big man immediately started to scream. The instantaneous pain from the perforated ear drum was excruciating and all he could do was hold his flattened hand against the already-swollen flesh and hop around in circles.
�Now that I�ve got your undivided attention, that car of yours was seen outside an apartment building near the embankment and then again later outside a house on the other side of the river. On the first occasion, you were spotted, at the very same time, a man was brutally beaten in one of the apartments. On the second where a young prostitute was found murdered. Coincidence or just amateurish bad luck that you were spotted?�
The hard eyes went blank.
�Someone nicked it last night. I only found it this morning just round the corner from here. Must have been those bloody joy riders again, happens all the time.�
He�d produced a white handkerchief and was now holding that against his throbbing ear.
Unimpressed, Dillon said, �Let�s go and sit down in the front room.�
They went into the small room. Some trophies lined the mantelpiece, one of a boxer on a highly polished wooden plinth. It was quite a pleasant room. Dillon motioned for the big man to sit on a chair by the window.
�Is your wife in?�
�I�m divorced. My girlfriend�s at work.�
�Why am I not surprised that you�re divorced. After all, I doubt if you�ve done an honest day�s work in the entirety of your miserable life. Your girlfriend brings home the bacon, whilst you sit around with your feet up all day. Nice.�
�You�re asking for trouble, mate.�
�So there�s no one else in at the moment?�
�And no witnesses to see you get done over either.�
Dillon took his time gazing around the room, letting the silence and the tension build up; there is nothing more unnerving if someone has something to hide. He walked round the room, peering at this and that on shelves and in glass-fronted cabinets.
�So don�t you want to know who I am anymore, Bull-Dog?� Dillon asked suddenly, taking the man whose name was Alf �Bull-Dog� Fletcher, by surprise.
�I know who you are, you crazy bastard. Why don�t you do the human race a favour? Top yourself.�
�I�m impressed that you�re able to string a sentence like that together, Bull-Dog. But I�m afraid I can�t do that. Look, I�m going to make this a little easier for you.�
Dillon pulled out the Glock from its shoulder holster and quickly screwed the silencer in place.
�You think that�s going to scare me into blabbing, do you?�
�Oh, it�s not to scare you with, Bull-Dog. It�s most definitely to kill you with.� Dillon shrugged nonchalantly at the other man.
�Get stuffed. Look, I�m still none the wiser as to why you�re bothering me with all of this. You�ve quite obviously got the wrong car and person.�
�You know exactly what this is all about and I definitely haven�t got the wrong person. You and your buddy beat somebody up yesterday. Drove across the river and murdered an innocent young prostitute, leaving her to be found on a bed in a house I was staying in. You were seen with this other man entering and then leaving both properties.�
Dillon lied easily about the safe-house murder just to see what reaction he got from him.
Dillon stood by the mantelpiece and using the silenced barrel of the Glock, slowly swept the heavy trophies off; each one landed with a heavy thud on to the carpeted floor. Bull-Dog reacted angrily, went to stand up only to be met with a pistol whipping across the side of his face. Blood immediately flowed freely from the long gash.
�The thing is this, Bull-Dog: I can carry on working you over for as long as it takes and you blackout, or you can simply tell me what I want to know and I�ll leave without any further nastiness. Oh, there is a third option. I can call a friend of mine who just happens to be a Detective Chief Inspector in the serious crime unit.
Bull-Dog just managed to stop himself from striking Dillon. He had sufficient sense to grasp that he was being deliberately set up to be knocked right back down again, and then a question entered his mind.
�Who are you really working for, Dillon?�
Dillon ignored his question, and asked, �Look, I don�t know who would want to employ trailer trash like you. But you�d better understand that you�re going to take the rap for carrying out someone else�s orders. Was it Tommy Trevelyan?�
�Don�t be stupid. Tommy Trevelyan wouldn�t give me the time of day.�
For Dillon that was tantamount to an admission. �Perhaps one of his associates then?�
Bull-Dog came closer. �You�re not very smart, are you? I didn�t beat anybody up. And if you go round talking of Tommy Trevelyan like that, you�ll be making a premature departure from this world. Now piss off.�
�Okay. But, the moment I leave here, I�m going to start spreading it around in certain circles that you�ve been accusing Tommy of setting you up for a spell inside. Now that should make him really happy.�
Dillon had been waiting for it from the moment the big man had regained his confidence. Bull-Dog swung a blow at his head and Dillon responded in the way he�d been taught over many years. Bull-Dog struck air and something hard hit him in the stomach with immense force, leaving him curled up in a great deal of pain, face down and barely able to get his breath. Dillon roughly flipped him on to his side with his foot.�Was it one of Trevelyan�s people?�
But Bull-Dog was still not capable of talking; he was still curled up and groaning with pain.
Dillon stood back from him, watching carefully for any feigning. When his breathing became more regular he asked again, �Was it one of Trevelyan�s crowd?�
When there was still no answer, Dillon squatted on his haunches and pulled out the Glock again. He tapped Bull-Dog�s broken nose with it, just hard enough to draw blood.
�The bloke you beat to a pulp is a good friend of mine. Now you�re in the frame for actual bodily harm, but if he dies, it�s murder. That�s along with the murder of that unfortunate young woman. That should get you at least two life sentences and definitely no possibility of release. Ever. However, if I don�t get an answer now then I�m going to blow your brains out, because I don�t trust the courts and nobody is going to be bothered by your death.� He toyed with the Glock.
The big man�s eyes flickered with fear. He started to say something but gagged and Dillon waited, moving away again.
Bull-Dog was trying to think clearly as he came out of the pain. Before he was able to say anything Dillon added, �Before I put a bullet in your thick skull I�m going to make you suffer even more by slicing off both of your ears. You�ll beg me for the bullet before it comes; it�ll be merciful, an end that you�re not really worthy of. But I�m feeling generous today.�
�If I tell you I�m going to get a bullet anyway, so what does it matter?�
�Why should he know? Take a holiday for a while. Or would you rather be tucked up inside?�
Bull-Dog tried to sit up. The movement brought the pain back.
�What the hell did you hit me with?�
�A full-on back kick. I wasn�t trained to fight clean or fair. So tell me, was it Trevelyan�s people?�
Bull-Dog nodded slowly. He struggled to his feet, held on to the edge of the sofa to steady himself. As he stood upright he put every last ounce of strength into a back-handed swing that would have almost decapitated Dillon�s head had it struck him. But Dillon wasn�t standing where Bull-Dog thought. He wasn�t in the room or the building. The big man was thrown off balance as he spun round and it was then that he started to have the first pangs of fear start to grip him. His mind was racing with a jumble of disjointed thoughts. He was sweating profusely; his instinct was already telling him to get as far away from London and as quickly as possible.
He went through to the bedroom, crammed some clothes into a suitcase and after cleaning himself up as best he could, he left. He dared not leave a note.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Dillon was already outside the building when Bull-Dog made the back-handed swipe at him. He�d satisfied himself, beyond doubt, that there was a positive link between Charlie Hart and Trevelyan, and reckoned that Paul Hammer and Julian Latimer were also involved. Stella had boasted during their little chat that Hammer was fairly well-acquainted with someone in politics. Latimer was certainly that, although he wasn�t one of the well-known politicians of the day who were constantly in the media lights. According to Havelock, they�d been trying to get rid of him for some time. Latimer was in a political vortex and unlikely to stand at the next election.
It was an odd mixture. A top villain, a politician, a hotel tycoon who was something of a recluse, and Charlie Hart, the enigma, whom it was difficult to place in any particular group, but who might just be the most dangerous of them all.
Everything stemmed from Hart, yet Dillon had difficulty in believing that he had sanctioned the thugs who�d roughed up Adam Finch and then murdered the young prostitute. Trevelyan had almost with certainty provided the street level thugs to dish out the violence. The pattern was familiar but with such a strange liaison, what were they protecting? Trevelyan would not be involved in any petty crime venture � it was way beneath his status. It would have to pay in a big way to attract his interest.
Hart and Trevelyan might have been involved in similar rackets and their paths had possibly crossed at some time, and they�d gone on to do the occasional deal together. As for Latimer and Hammer: these two men were the odd ones out. If he could find out the common denominator he�d be able to figure out what the central racket was.
Dillon phoned Vince Sharp and gave him an account of his conversation with Bull-Dog, and asked how Adam Finch was fairing in hospital. He�d been told that Finch�s condition was improving and that he�d been moved out of intensive care, which was a huge relief.
He had settled up the B&B and so had nowhere definite to stay. He couldn�t compromise any more of Ferran & Cardini�s staff, no matter how enthusiastic they were to get field experience. And he was sure that the word would have been put around the small hotels and guest houses by Trevelyan�s men; there was no going back and they wouldn�t stop now.
Vince arranged for a motorcycle courier to deliver a canvas holdall to Dillon who was waiting in a side street not far from Docklands.
He rang Issy again, reassured her that everything was going to plan and then drove into town to see his tailor for a complete change of clothes, which on this occasion would have to be off the peg. Although tempted, he considered even a brief visit to his home too risky. He then drove to The Old Colonial Club and managed to book a suite and underground car parking. He�d belonged to the club for a few years under the name of James Wentworth, the Earl of Waverley, with the help of Havelock who had supplied proposal and seconding letters. He had also created Dillon�s legend and had seen to it that the Earl had been listed in all of the appropriate places. Dillon used it only in a crisis and as a relatively safe haven. He had no interest in making friends during his infrequent visits, being standoffish and aloof to discourage approaches.
Once he�d checked into his suite, he phoned Vince and had him look up Julian Latimer�s private London address and telephone number on the intelligence network database. He thought it rather odd that the four men he was now investigating were all so easily traceable when they apparently had so much to hide. Perhaps their apparent openness was itself a clever disguise.
Dillon phoned Havelock again � this time on his mobile number, and was immediately diverted to voicemail. He didn�t leave a message, instead tried again an hour later and got hold of him. By this time Havelock was worried about the whole assignment. What had started out as an effort to help the Americans recover a priceless work of art had got hopelessly out of hand. Now there were pressures from above, on Havelock himself, to come up with answers regarding Charlie Hart.
Havelock wanted to meet Dillon to bring himself up to speed, but Dillon�s survival instinct told him that Havelock would surely be followed this time. He explained quickly.
�Three dead, one seriously injured, I�m keeping my head down and I�ve sent Issy to stay with one of her friends. I won�t tell you where she is and I�ve told her not to go near her office. I�ve already given the names of those I think are involved one way or another, but I want more information on Julian Latimer.�
Havelock knew he was getting out of his depth, but couldn�t do anything other than help.
�I can tell you most of what is known about Latimer off the top of my head. He�s a confirmed bachelor, is of a similar age to Charlie Hart and has been in politics since his early twenties. For most of that time he�s barely uttered a parliamentary word since his maiden speech. For the majority of his political career he has been used on various committees, which I�ve no doubt made him feel as if he was doing something useful. But on the whole, a lack-lustre man with very little drive according to those who know him well. I would say that he�ll never get any further in the party and that must frustrate the hell out of him.�
�You told me before that he isn�t liked. Was there a point in his career when that came about, or has that always been the case?�
�Look, Jake. This is all very well talking like this, but we should meet and discuss it properly.�
�Dunstan, I�m sorry. But that�s not an option at the moment. They�re looking for me and I don�t want you getting caught up in the crossfire. You wouldn�t stand a chance against those thugs and you most certainly wouldn�t live through the torture they�d inflict. So talk.�
�He used to be the life and soul of the political circuit. Harmless enough, some would say, with a certain charm and charisma that used to win him the votes. But he�s changed over the last few years. He�s become very self-opinionated, obnoxiously arrogant and, at times, quite insufferable.�
�Any obvious reason?�
�Some say that he may have come into a substantial sum of money which made him surer of himself. His parents were quite normal and definitely not wealthy, so it might have been a rich relation that left him a legacy or something. He doesn�t seem unhappy by the prospect of almost certainly losing his seat at the next election.�
�What were these committees that he sat on?�
�For heaven�s sake, Jake. I�ve absolutely no idea. After all, there could have been hundreds of them over the years. They�re the normal things; parliamentary committees are commonplace, set up with as much frequency as you or I drink coffee.�
�You�d better trawl through the archives then. From about the time his character changed.�
�That will take forever. I�ll have to get one of my office juniors to do it. The problem there is that it will run the risk of not only awkward questions being asked, but Latimer himself may even get to hear about something like that being sanctioned.�
�Okay, but try and do what you can. I also want to know how much money he has. And whether he�s ever been seriously involved with anyone?�
�I�ve already told you that he�s a confirmed bachelor, and as far as I�m aware not seeing anyone past or present. As for what he�s worth, I�ll see what I can rake up on him.�
Havelock sounded exasperated. �Where are you staying, Jake?�
�It�s best you don�t know, Dunstan. It�s safer that way. Now you give my love to Rachel and I�ll be in touch very soon. Oh, and Dunstan, thanks.�
Dillon made a mental note to visit Julian Latimer first thing the next morning.
* * *
It turned out to be one of those luxury apartment buildings in Chelsea. Just six in one building, with names and numbers alongside their respective intercom buttons. Stepping out of the Ford, Dillon peered back up the street to the King�s Road and then in the opposite direction towards Fulham Road. Satisfied that he�d not been followed.
As there were eight floors including the basement parking area, Dillon naturally assumed that one of the apartments must be a two-floor penthouse. He pushed the intercom button of number six, which he figured was at the top of the building, and waited. Nothing happened. He pushed the button once more without result and crossed the road to get a better view of the whole building. He spotted the security cameras on each corner and the one over the entrance to the underground car park. Buildings of this calibre usually had a central security system controlling door access CCTV and police alert, and that made things a little trickier. Data was usually fed to the concierge�s workstation and monitor, or directly to a contracted security company�s office and monitored from there. Gone were the days of locks and chains on each occupant�s door which could only be opened by a mortise key or a lock release from inside the apartments � this building looked as if it had electromagnetic locks and digital entry systems.
As he gazed across the street, Dillon thought of Anthony De-Luca, better known as �Cracker�. Dillon knew his own limitations when it came to breaking and entering, and he had used Tony before for this sort of job.
Somewhere along the line he would have to break in to find what he could. Nobody was going to tell him what he wanted to know. Tommy Trevelyan was the last man to enter his mind as a possible source of information; he would need an army to help him and then another to protect him. Hart was wired up to the hilt. Paul Hammer was a possibility. But Julian Latimer seemed to be the weakest of them all: arrogant men could rarely be told and invariably never listened to sound advice. But he needed to know something of Latimer�s habits and didn�t have the luxury of time to have him followed for the next few days. Havelock would curse him for this next request, but somehow he had to ensure that Latimer was in the House of Commons, preferably a late session that would drag on for a bit.
He dialled the number again. A resigned Dunstan Havelock said, �Yes Jake?�
�I need to know what Latimer will be doing over the next forty-eight hours. Especially the times when he�s in the House.�
�What you want, Jake, is for me to hack into his electronic diary, isn�t it? Why?�
�I need him to be away from his apartment for a while.�
�I never heard that. Just what the hell are you up to?�
�Will you?�
�Of course I won�t, because I bloody well can�t! I�m the personal assistant to the Home Secretary. Not a spy.�
Dillon could almost see Havelock shaking his head in despair.
�Dunstan, I want to be absolutely sure that he�ll be away from his home for at least four hours.�
�Look, Jake, the man is a bloody loose cannon. He�s been warned numerous times by senior ministers to tow the party-line. And because of that he�s very rarely seen in the House.�
�What about if there was something happening, which meant that he had to be there?�
�Oh, you�d like me to organise something, would you? That�s no problem. Let me have a look at the next few days. I know I�ll have a word with the Home Secretary and get her to ask the PM to rearrange the whole dammed schedule just so that you can do a spot of breaking and entering at a Member of Parliament�s private home address. How does that sound?�
�That would be fine, Dunstan.�
Dillon couldn�t fail to hear Havelock�s exasperation. In all the time that Dillon had known him, he�d never asked for such help. Havelock wanted to help, felt that he must, but on this matter he could not. He was well-aware of what he had got Dillon into and just how much danger he�d put him in, including all of those around him.
Dillon laughed. �I�m only kidding, Dunstan. I just thought it was worth asking. Don�t worry yourself. I�ll find another way.�
There was a long silence and Havelock finally said more calmly, �I�d forgotten. One of the more prominent committees that Latimer sits on is meeting this afternoon. It should keep him busy for a few hours as it�s a voting session. Sorry, I was looking beyond today. I suppose that�s too short a notice?�
Dillon couldn�t think how he�d be able to get Tony �Cracker� De-Luca in time; Cracker always liked to make a thorough recce of his targets before going anywhere near a lock or security system.
�What time does the committee sit?�
�Two o�clock. Give or take ten minutes.�
�I�ll give it my best. Thanks for the help, Dunstan. I don�t like harassing you, but I�m being pushed into a corner and need some answers quickly. I�ll see you around.�
* * *
�You think I�m bloody crazy, man?� asked De-Luca bluntly. �No way!�
He had an Italian swagger about him, drove a fast car, had exceptionally good taste and always had a stunning woman hanging off his arm. Since the last time Dillon had worked with him he�d put on some weight and his jet black slicked-back hair was still as thick as ever. He appeared to be prosperous.
�You look as if you�ve been having a run of good luck. I�m glad to see you doing well, Tony.�
They were in a fashionable restaurant in Covent Garden and Dillon was picking up the bill for lunch. He had been lucky to get hold of De-Luca so quickly, but now it was looking as if it would not help.
De-Luca sipped the vintage Bollinger and wiped his lips.
�I don�t rely on luck, and you know it. I�m one of the best safe breakers in England.�
�I heard you were the best, Tony,� Dillon said quietly.
�Don�t suck-up, Jake. It doesn�t suit you, and it embarrasses me. I need time to assess the location; to find out what security systems the building is equipped with.�
�I�ve already recce�d the building, and the target won�t be around all afternoon. What could be easier than that?�
�I do my own reconnaissance. Anyway, if I remember rightly, working for you is not a profitable pastime. The last safe I cracked for you it had nothing in it except papers and porn magazines. I don�t work for nothing, Jake.�
�How much?� Dillon was losing his patience with the Italian.
�Seven.�
�Seven hundred?�
De-Luca choked on his Champagne and it was some time before he could get his breath to say, �Seven hundred? You�re a very funny man. Seven thousand pounds, Sterling. And that�s just for getting you in the building and opening the safe. Anything of value inside I have first refusal on.�
Dillon gazed around the room.
�Seven thousand?�
He leant across the table, and lowered his voice. �Two and a half and the contents of the safe stay where they are.�
�Three and a half plus any jewellery.� De-Luca leant back on his chair crossing his arms.
�The contents of the safe is not negotiable, Tony.� Dillon let the words sink in, before adding, �You�ll be protected at the highest level with immunity from prosecution, should things go wrong. I�ll also ensure that the firm pays you a bonus as compensation on completion of the job.�
�Subtle, I�ll give you that. But the answer�s still no.�
De-Luca was shaking his head, smiling.
�You should have been a con man, Jake. I�m not sure you�re not.�
�Okay, Cracker. No hard feelings. I can see you don�t need the extra cash right now. So I�ll do the job myself. You could do one thing, though. Would you come with me and give the place a look-over, just to see if there are any snags? At least give me the benefit of your opinion and experience. Obviously, I�ll pay you for your time.�
* * *
The years had been kind to Julian Latimer. He had aged well and carried himself with authority, still had a good amount of well-groomed silver hair, cut impeccably and brushed back at the sides. His good looks were only spoiled by a supercilious air and a condescending nature. And not even the exclusive Saville Row tailoring and expensive accessories could hide this fact. To speak to him made it easy to discover why he wasn�t liked by most of his fellow MPs.
He strode along to St. Stephen�s Square, the silver-tipped walking cane swinging with each step he took. It wasn�t that he had a limp or anything like that. It was merely for show and always attracted a fair amount of attention. He was a nobody who looked like a somebody.
As he passed the policeman at the gate, he received a salute and swung his cane up in return. It was small things like that which he liked about Parliament: a sense of importance. And to be recognised after so few appearances made him feel even better still.
Latimer resented having to attend these committee sittings at all, realising that nobody wanted his opinion and that he was disliked by most of the people there � a feeling he always sensed whenever he entered a room. Well, another eighteen months at most should see him free of his political shackles, although he would miss some of it. Like the chauffer-driven cars and having a policeman stop the traffic so he could pull away at speed during rush hour. Just some of the small perks.
On entering the oak-panelled room he looked around for a position near the door, which would allow him to sneak out later without being missed. But everyone had arrived early and was already seated. To his horror, there was only one chair available on the other side of the long highly-polished oval table, next to a rather large blustery lady from the opposition party, who he knew had a flatulence problem. He suddenly felt tired and a little nauseous. The thought of a session running into many hours sitting next to her was almost too much for him to bear. He would have to find his moment and excuse himself. He was good at manipulating.
* * *
They gazed across the street at the luxury building and in particular at Latimer�s penthouse apartment which covered the top two floors. Dillon was edgy, for the committee sitting had most likely already started.
�I thought I�d con one of the other tenants into letting me in through the main entrance. You know, the old motorcycle courier with parcel routine.�
�That old trick?� De-Luca snorted in disgust. �Everyone knows about that one, Jake. So, what happens once you�re inside the building and you don�t turn up at the apartment you�re supposed to be delivering to? No, it�s a straightforward enough job to slip that electromagnetic lock and get in without raising anyone�s suspicion, if you�ve got the right gear.�
Dillon glanced at De-Luca. �I don�t suppose for one moment you�d let me use this gear, would you?�
Cracker didn�t answer. He was still studying the building, and then scanned up and down the street.
�I must be off my head to even think about working in broad daylight. It�s asking for trouble. So this is how it�s going to work. You�ll do as I say and nothing else. First off, you�ll have to keep a look-out whilst I release that front door, and then we�re going to have to play it by ear from then on.�
�You mean you�re going to help me?� Dillon sounded like a mountain had just been lifted off his shoulders.
�You devious bugger, you knew all along that I wouldn�t be able to resist the challenge once you got me here. But it�s going to cost you over and above for this favour. Now drive me back to my place; I need to pick up one or two items of kit.�
Dillon couldn�t help worrying about the time passing by and could only hope that Latimer was going to be indisposed for the duration of the committee sitting. De-Luca lived in Parsons Green and Dillon took him in the Ford using the back streets to avoid the bulk of the early afternoon build-up. However, delays were inevitable, and by the time they got back to Chelsea, it was almost 3.00 p.m. Dillon was pleased to see that De-Luca had retained his professionalism by keeping a kit bag ready to go at the drop of a hat.
They walked casually up the street towards the front entrance � always mindful of the CCTV camera positioned high up on the corner of the building. Dillon kept a discreet watch over the street whilst De-Luca went to work on the electromagnetic lock fitted to the front door. Luckily, there were few people around at that time of the day. Within seconds, the bolt released, he casually looked up and then pushed the door open. He removed the tiny device that had done the job from the lock case and moved inside. Dillon followed.
�Well, thank God for cheap locks,� De-Luca said with a wide smile.
The two men closed the door behind them and headed straight for a fire door and the stairwell beyond. They mounted the concrete steps two at a time, although there was a lift that serviced all the floors including the penthouse. The lift hummed when they were just rounding the first floor landing and they halted until it had descended. The door opened and closed again, someone wearing hard-soled shoes walked across the polished limestone floor of the hall to the front door.
They continued up to the top floor. Before moving out of the stairwell and onto the penthouse landing, they checked for any signs of a security camera in the hallway. There wasn�t one. Latimer�s front door was made of solid oak with a spy hole peering at them. The lock had a digital keypad at shoulder height which made Cracker uneasy.
Unless Latimer returned, they were much safer up here. Dillon stood guard whilst De-Luca went to work on the door. The lift was not operated again, but from time to time they heard the faint sound of the front door being released and thought how lucky they�d been at street level.
They were making good progress � it was thirty minutes since they�d entered the building. But Cracker was finding Latimer�s door lock to be a lot more troublesome than the front door. Dillon knew that he dare not break Cracker�s concentration whilst he dealt with the lock. He�d placed a flat device over the keypad which covered it completely and lighted up with four flashing zeros in red boxes when it was activated.
�This lock is a problem, Jake.�
�What do mean, �a problem�?�
�It has a built-in safeguard to ensure no one tampers with it. If it senses that there�s an intrusion it throws shoot-bolts out at the top and bottom. But there�s something else, these things are usually programmed to alert the police.�
�Fuck. I knew this was going too well.�
�Oh, don�t look so worried. The problem will be solved, eventually. My little friend there is running through millions of different numeric permutations. At some stage, it will find the right one, and then we can tap in the four number code and gain access.�
�I don�t like the thought of �eventually�. And why can�t we just pick the lock?�
�There is no lock to pick. Everything is inside, except for the keypad. We just have to be patient; it shouldn�t take long.�
After what seemed like many minutes later, all four boxes were glowing green. Cracker studied the device and then tapped the numbers into the digital keypad on the door. When they got in, they gently closed the door behind them and immediately felt the quiet aura of the apartment. As they moved from room to room, both men were impressed by the tasteful contemporary furnishings and subtle decor which somehow did not match up with what Dillon understood of Latimer who, Dillon surmised, must have used professional interior designers.
A wide circular stainless steel and glass spiral staircase led to the upper floor and the bedrooms, one of which had been converted into a small gym. The layout memorised, and the clock ticking all too quickly, Dillon said, �You find the safe and I�ll look around.� They separated, De-Luca searching for a place where he would expect a safe to be.
Dillon went back down to the study to find everything locked; desk and all of the cabinets. He had to get De-Luca to use up some of his precious time in opening the locks, but Dillon wanted to leave no obvious trace of a break-in. He carefully went through every document in the drawers, only to find nothing more than parliamentary correspondence, including many unanswered letters from some of his constituents who desperately needed his help. Shame on him for not replying, Dillon thought. The cabinets were no more forthcoming with anything of any interest and housed old copies of political newspaper clippings and magazine articles. It was De-Luca who found the interesting stuff.
De-Luca had located the safe in the master bedroom, hidden in the wall behind a full-length dressing mirror. The mirror itself could be released from the wall by pressing a concealed catch in the side of the frame. This automatically allowed it to swing out into the room on concealed hinges. After that, to De-Luca, it was child�s play. The safe was relatively small but of the latest design and specification, and he had gone straight to work on the combination.
By the time Dillon reached the top of the spiral stairs De-Luca had the contents laid out on the floor for Dillon to go through. There was a couple of thousand pounds in cash and no jewellery � much to Cracker�s relief, for it took away temptation. There was a leather-bound diary with a few loose sheets inside the back cover, and various legal documents, including the deeds to the penthouse. In addition to these were various share certificates and a number of bank statements. Dillon collected them from the floor and took them to a long side dressing table, which had wall lights above it. He produced a small digital camera and photographed each and every document in turn before allowing De-Luca to replace them in exactly the same position as he�d found them inside the safe.
Dillon opened the diary to the first page, lined up the camera and started to work his way through the twenty or so pages where entries had been made. Every few minutes, he would glance at his watch, very conscious of the time and that they had yet to restore everything in the bedroom to how they had found it. The time was 4.45 p.m.
* * *
Julian Latimer had to fight off the urge to doze off to sleep. He was totally bored with the time-wasting and futile in-fighting taking place around him. It was like watching a group of very small children throwing their toys out of their prams. He could find much better ways to fill his time rather than to endure the political jockeying and drivel about an issue which had once interested him but now left him stone cold. It was obvious that some of the committee members were playing devil�s advocates and that some were just being bloody-minded for effect. Politically he couldn�t give a toss what they decided; whichever way it went suited him.
He made his excuses and quietly slipped out of the room, informing the chairperson that he would return later. He knew he was taking a risk. That, if caught out, he would be leaving himself wide open for some serious criticism by those senior members who disliked him enough to leak his dereliction of duty to the press. Especially if he wasn�t in the room when the final vote was eventually taken. It didn�t really matter to him, except for the adverse media attention that would be focussed on him and the party. And certain acquaintances outside of politics might also take a dim view if he generated too high a profile.
He was sure he had enough time and that the risk was worth taking. It wasn�t that he had anything urgent to do, but that he must find relief from the boredom of what was going on around him. It had once been different, but that was before he found the source of complete freedom and no longer needed the political fanfare to support him. He would go through a few things at his London apartment, go out and enjoy a fine meal at one of his regular haunts, and then return to the committee sitting in plenty of time. He left the room at 5.40 p.m.
* * *
They worked quickly and with professional thoroughness, ensuring that everything was replaced just as they�d found it. When they were satisfied with the master bedroom, they went back down the spiral staircase to Latimer�s study and made sure that every cabinet and drawer was locked again. To do this and not leave a trace took time, but both men were experienced and did the job properly. Satisfied, they took a last look round and left the apartment, De-Luca using up more time than expected in locking down the door. They used the fire stairs again, negotiating them as fast as they could all the way to the bottom. They reached the hall and Dillon opened the front door.
The well-dressed man looked up startled as they almost knocked him off his feet in their haste to leave. He had almost got his key in the lock when Dillon burst out from the other side.
Dillon quickly said, �I do apologise. Are you okay?� He knew instantly that he was looking at Julian Latimer. He�d only ever seen a photograph; had never met him in person, but this was Latimer, all right.
Latimer gave a cursory smile but looked upon them with distaste and suspicion; he couldn�t place them and his expression suggested that they did not belong there. For some unfathomable reason alarm bells started to ring inside his head, but not because of his absence from the committee sitting. He took a good look at both Dillon and De-Luca, who had by now walked briskly off up the street without turning round. He would definitely remember their faces.

CHAPTER TWELVE

Dillon took De-Luca back to Parsons Green and then drove straight to the Ferran & Cardini building in Docklands. Vince was sitting at his desk, monitoring a bank of six LCD screens mounted on the wall in front of him. As Dillon walked in, one of the screens went blank.
�What�s on?� Dillon enquired.
Vince glanced up to see who was interrupting him, smiled when he saw it was Dillon, and said, �One and two are currently linked to an American spy satellite over Santa Marta on the north coast of Colombia. One of our chaps is working with the CIA down there. Three and four are located inside the Saudi Embassy, here in London. We have a new girl on the inside, and I must say she�s done remarkably well to have placed them there at all. Five is aptly linked to the security service network. Old habits die hard, and it�s good housekeeping to keep an eye on what they�re up to over there.�
�And six?� Dillon asked casually.
�Oh, that one is highly classified.�
�Yeah, pull the other one big man. You�ve still got it connected to your DVD player, haven�t you?�
�Absolutely not, mate. And it�s no use interrogating me about it, because you haven�t got what it takes or the necessary clearance to view that one.�
Vince grinned knowingly at Dillon.
�Anyway, why are you here and what do you want?�
Dillon placed the memory card from the digital camera onto the desk.
�Any chance you can download the images on the card and print off two sets of copies for me?�
�It�ll take me at least an hour. You okay to wait around for a bit?�
Dillon nodded, and went to his own office to make a strong black coffee and catch up with his emails on the internal mail system. Some he deleted without reading and the others he replied to immediately. One of them was from Tatiana, PA to the partners, and Dillon�s former partner asking about the status of his current assignment. He sat gazing at the monitor screen, reflecting on the recent past. Their two year relationship had fallen apart because of Dillon�s unwillingness to retire from active assignments and take up a safer position behind a desk. It still saddened him because he knew in his heart that it was his flat refusal which had compounded the rift between them and eventually had led to them going their separate ways. But life went on and that was the end of it. Or so he kept telling himself.
He sat with his feet up on the corner of the desk, the bland, windowless office causing mild claustrophobia and numbing his mind. He was thinking about coming face to face with Julian Latimer. De-Luca had never seen the politician, but felt as Dillon did; it had been a close call, and the repercussions would not have stopped with Latimer. As it was, the politician had taken a close look at them both, and would not forget.
Dillon was also conscious of the fact that he was restricting himself with every move he made, almost like playing chess against a Russian master of the game. He logged onto the firm�s database and opened the file document that held the current assignment data. He slowly scrolled down through each and every page. The only thing that he concluded from it all was that he knew very little about why or how Hart, Trevelyan, Power and Latimer knew each other. What was it that linked them together and for what reason?
Almost to the hour, Vince came in with the printed images. Dillon thanked the big Australian and studied one of the prints for a moment, satisfied with his handy work with a camera. He left the building and walked back to the parked Ford. It was the back end of rush hour and within minutes he was snarled up in the traffic. So he decided to take the side streets back to The Old Colonial Club.
In his rooms at the club he examined each page carefully. The list of names and addresses were confusing as they didn�t appear in any particular order and only covered the counties in the south of England, starting with Hampshire and ending up in the remotest part of Cornwall, a number of pages on. There were lists of names against each county; Dorset had two full pages of them. Almost all had names crossed out and others added, and against each was a location but only a few had an actual address. The others were starred � perhaps suggesting that they were lower down in the scheme of things, or that there were addresses elsewhere.
Dillon went through everything he had, but couldn�t find any additional information or addresses. He gathered up all the copies that he�d placed over the bed, taking them to a writing bureau with a small lamp under which he could study the images more carefully. There had to be more meaning to them than just a list of names and locations. He started on the tedious task of counting the names.
Hampshire had the highest number with twenty-five, but most had been crossed off, leaving only seven. These were dotted around the south of the county in the New Forest area. Dorset had fifteen original names: they were mostly towards the west. The original locations had been roughly spread out along the coast from Poole to Lyme Regis.
By the time he�d gone over the copies for the third time, he was tired and very confused. When he checked the time it was well after 11.00 p.m. and he was feeling hungry. He put the copies back into one of his canvas holdalls and went out to find something to eat. Even if it had not been too late for the club�s restaurant he wouldn�t have eaten there � the less contact he had with the other guests, the better.
The best he could find was a late night bistro around the corner that was happy to make him a tuna-filled Panini, which he smuggled back up to his rooms. Halfway through eating, he decided he should contact Havelock again, perhaps even risk meeting with him. He dialled his number but got no reply. He supposed Havelock was entitled to go out, but why tonight of all nights? He phoned Havelock�s office number but didn�t really expect anyone to answer, and he was right. Havelock didn�t have an answering machine at home, believing that if someone wanted to contact him badly enough they would ring back or try his mobile number. If they didn�t have his mobile number then they obviously weren�t that important to him. This was logical enough, but of little use to Dillon. He dialled his mobile number, which immediately went to voice mail.
Dillon was tired, increasingly irritable and frustrated. He needed the warmth and softness of Issy�s naked body next to him now, and then wondered for how long she would stay away from her office without him giving her a very good reason why she shouldn�t. She wasn�t stupid, far from it, and would insist on details. Unfortunately, he was fast running out of reasons. He lay on the double bed looking up at the ceiling and could hear the swishing of traffic outside like a lullaby against the quiet of the room�s interior. He was pondering his next move, but within minutes the need for sleep had taken over.
* * *
When Jasper Lockhart refused to meet him in any enclosed or quiet place, Dillon realised there was something wrong. In fact, it took every bit of his persuasive powers for Lockhart to agree to a meeting at all. They met mid-morning on the embankment near the London Eye and Jasper even refused to acknowledge Dillon with a handshake, just in case he was seen as knowing him.
�Nothing personal,� said Lockhart.
He was wearing a dark blue suit, jacket collar turned up to partially ward off a crisp cutting wind coming across the Thames, a light blue silk shirt and a deep red silk tie with a perfect Windsor knot. They remained at least five feet apart, leaning on the parapet and facing the river so that anyone passing by couldn�t see their faces. Even then, it was obvious to Dillon that Lockhart wasn�t comfortable with the situation.
�What�s the problem, Jasper? You�re as twitchy as a cat on a hot tin roof,� Dillon said tersely. �I only want to ask a small favour for which I�m happy to pay your outrageously high fees.�
�The answer is no, Jake.� Jasper kept his gaze on the grey tumultuous water. �Just by coming down here is nothing short of bloody dangerous. But I felt you deserved an explanation, if for no other reason than for old time�s sake.�
�Look, all I want is the names of two reliable watchers. It�ll only be for a couple of days and I thought you might be able to help. It�s nothing dodgy and with no risk.�
�I�m afraid that just talking to you is a risk.� Lockhart�s gaze remained transfixed on the river, as if hypnotised by it. He turned to face Dillon, and stated, �There�s an open contract out on you.�
Dillon looked deep into Lockhart�s eyes.
�A contract? Have you been smoking dope again or is it something more hallucinogenic these days? What are you saying, Jasper?�
Dillon continued to fix his gaze on Lockhart. The other man turned as if to walk away, but stopped himself. He leant back against the parapet and said, �What else should I call it? A contract is a contract. A hundred thousand sterling. The word on the street is that there�s already a number of pros out there looking for you.�
�A hundred grand? The tight bastard. Who�s put it out?�
Lockhart didn�t answer the question, instead sidestepped it like a professional boxer.
�It�s no joking matter, Jake. The word has been put out that anyone helping you will be put on the same contract for the same money.I can do without that sort of shit. As one of your oldest mates I thought it best you should hear it from me personally � you know I don�t trust the phones in this city.�
Dillon looked out across the heaving water of the river for a while. He was disturbed but not only for himself.
�I never thought I�d see you like this, Jasper. You�re not the man I�ve known for over twenty years. What the hell happened to you?�
The eyes were sad and reflective. �I can handle most things, you know that, Jake. And, like you, I�ve been around the block a few times. But this is different; the people involved expect to pay out. If I were you I�d leave this rotten country and get as far away as I could.�
�The thing is, Jasper, I�m not you and I don�t run away from this sort of shit. Is it Tommy Trevelyan?� Dillon tried to penetrate beyond the sea-blue eyes.
�I inherited a vast sum of money and got married.�
�Really?� For a moment, Dillon found this more surprising than the threat against him.
�Anyway, I�m sorry to hear that,� he said sarcastically, and then added quickly, �Sorry, Jasper. I didn�t mean that. What I should have said is that I can understand why you�re being cautious. But you still haven�t answered my original question. Is it Tommy Trevelyan who�s put out the contract?�
�He�s the most likely candidate,� Lockhart said. �But that�s one name I really don�t like mentioning. I don�t know how, but he found out about my little reciprocal arrangement with certain Government departments. He let me know that he knew, because at the time he was having a few planning problems with a commercial office block he was building. When I told him to piss off, he sent two of his bloody heavies round to persuade me. I ended up in hospital for four weeks. Thank God for private health cover.�
�That�s the past, Jasper. Move on and put it down to experience. Look, all I need is someone reliable to give me a hand for a couple of days.�
At last Lockhart turned. Talking had steadied his nerves a little, but he was still a very worried man.
�Jake, I don�t think you�re taking this seriously. The word is out and Trevelyan not only controls �the word�, but also a very large chunk of this city. So I don�t need to tell you what that means.�
�Oh, I am taking it seriously, Jasper. But, there�s always a �but�, and you�re forgetting one thing: he�s nothing more than an aged hoodlum in a very competitive and ruthless world. He may have put out a contract on me, but he�s got to find me first. Forewarned is forearmed, as they say. So thanks mate.�
�But he�s put the finger on you, Jake, which means that every trigger-happy thug in London will be looking for you, and most likely will have a picture of you, so they can be sure they hit the right bloke. Look, I�ve always liked you, and I know there are many others who feel the same way, but that has to be weighed up against how much they fear Trevelyan and his merry band of misfits.�
Dillon thought of Max Quinn and Tony �Cracker� De-Luca, both of whom had only recently helped him.
�When did you hear of this?�
�Say three hours ago. Before you phoned, anyway. Look, Jake, it�s only just hit the streets. If you�re quick you�ll have enough time to get out of London and disappear for a while; somewhere exotic, where they won�t find you.� Lockhart�s wane smile said it all.
�Thank God you�re a wealthy man, Jasper. Because in a perverse way it�s somehow reassuring. You and me go back a long way and I need to know who I can trust with my life.�
�You know I couldn�t do that to you, Jake.� Lockhart looked embarrassed, stared down at an imaginary something on the ground and then added, �You can trust me, you know?�
�Thanks, Jasper. I do know.�
Dillon knew he meant it, and that he�d taken a huge risk meeting in such a public place. His mind was already racing ahead, thinking that Trevelyan might have made a tactical error in issuing an open contract. That even the police could hear of it. Still, it wouldn�t help Dillon if someone completed the contract.
�I�d better start looking over my shoulder then.�
�Might be wise, given the circumstances. Sorry, Jake. I didn�t mean� Look, have you left any instructions?�
Dillon smiled, because Lockhart was acting like an undertaker at a hospital bedside. �Why, should my luck run out?�
�All I�m saying is the odds aren�t good, Jake. Especially if you insist on staying in this city for much longer. Is there anyone who should be contacted if anything goes wrong?�
�You know, Jasper, you can be a depressingly pessimistic sod when you want to be.�
�Sorry. Just trying to be pragmatic, that�s all.�
�Thanks, I�ll remember that when I�m dodging the bullets.�
�Jake, I really do think you�re a fool for not taking this seriously.� Lockhart looked around nervously.
�I�ll see you around some time, mate. You make sure you keep that 9 mm clip fully loaded, and your back to the wall.�
He turned and within moments had wandered down the Embankment and was soon swallowed up by the throngs of people near the London Eye.
Jasper�s sombre delivery of bad news had been almost funny in a strange way. Dillon knew that his old friend�s intentions had been completely honourable and that he�d only wanted to warn Dillon of the impending danger. Dillon�s response was too flippant for no other reason than to spare either of them any embarrassment or awkwardness. But this wouldn�t make the problem go away. If Trevelyan had put out a contract, it was as serious as anything he could remember happening since he�d left the army intelligence.
He decided to confirm Lockhart�s warning. He used his mobile phone to call Tony De-luca. De-luca hung up as soon as he heard his voice. He re-dialled the number and this time the answer machine cut in. Dillon thought about leaving a message but didn�t and hung up. To visit De-luca�s home would be asking for trouble and would put him in serious danger. Surprisingly, he found that Max Quinn not only answered his phone, but was happy speaking to him.
�Who shall I send the Monet to, Jake?�
�Don�t worry yourself, Max. I�ll come and collect it in due course.�
To save Max any further embarrassment he hung up. So Jasper had not been exaggerating; Tommy Trevelyan had picked up where Charlie Hart left off, but it must have been by some sort of mutual consent.
Trevelyan�s business empire spread across much of south London. He had associates all over the country that he could call upon in an emergency. And there were many more foot soldiers that would jump to attention just to do him a favour.
Dillon rang Vince again at the office to find out if he�d heard anything through the grapevine.
�The word is on the street, Jake. And they�re coming out of the woodwork in all shapes and sizes to try and find you. If you want my advice, I would take a spot of leave as far away from London as possible.�
�Thanks, Vince. I�ll keep that in mind.�
He gave him an order for some additional equipment and clothing and told him that he�d wait on the embankment by the London Eye until he arrived. He decided to keep on the move, blending in with the many people milling around the busy attraction. He knew it wouldn�t take the big Australian long to sort out what he�d requisitioned from the stores, but with the heavy traffic he might be a while turning up.
It was a long thirty-five minutes to wait and during that time Lockhart�s warning and the real threat started to drum home. He spotted Vince lumbering down towards him through the crowd just when the wait was really getting to him. Dillon stepped away from the queue he�d been standing in, genuinely pleased to see the Australian�s happy-go-lucky look on his face.
Neither of them wanted to hang about in the open with the real danger potentially ever-present. As the two men passed each other, Dillon took the canvas holdall from him and walked on by as if nothing had happened. He went straight back to the loaned Ford Focus and drove back to his rooms at The Old Colonial Club. Once he�d found a space in the underground car park, he used the fire stairs to get up to his floor without being seen.
He rang Havelock and caught him in his office. He had decided against meeting him anywhere now and briefly told him what he�d found out and asked if Havelock could throw any light on it. It was a strange list by virtue of how many deletions there had been, which suggested that it had been compiled some time ago. Havelock said he would look into it and find out what he could, and asked whether Dillon would send him the hard copies of the prints.
�Not a wise move, Dunstan. You�ve been sensible so far by not asking me where I got this information from, because you wouldn�t be too pleased if I told you. Think of the security aspect � if someone your end found them you could land yourself in some heavy trouble. One thing I�d like you to do for me: Hart�s son, Daniel, is at Cambridge. I�d like to know where to find him there. I�ll call you back in a couple of hours.�
�I can do that sooner. Give me half an hour and a number that I can contact you on.� Havelock looked at the receiver in exasperation. Dillon had already hung up.
* * *
Cambridge was not a city Dillon knew well and he was getting increasingly frustrated by the directions given by the sat-nav he�d attached to the Ford�s dashboard. When he eventually pulled up in the car park, he discovered to his further annoyance that the only spaces available were reserved for college staff. He parked in one anyway and walked back to the main entrance of Christ�s College.
He used the Bateman identity card, not wanting Charlie Hart to find out he had another one so soon. As far as he knew, the Robert King card was still a secret, unless Trevelyan had found out that he�d made a visit to Max Quinn.
He had chosen late afternoon to visit Daniel Hart and had little difficulty in getting a message to him. He met him outside twenty minutes later. Dillon couldn�t miss the strikingly tanned good looks and pleasant features of Hart�s son who was surprisingly tall. Dillon immediately liked him and Daniel greeted him warmly.
�An investigator?� enquired Daniel.
�I work for Worldwide Art Underwriters of London.�
�So, what�s this all about? And why do you want to talk to me?�
�Oh there�s no cause for alarm, Daniel,� replied Dillon with a smile. He knew he was taking a dangerously calculated risk in seeing Hart�s son.
�Is there somewhere we can talk?�
�You still haven�t answered my question,� Daniel glanced down at the identity card he still had hold of, �Mr. Bateman.�
�Worldwide Art, Daniel, is retained by various museums around the globe to investigate unsolved art thefts. Putting it bluntly, your father owns a number of paintings by Vermeer. One in particular grabbed the attention of the friend who you took down to Sandbanks.�
Daniel led the way through the gardens of Christ�s College to a small busy tea room.
�These tea rooms are the best in Cambridge,� explained Daniel. �Mind your head on the beams,� he said amiably, pulling up a chair. �Now what�s all this really about?�
Dillon ordered tea and cakes before saying, �It was an excuse to get out of London for the day really, the sun shining is definitely a bonus. It�s about one of the Vermeer paintings, The Concert, that�s what this is about, Daniel. The friend you allowed to view it has unintentionally stirred up a bit of a hornet�s nest. You must have known what happened that day?�
�Oh yes. How will I ever forget that little misdemeanour? My father is never happy about strangers entering the house, let alone his gallery.�
Dillon nodded, but remained silent.
�The collection is his and his alone. Sharing it with others just doesn�t come into the equation � a sentiment I do not share. He told me that someone thinks that it might be the original stolen from the Boston gallery and not the exquisite fake that we know it is. Absolutely preposterous.�
�We�re trying to piece together where your father�s painting originally came from.�
Dillon kept his posture casual and his intonation indifferent.
�Of course, we�re more than aware that your father is a well-known collector in certain circles, and as you say, it would be preposterous to think that he�d purchase a painting of dubious origin. Especially one that is so internationally well-known. But he says that he genuinely can�t remember where or from whom he did obtain it from. I�m not surprised, really. With a collection of that size and with such diversity. But he was kind enough to show me around the gallery, you know? We�re trying to help the American authorities with this one. Is it possible�� Dillon waved his hand dismissively. �No I suppose not. But he might have told you something that perhaps he himself, with all the best will in the world, might have forgotten with time?�
�You mean about that particular Vermeer?� Daniel seemed surprised. �I think it�s common knowledge that the painting you�re enquiring about, Mr. Bateman, along with others that were stolen, are possibly still hidden somewhere within a forty mile radius of Boston. Only a fake hangs in my father�s gallery. As for where he obtained it, I�ve absolutely no idea.�
He leant back whilst a waitress arranged a pot of tea and cakes. When she had gone he added, �My father doesn�t tell me as a rule where he�s obtained this painting or that piece of carving from. Sometimes he does, but I�ve usually forgotten within minutes. I do know that he uses one or two agents from time to time. He didn�t tell you who they were, then?�
�Unfortunately not. After all, he has so many paintings in the collection. And it is a private collection, so why should he have to remember them all? Although, I would have thought he would have remembered that particular Vermeer. It is unquestionably the most outstanding of the entire collection.�
�Well I�m sorry I couldn�t be of more help, Mr. Bateman. It�s a long way to come for nothing,� Daniel murmured over his raised cup.
�All part of the job. I�ve already told my superiors that there�s nothing to come from these enquiries. If nothing else, it will go towards pacifying the American authorities. Do you miss Delhi?�
�Depends, really. Sometimes, usually when I�m away from Cambridge and the bustle of university life. Too much time to dwell is not good for you, you know? And it�s been a long time since I was there, things change. I�ve changed.� Daniel sipped his tea.
�I�ve never been to Delhi,� Dillon lied easily. �I�ve always wanted to, but have never had the time, unfortunately.�
�Well, if you do ever go make sure it�s between March and October. That way you�ll have a pleasant visit and be able to see the city at its very best.�
�Thanks, I�ll remember that.�
�Does your mother still live there?� And then quickly, �I�m sorry. I don�t know why I asked you that.�
�It�s all right. I never knew my mother and my father won�t talk about her, so something odd must have gone on. I�ve tried looking for something, anything that might lead me to finding out. But to no avail, I�m afraid.�
�Well, I�m sure that she�d be very proud of you if she were able to see you now,� Dillon said sincerely. �Was your father actually born in Delhi?�
�Oh yes. Of British parentage, of course. They died long before I came along, so I never got to know them.�
�Your father speaks the language fluently then?�
�My father, Mr. Bateman, speaks at least a dozen languages fluently and with perfect syntax. He�s a natural,� Daniel corrected gently. �Lucky for me I�ve inherited his gift. That�s one of the reasons why I�m here.�
�Did you come straight to the UK from India?�
�No. We seemed to travel around a lot. Never staying in any one place for too long, except Hong Kong, that is. We were there for nine months before coming to Europe. It was at that time my father purchased a house in south London.�
�I�ve travelled around Europe a bit. Italy. Now there�s heaven on earth. Fantastic food and beautiful people. Just perfect.�
�We were mainly around northern Italy, Milan and then southern France. Mostly around Monaco, Nice and Cannes. But I agree, Italy is a beautiful country.�
�They tell me that they�re quite good at building the odd sports car as well.�
Dillon�s friendly demeanour hid his doubts about whether he could probe any further for fear of blowing his cover. He decided that he�d gone as far as he could in such a short time with Daniel. He didn�t want to raise any immediate suspicions in the youngster�s mind, but knew that this meeting would almost certainly get back to Hart himself. It was time to leave. As he drove away from Cambridge towards London, he was satisfied that Daniel was not involved in his father�s affairs.
* * *
Charlie Hart liked to be outside, to breathe the fresh sea air when he needed to think things through � it enabled him to set his mind straight. On this particular morning the sun was shining in a sky of unbroken blue, but the darkness he felt and carried with him would not go away. He walked as usual barefoot along the beach, liking the feel of the cool white sand moving between his toes; bringing back memories of his younger, more carefree years. Hart was angry. He did not like the matter of Jake Dillon having been taken away from him. It made him look as if he were weak, which he wasn�t. He had always handled his own problems, but had made the mistake of underestimating Dillon and, instead of warning him, should have killed him at the outset. The truth was, he�d never liked killing, especially in cold blood, and had always had a problem understanding why. But Trevelyan was a natural and certainly had the contacts for taking care of troublemakers, which he didn�t have. It was an easy decision, but it still annoyed him.
Since Dillon had intruded into his life, the ability to sleep had diminished to the point where two or three hours at most of unbroken sleep a night were the norm. He kept telling himself that it was Dillon�s fault, but he was only partly to blame. What had thrown him off balance more than anything else was the sight of the tired, haggard old woman in Boscombe. That had brought back bad memories of the past, and the increasing hopelessness as life slipped by with agonising slowness. Life had not been worth living and there had been a time when his despair had taken him to a level where he�d almost wanted to end it all. But something inside him would never allow him to go through with it. Another day would drag by and then another and he would still be drawing breath and kicking ass. And all the time he wondered why he couldn�t let go.
He was proud of his son, knew that he was overly protective of him to the point of distraction. His mother had been a singer in a popular Delhi nightclub. Hart was young and on his way to becoming extremely wealthy, had immediately fallen under her spell, captivated by her beauty and sophistication. From the outset their love affair had remained a secret � passionate and uncomplicated. Until she fell pregnant.
Daniel was born in a rented house in a quiet superb of Delhi. Within hours of giving birth she had vanished into thin air. The midwife that Hart had hired to look after her, had turned up on his doorstep with the baby and a handwritten note telling him that there was no use trying to find her and that she never wanted to see either of them again. So that was the way it had remained ever since. Her name was never spoken and Daniel would never know who or where his mother was. Hart knew exactly where she was and received regular updates as to her wellbeing. The bank account he�d opened in her name was kept in credit and a lawyer made sure that she never knew who her benefactor was. Although he had always assumed that deep down she knew. Whatever happened to himself, Hart had made sure that Daniel would always be well provided for and his son�s wellbeing was now his main priority, although there was another. He vetted Daniel�s girlfriends from a distance and without him knowing. There was nothing wrong with the Dutch girl who came from an extremely good diplomatic family, but it was a pity how she had aroused the curiosity of those in high places and had led them to his doorstep. For that he would never forgive her.
* * *
The names and addresses that Dillon had given him meant very little to Edward Levenson-Jones. At first he�d not known what to do with the information. He had made notes as Dillon had outlined the bare bones of what he had found out so far, taking particular interest in the various locations across the south coast. He was frustrated at the slow progress his number one field operative was making; Dillon wasn�t usually so cautious. But this assignment was all wrong � there was something not quite right about this whole affair. He was well aware that Dillon was now in a precarious position. It worried him that he�d had to go to ground in order to evade the people he was investigating. This in itself wasn�t unusual, but the open contract on Dillon�s life was.
He sought out an old friend in MI5 who he had worked with on numerous occasions in the past. They met for lunch in LJ�s club and were shown to a table in a quiet part of the restaurant. LJ faced the tall Georgian windows with his back to the room, and Robert Marriott sat opposite him.
LJ had memorised most of what Dillon had told him and Marriott allowed him to speak without interruption. When he�d finished, LJ was sitting there thinking how far-fetched and ridiculous it all sounded. He was asking for the senior spook�s help in finding out information about certain people at specific locations in the south of England. Marriott was enjoying his lunch and was savouring every mouthful of the perfectly cooked Aberdeen Angus steak.
�So what are you saying, Edward? That there might well be some sort of connection between all of these names and locations?� Marriott asked.
He was in his early fifties, hair the colour of steel, with a good-looking firm face and clear green eyes. He wore a two piece charcoal grey suit with white shirt and an All England Lawn Tennis and Croquet Club tie.
�I really don�t know. I thought I�d bounce them off you and see what you make of them.�
Marriott gave a twisted smile.
�Well, let�s see now,� he said. His brow furrowed with concentration.
�Given that these locations are strung out along the south coast and are in predominantly rural areas, it could be some sort of smuggling operation, I suppose. Or maybe it�s something like dog fighting or any manner of equally illegal activities. How�s that for starters?�
�All of those possibilities have been considered. I was hoping that you�d come up with something a little more original, Robert.�
�Oh, look here, Edward, if you want originality you�re going to have to be a lot more forthcoming. Where did you get this stuff from anyway?�
�You know better than that. I will tell you that the source is reliable and the secrecy under which this was obtained shall remain just that.�
�Now you�re making this all sound very mysterious, Edward.� The moss green eyes were mocking.
�If you�re not prepared to tell me more why not call one of your pals at the Met and let them take a look at it?�
�Because I stupidly thought I�d come and talk it over with an old friend who could be relied upon to give constructive input.�
�Sorry, I�m the stupid one. Look, have you got something written down that I could take away and mull over?�
�Yes, I�ve made a copy for you. I�ve got others back at base.�
Marriott glanced at the top sheet, briefly scanned through the others, and then slipped them all into the inside breast pocket of his jacket.
�Right, I�ll take a closer look at these later. But I really do think you�ll find that this is nothing more than the names and addresses of people involved in some sort of local club, or even local members of say, the masons.� He sat back, smiling.
�I hope that this information was obtained legitimately, Edward.�
�Of course, Robert. Absolutely.�
�Is Dillon involved?�
�It is one of his assignments, yes. Why?�
�He�s a blunt instrument, Edward, who should have been sent packing a long time ago. That�s why. You wind him up and let him loose on the world and then you come to us when a favour is needed. It�s not on, old boy.�
�Oh, Dillon is hardly a blunt instrument. But I do acknowledge that he can be a bit bullish and infuriatingly persistent beyond the call of duty sometimes. Both of these traits, as far as I�m concerned, are strengths in this business, Robert. You�d be wise to remember that he�s saved the day for your firm on many occasions. And by the way, this matter was deemed as too insignificant for your lot to be involved at the start.�
�Bullshit,� Marriott stated. �I�ll call you in a couple of days.�
�Sooner, if possible. Dillon�s back is against the wall on this one.�
Marriott stood up. �Thanks for lunch, Edward. I�ll be in touch.�
In fact, Marriott rang LJ two hours later that same afternoon.
�Edward, I came up with it sooner than I thought. The whole thing is nothing more than a big waste of time. I�d forget it if I were you, you�re wasting your time.�
�Can you be more specific, Robert? Why are we wasting our time?�
�Nothing to tell. Something that was laid to rest a long time ago. Now shred the copies like a good chap.�
�Not until you�ve told me what I�m shredding, old son.�
�I�m afraid I can�t tell you. It�s still classified. But what I am allowed to say is that it�s nothing to concern yourself with. The list of names and locations is ancient history. Dead in the water, as they say. Edward, I�m sorry I can�t be of more help, but that�s the way it is I�m afraid. By the way, I�d like to have a chat to Dillon about this. Where can I find him?�
LJ went cold. Since leaving the intelligence service he had always protected the members of his special projects department from the vagaries of both MI5 and MI6. If Marriott wanted to get hold of Dillon it was most certainly not for a pleasant little chat over tea and biscuits.
�I�ve not seen him, I�m afraid. As I said before, he�s gone to ground. Sorry I can�t be of more help, but you know how it is, old son.�
�It would help us enormously if you could get hold of him. After all said and done, I have just done you a favour. Be fair, Edward. All we want is to have a chat with him.�
�You�re going to have to find him yourself, Robert. And you�ve done very little to help me, old son.�
LJ hung up, aware that Tatiana was standing in the doorway to his office. He wouldn�t want her to know that Dillon was getting in over his head. But the main concern was that all the time Dillon was avoiding would-be hit men looking to enhance their bank balances, he was completely unaware that MI5 wanted to have a little chat with him. If they went looking for him he would be in double jeopardy.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Dillon phoned Havelock. The civil servant picked up the receiver almost immediately and before Dillon could tell him about the meeting with Jasper Lockhart earlier in the day, he butted in and blurted out, �Thank heavens you�ve called! LJ has been trying to get hold of you all afternoon. MI5 are on the look for you.�
�Are they now? Well whatever else you do, Dunstan, you�d better do everything in your power to keep the jackals off my back.�
�I�ve already started doing what I can, Jake. But it�s not easy � they really don�t take kindly to anyone telling them what they can and cannot do. LJ said that Robert Marriott was evasive beyond belief and I agree with him � we should be extremely careful from now on.�
Havelock sounded nervous and tired. Before he could say anything more, Dillon vented his anger down the line.
�What the hell is going down here, Dunstan? My life is on the line and you suggest exerting caution. Unbelievable.�
�Look, Jake. All I�m saying is that there�s something going on that we�re not aware of, and that until we do know, we should tread very carefully. LJ says Marriott didn�t show any particular interest in the names and addresses initially and that it wasn�t until a few hours later when he called him back that he became very cagey. It could be that it�s political or something equally as sensitive. But one thing is for sure, LJ was told to back off. Not in those words, of course, but that�s what Marriott meant. Apparently it�s an old file, but it�s still classified. Interesting that he wants to have a chat with you, though. Wouldn�t you agree?�
�Sounds like we might have hit a nerve. Best I stay unobtainable then � as if I haven�t got enough aggro as it is.�
�Are you going to give me this mobile number? At least then I can keep you informed about what they�re up to. We�ve got to try and stay one step ahead of them, Jake. And please don�t ring this number again � it�s more than likely tapped.�
�Answer me honestly, Dunstan. You�re certain that you don�t know what this is all about? No inclining as to what might be the reason for their interest?�
�Absolutely none whatsoever. I wish I did know, Jake. At least then we would know what we�ve got ourselves into. Marriott gave LJ the impression that this was something that happened at least twenty years ago. I�ll take a close look at the archive files. After all, the original enquiry would have come from this office. I�ve got no doubt whatsoever that many of those who would know anything will most likely be retired by now, and those who are left won�t want to go against the security service. So it�s best that I keep it as low-key as possible.�
�We�ve got to keep digging, Dunstan. We can�t let Trevelyan and all the other rubbish like him frighten us off. As for Marriott, it would be a complete waste of my time speaking to him. He won�t believe a word I say because of his firm, yet unfounded, belief that I�m a habitual liar.�
�Are you sure about that, Jake?�
�Of course I�m not bloody sure, Dunstan. But that�s completely irrelevant. If they�re involved, then it starts to take on an entirely different shape, bearing in mind what they�re up against. Hart, Trevelyan and the others.�
�Whatever it, is?�
There was a silence between them for a few moments, and then Dillon added, �Perhaps they�re all in it together.�
There had been a time when Havelock would have hotly contested that such a thing could be, but now he had no reply except to say, �How do I get in contact with you?�
�Better we don�t from here on in. I think you�ve gone as far as you can and if I need you again I�ll get LJ to make contact. It�ll be much safer for you that way. Give my love to Rachel, and thanks, Dunstan.�
When Havelock met with the Home Secretary the next morning he gave his report and assessment of the recent developments concerning Dillon�s investigation into Charlie Hart, the sudden MI5 interest in the situation, and about them wanting a chat with Dillon. Havelock knew better than to criticise or accuse the security service of having ulterior motives for this request. Home Secretaries had to rely on their Security Chiefs. Instead he asked for his authorisation to ask them to clarify their reasons for wanting to talk with Dillon. Later that day he received the reply he had been expecting. Dillon was requested to attend an informal interview relating to an ongoing MI5 enquiry and that it would be of mutual benefit to both MI5 and Dillon to exchange information about certain people involved. As Dillon had said, perhaps they�re all in it together.
* * *
The Victorian house stood in private grounds approaching two acres of prime West Dorset countryside, fairly isolated and away from the main Lyme Regis road which leads down to the coast. The property was approached up a narrow lane and Dillon could see where deer had worn cut-through paths in the dense hedgerows. There was pastureland, which largely surrounded the house, and twenty-foot high poplars running in a straight line along the rear boundary, which eventually merged with a small coppice wood a little further from the house.
With so many trees around, it would be a simple job keeping an eye on the place. And with so much open ground close to the house it was impossible to approach it without being seen. Dillon saw no easy way in except by night � something he hadn�t allowed for.
He parked the Ford Focus about half a mile away, well out of sight of the property, and then jogged back along the narrow lane. He had the Glock in its holster under his right arm; it was the first time he had really felt the need for a weapon. The tiny hairs on the back of his neck were bristling as he rounded the last corner and caught sight of the front of the house a short distance away.
There was no one about. This made him edgy � his instincts on full alert as he noticed an upstairs window open, suggesting that someone was at home. As he moved around to the side of the house, he could see a stable block with two horses peering out over their stalls that looked up as he approached.
He was feeling uneasy mainly because of what Havelock had told him about MI5. It had introduced a new dimension and he didn�t trust an organisation which had once tried to eliminate someone he had known simply to cover up a badly bungled operation and save face. At least with Hart and Trevelyan he knew where he stood. It was particularly annoying, because no one was more for getting to the truth than Dillon. Havelock at least knew him as someone with unquestionable integrity and discretion through and through.
The unease increased as he drew nearer to the door at the back of the house, which he could now see was ajar. Dillon stood taking in his surroundings on aged moss-covered flagstones, weathered smooth over time. It was so still, not so much as a light wind. Even the natural sounds of the countryside seemed to be much quieter. Then dogs started to bark somewhere near. It wasn�t an aggressive sound, and no dogs came bounding round the corner at him.
He walked away from the building, retracing his footsteps into a lightly wooded area at the side of the gravel driveway. At the front of the house he kept to the edge of the driveway and went straight to the main door. Instead of pulling on the braided rope hanging under a tarnished antique bell, presumably so it could be heard from the stable yard at the rear, he went down the other side of the house, past a large brick-built garage, and could see where two large dogs were running on long chains. There were two sizable green-houses further on, but there was nobody in sight.
Crouching low, he moved slowly, ever closer towards the rear of the house and the chained dogs. Both animals charged toward him; fangs bared, hackles up, the chains bringing them to an abrupt halt some five feet from where he was standing. Dillon backed away from them and returned to the front door where he rang the bell.
A man appeared as if he�d been standing behind the door waiting. He looked at Dillon and said, �Was that you I saw snooping around outside?�
�I�m sorry if I startled you, I saw that the back door was ajar, but couldn�t see anyone around. So I came around to the front door.�
Dillon found himself staring into the watery eyes of a tall thin man of sixty-odd years, who was wearing a light check shirt unbuttoned at the collar and brown corduroy trousers that had seen better days. The thinning grey hair was slicked back in place.
�So you�ve had a good look around the place, now what do you want?� The tone was more aggressive than the look.
�I�m sorry to trouble you, but my car has broken down about half a mile away and I can�t get a signal on my mobile phone. I was wondering if I could possibly use your phone to call a breakdown truck.�
�Of course. Mind yourself on the step. The phone is out in the kitchen.�
Dillon went past the old man, who slammed the door shut and followed him inside.
�Follow me; the phone is on the wall behind the door.�
He brushed past Dillon in the direction of a doorway at the end of a narrow passage. And as they went past a closed door, the man stopped as a woman�s voice called out, inquiring what was going on.
�I�ve got a visitor. Nothing to concern you,� he said.
The feeling on impending danger would not leave him. He couldn�t help thinking how the old man had let him in so readily; older people would have been much more wary of letting a stranger into their home in this day and age, even if it was in a gesture of kindness. As they entered the kitchen it was, for Dillon, like stepping back in time to his grandmother�s home. With free standing cupboards against the white painted walls and a traditional old-fashioned range oven standing in between them. A quarry tiled floor was largely covered by a long oak table and everything was spotlessly clean.
�I hope I�m not interrupting anything,� Dillon said.
The house was quiet � the only sound came from a clock mounted on the wall above the doorway.
�No. We�re going into Lyme this evening. My wife has decided that we should eat out tonight.� The man raised his eyebrows in resignation. �The phone�s over there by the door,� he said, sitting down at the table. �What�s the matter with your car then?�
�Haven�t got a clue. I�m afraid I�m not very good with anything mechanical,� Dillon answered, dialling the Ferran & Cardini special projects number.
As soon as Vince Sharp�s direct line was answered, he proceeded to talk as if he were speaking to the breakdown company. Vince knew what Dillon wanted. Everything there was to know about the address he was calling from and the occupants. Dillon ended the call by saying aloud, for the benefit of the man, that the recovery vehicle and mechanic would be there in about forty-five minutes.
�Thanks for the use of the phone.�
Dillon pulled out a five pound note and placed it on the table. The man looked offended, telling him to put it back in his pocket and in the same breath offered to make Dillon a cup of tea, which he accepted. Dillon got the distinct impression that the man was actually pleased to see another human being and be able to talk to someone different.
Dillon had been offered a chair with its back to the door and was looking for some kind of reflection from the facing window. As he sat down, the man came back to the table with the cups of tea.
�So then, where were you heading before your car broke down?�
�I�m on my way to Exeter,� Dillon lied easily, adding, �My name is Robert King, by the way.�
�Harry Connor. That�s my wife Sheila in the front room. You�ll have to excuse her � she�s watching one of those damn soaps on the television. Every day is the bloody same, a load of old rubbish if you ask me.�
Dillon smiled and sipped the tea.
�It�s a lovely spot you�ve got yourself here, so quiet and off the beaten track. How long have you lived here, Harry?�
�About fourteen years, I�d say. And you�re right, it is a beautiful place to live. Where do you live then?�
�London. Complete opposite, I�m sorry to say. It�s still as polluted and noisy as it�s ever been.�
�We went to London once, but Sheila didn�t think much of it and I can�t stand crowds of people, see?�
�I know what you mean, Harry. So who lived here before you?�
�Bit nosey, aren�t you? Asking all these questions about the place. You�re not one of those property developers are you? Sound out old folk before trying to buy their homes from under their feet?�
�No, Harry. I�m not a property developer and I�m not here to sound you out, as you say. I�m simply a nosey bugger whose car has broken down and asks too many questions over a cup of tea. I�m just interested, that�s all. Every house has a tale to tell. That sort of thing.�
�Oh, well in that case I�ll go and ask Sheila, she�ll know who lived here before we did.�
Conner went through the door behind Dillon, leaving it ajar as he went into the living room to speak with Sheila. Dillon couldn�t hear what was being said but caught the tones of a women�s voice and heard footsteps pacing around the other room. Some sort of argument was taking place with Conner attempting to explain and the woman constantly shouting at him. Conner came back and sat down. He raised his brows in resignation and said, �Sheila�s got a memory like an elephant. Apparently there was only ever one owner who lived here before we arrived, and it was his father who had the house built. His name was Keysworth, but we never met him. Everything was conducted through a local solicitor.�
Harry�s tone was the friendliest it had been since Dillon had arrived.
Keysworth was one of the original names on Latimer�s list located at the address. This confirmed what Dillon already knew, and he now saw no purpose in outstaying his welcome. After thanking Harry Conner for the use of his phone and hospitality, he headed for the front door. He could still hear the television in the living room, but there was also movement from upstairs. He offered his thanks again and as he walked out into the driveway, he had the distinct feeling he was being watched all the way down to the road. Even as he rounded the bend at the bottom, he still felt that he was being held under surveillance. He felt a lot more comfortable when he could see the parked Ford just a short distance away up the road.
He sat behind the wheel for a moment, doing nothing, except collecting his thoughts together and pondering on why Harry Conner had lied to him. Every now and then he looked in his rear-view mirror; some hikers appeared behind him and wondered off along the footpath into the woods. By the time he started the engine he was almost certain that no one was watching him. He drove off slowly, thinking that Conner wasn�t the frail old man he made out he was, and he definitely knew far more about Mr. Keysworth than he was letting on. He got back onto the main Exeter Road where at this time of the year the road was packed with holiday traffic and constant bottlenecks.
He reached Lyme Regis, fought his way into the centre of the historic coastal town, through narrow streets and out the other side, on up the steep hill past the Royal Lion Hotel. He turned left into Pound Road and then into Cobb Road, and found a parking space in the car park near to the old harbour. There were people milling around and walking along the 13th Century Cobb � a formidable breakwater wall of solid stone that snakes its way out to sea; made internationally famous by the movie The French Lieutenant�s Woman. He found a traditional fish and chip shop, ordered a large cod and chips to take away, and watched the fishing boats and yachts coming in from the English Channel from where he sat on the pebble beach. After wandering around the town he took his time and walked back to the Ford. By now it was getting dark.
He slowly drove back to the house and once he�d left the main road, he used only the side lights as he approached it. He pulled up, reversed the Ford over uneven ground into a clearing at the edge of a wooded area and tucked the car away from sight of the road. Not wishing to take any risks, he went to work covering the bonnet and windscreen with fallen branches and any other foliage that he could find laying around. Satisfied that it was properly concealed, he picked up the powerful torch off the passenger seat, locked the car and then started to walk back through the woods towards the house.
When he reached the corner of the driveway, he took up a position by a thicket of bushes, which afforded him a good degree of concealment from the house and from anyone who might happen to be approaching up the driveway.
Most of the lights in the house appeared to be on; a couple of rooms upstairs, the hall and a very efficient light over the front door. He couldn�t see if the light in the kitchen was on, but thought it highly likely. It was 9.15 p.m.
It was another fifteen minutes before anyone appeared. The front door opened and Dillon heard Conner�s voice and further along inside the hall, a woman�s. Conner was waving his arms around angrily, ran back inside, and the lights started to go out one after the other until the entire house was in total darkness. In such a remote place with no other properties around, the resulting effect was a blackness that you only find in the country. Dillon couldn�t see a thing until a torch was switched on and he could hear Sheila Conner complaining about her husband being over-dramatic as they crossed the gravel drive towards the garage.
The electrically operated up-and-over wooden door started to whir as it opened, but no lights were switched on, suggesting that Conner wasn�t taking any chances of being seen. The torch�s beam picked out a small van and focussed on the driver�s side so that Sheila could see to get in. Then the light was extinguished, a diesel engine fired into life and the full beams came on and seemed to be shining straight at Dillon. The van moved forward and stopped. Harry Conner waited until the door was fully closed, replaced the heavy-duty padlock into its keep and then got into the passenger seat. A moment later, they set off down the driveway towards the road.
Dillon didn�t move a muscle. He was far too experienced to break his cover, but still felt uncomfortable and exposed as the lights of the van swept past him at speed. At the bottom of the driveway they turned left in the direction of Lyme Regis.
Dillon waited. It was somewhat of a strange time to be going out; rather late for dinner. And why was the woman driving so erratically and at such a speed?
The house was now almost invisible in the total darkness. Even the trees around him were difficult to make out. And yet, as he began to tread carefully along the edge of the driveway, he knew it would be foolhardy to use the powerful torch. After the glare of the van�s headlights, his sight gradually improved and as he advanced he could make out the outline of the house. The feeling that he was being watched, as before, had returned. Only this time he was certain of it. It was not just the eeriness of the isolated location. In the middle of the Dorset countryside only the sounds of the night creatures could be heard around him. It was for much deeper reasons.
Something was missing and he suddenly realised it was the barking of the two dogs. A dog�s acute hearing could pick up the most silent approach, even indoors, and as the slight breeze was blowing towards the house they would also have picked up his scent. He was certain the dogs had not been in the van but could have missed them. He continued on, making sure that his footsteps were on the soft grass verge of the driveway and not the gravel.
He reached the front of the house and stood with his back against the wall, listening for any sound coming from inside. There were no burglar alarms; he had satisfied himself of that when he had called earlier. At first it struck him as casual, but who would hear it even if there was one? There didn�t appear to be any houses close by, and the nearest police station was four miles away in Lyme Regis. Just the same he would have expected some form of security but had not spotted any so far.
Keeping close to the wall, he edged his way down the side of the house to the back door and, as expected, found it solid and firmly locked. Squatting down, he pulled out a soft leather wallet which held a number of lock picks. After trying two or three he found the one that was most suited to the job. The house had probably been built in the late 1800s, and had wooden casement windows on both the ground and first floors. There was still no sign of the two dogs and he accepted that they were no longer near or around the house, which, as he saw it, was another reason to be extra wary. He was being lured in, or perhaps they were simply as harmless as they portrayed and strangely trusting.
The five levers inside the lock were one by one clicking into the release position. This he thought was a contradiction to the otherwise lack of security. The lock was a modern security five-lever Euro-lock which, luckily for Dillon, Tony De�Luca had shown him how to open. After a minute of jiggling around, Dillon was able to pull down on the handle and push the door ajar. He stayed where he was for another couple of minutes without anything happening or a sound from within the house. He drew out the Glock and screwed on the silencer.
He crawled back around to the front of the house, leaving the kitchen door open, and tried the window to the right of the front door. It opened easily. Again he squatted, waiting for something to happen. After five minutes he crawled off again, trying the other ground floor windows. Some were locked and some were not.
Dillon waited again and smiled to himself. It was all too easy and he was being guided in by predetermined routes. Time was passing but he wasn�t concerned. His instincts told him that the Conners wouldn�t return until they were instructed to. That they had been deliberately sent away until it was all over. He had many hours of darkness ahead of him and he was a life-long master of the waiting game.
After another five minutes he decided to open every window that was off the catch. There were three � one at the front, another down the side of the house and one at the rear. If anyone was waiting for him inside, they must surely have felt the cool air coming through and they must also be wondering what he was actually going to do next. Let them sweat, he thought.
He crouched down behind a timber shed at the rear of the house � completely out of sight of the first floor windows, the Glock held loosely between both hands, and his thoughts strayed to why there was virtually no security around the house. Why had Conner had been so particular about ensuring the garage door was firmly locked before leaving? His one act of security had been completely out of character. Keeping close to the house, he crawled down the side of the building and then over to the garage.
The main door was made of hardwood, as he�d noticed during his first visit to the property. It was held remarkably solidly with multi-point locking bolts and then the big padlock at ground level. Not so surprisingly, there was the single obscured glass window at the rear. It was virtually impossible to see anything on the inside, but was of a good size and would easily take two or three cars. Dillon had thought it strange that it had most likely not been built more than twenty years ago and that the size of it was completely out of proportion with the house. Dillon tried the window, but it was stuck fast. The casement frame was also of hardwood and firmly locked. As he turned to go back round to the front, the blue light high up in the apex caught his eye. Dillon studied the alarm bell box that was hidden under the deep soffit, which accounted why he hadn�t noticed it before.
An alarmed and heavily locked garage, but for a house that any would-be burglar could simply walk into without any resistance. He used the torch to take a closer look at the bell box, and picked out the wire running back to the house. As he searched for any other wiring he realised that the alarm was simply to warn those in the house if the garage was being broken into and he was almost certain that it wasn�t linked by a telephone line to the local police station. He killed the torch and started to look for a way in.
He went carefully around the outside of the garage again, took a closer look at the up-and-over door, and decided that it would be better to erase from the equation whoever was waiting for him in the house. After which he would be able to take his time and make as much noise as he liked without fear of interruption.
He gazed towards the dark outline of the house. Whoever it was in there was professional. Anyone else would have been tempted by now into some form of action with three ground floor windows open and no one coming in. It was a game of nerves and Dillon had played it many times before. His primary problem was that he didn�t know how many of them there were and, more importantly, where they were positioned. But there was one certain way of drawing them out. He crawled back around to the back of the garage and smashed the obscured glass window with the base of the torch. The alarm went off immediately, a siren wailing into the night and the blue light flashing above his head. He sprinted away from the garage and the house, made the edge of the woods and threw himself flat onto the soft ground.
Even then there was no movement or panic from those inside the house, as if they knew they had the situation well under control. They made use of the open windows and came from four different directions. It was difficult to make them out in the darkness and at first he had to rely solely on his hearing. They moved almost silently, the nearest just a silhouette running fast at an angle towards the garage, and Dillon was sure that he was wearing black and was completely hooded.
Dillon remained motionless, discreetly withdrew the automatic and held it loosely in his left hand. It always felt good to hold the cold metal; the power it brought and the devastation it dealt. Dillon spun out of his hiding place and into the path of a surprised black-clad figure; the Glock 9 mm slammed twice in his hand and the assassin was kicked from his feet. Blood immediately erupted from the two holes in his throat as he went down hard, and Dillon did a series of rolls away from the flash point. He came to a halt against a log pile and lay still. The man he had taken down was barely alive, drowning in his own blood, but drew no attention from the other three that Dillon had barely glimpsed.
Dillon would have felt a lot happier had he been deeper into the trees, but the men had reacted quickly as good pros should, and he had got as far away from the garage as their response had allowed. All that he could do now was to wait.
The siren was still wailing and he hoped that one of them would turn it off, but he guessed they had left it on to cover their own movements. But if the continuing sound helped his assassins, it also helped him. And bit by bit he edged back into deeper cover.
It became a cat and mouse game. They were not sure where he was and might even have missed the point of his shots as the silencer kept down the gun�s barrel flash to a minimum. But he had no idea where they were. He could no longer hear or see the man he�d shot. He edged back even deeper into the protection of the trees, for it would be easy for them to work their way around from the garage and outflank him on both sides and from behind.
There was a movement close to his left side. Like him they were not using torches, the more so since they now knew how devastatingly skilled he was with a gun.
Dillon rolled slowly over onto his back to get a better view. It became immediately apparent that a man was standing almost over him but didn�t really see him until he moved � the continuous wailing from the siren had been effective in covering both their movements. He rolled, the Glock out and in his hand as the gun above went off at near point-blank range. He felt the bullet tear through the side of his jacket, only just missing him. He rolled again and again and again, knowing that he was completely invisible in the absolute darkness of the woods. The shots followed him, hollow plops, unearthly as the bullets sprayed up little puffs of dead leaves near him. And in the middle of this life-or-death crisis the alarm suddenly stopped and the silence was instant.
High on adrenalin, Dillon did not take any notice, but in one of his frenetic rolls he glimpsed just the slightest hesitation in the black-clad form pursuing him again when the alarm stopped. Dillon rolled into a crouch as the soft footsteps came close. His brain seized for a split second as the footsteps suddenly increased in pace. Roll, his subconscious screamed at him. He rolled, crouched again and then leaped clumsily, arms encircling the attacker, and they both hit the ground. Dillon felt the full impact of the blow to his face, slammed both arms down, the heels of his hands smashing into the assassins head. One blow; two; three; four; five. He felt something break within the hooded mask. Dillon staggered to his feet.
The assassin�s foot lashed up into Dillon�s groin and he stumbled back. The scene flashed red. The assassin was still wearing the hooded mask; the eyes unreadable. The figure lifted its arms above its head, as if in some martial-art preparatory stance. Dillon scrambled up and the figure�s stare fixed on him, eyes boring through him, and he grinned, bloodstained teeth bore through thick strings of saliva.
�You fucking surprised, motherfucker?� he snarled.
�We�ve danced for long enough,� came the whispered voice.
From hidden arm sheaths the assassin drew two short black blades and lowered his head. Dillon pulled his own darkened blade from his boot and spat blood onto the ground.
�But I like to dance, asshole,� Dillon said softly. �It�s just getting interesting. And you wanting to fight with knives� I will cut you, and you will bleed.�
The assassin charged, blades clashed, and Dillon came away having sliced the razor-sharp blade down the assassin�s bicep. He pulled away with blood weeping down his arm, and the freed muscle within sliced skin took the smile from his lips. They circled and Dillon edged the assassin closer. When he charged again it was with blind fury. Dillon sidestepped and came up behind the assassin. The assassin�s head was snapped to the left � a sudden impact movement, so fast that Dillon was shocked by the speed with which he�d carried out the dispatch.
Dillon was on his feet in an instant and searched around the body for its weapon. After a moment he found it: a silenced Uzi-K2. A lethal weapon in anybody�s hands let alone a professional�s. He went back to the body and pulled off the hooded mask, but the light was too poor for any kind of identification, and he realised then that he must have dropped the torch.
Two down and two to go. One of the others must have heard his colleague go down. Dillon faded once again into the woods and waited, and whilst he waited, he fervently hoped that the two men he�d killed did not belong to MI5. However, there were still two more men to deal with, and their nerves would be just as frayed as Dillon�s.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Dillon crouched with his back to a tree and waited so long, he almost began to think that the two remaining men had gone. Both the house and the garage were out of sight and it was so dark that he had to keep a grip on his senses to know which way he was facing; he could barely make out the next tree.
He glanced at his watch. 11.15 p.m. He had been there for almost two hours. From the time he had smashed the garage window to the present must have taken up about an hour. The temptation was to move, but he resisted and remained where he was, slowly straightening up against the tree every now and then in order to ward off cramp.
It was a stand-off. If he was to discover anything at all, he had no option but to stay. The night stretched ahead. There was plenty of time, but the unrelenting concentration of listening was making him edgy.
The longer he stayed in the woods the more intrusive the natural sounds all around him became. Nearby owls were hooting high up in the trees, the sudden shriek of two foxes fighting brought with it a cacophony of noises from above and on the ground. He continued to stay rooted to the same spot, knowing that any movement would carry through the night to ears as attuned as his own.
It was about half an hour later that he heard the faint noise at about the same time his legs were losing feeling. Sound at night is almost impossible to place accurately. He stood perfectly still; even his breathing had become almost silent. It was quiet again. And then he heard the same sound a few minutes later � the faint rustling leaves. This could just be the light breeze that was blowing up from the coast, except that it appeared to be coming from only two directions: off to his left between him and the house, as well as from behind.
When he heard it next it was more prolonged and now he was certain that the movement was not natural. The next time he heard it, he moved his position, taking long strides and stopped after a few paces. He�d judged it almost perfectly as the sound stopped just after he did.
The game was becoming more dangerous by the minute. As it continued, Dillon detected confusion and a touch of panic as the movements became erratic and more drawn out. They were becoming less cautious and much louder. All the time they were moving closer to the tree line, where the stakes would become higher and the visibility would increase considerably.
Once Dillon was reasonably confident of the actual direction, he increased his stride, whilst still trying to synchronise with the others. He kept his travel to short bursts, but covered the ground to the edge of the woods. After a while, he lay belly down on the ground. He could just see the outline of the house now and, closer to him, the garage. It was then that both black-clad figures appeared at the tree line about ten feet from where he was laying, running at speed in a crouch towards the house.
It would be futile to attempt taking a shot at them. And anyway, they were travelling fast. Dillon waited until the two hooded figures had disappeared around the corner of the house and then sprinted as fast as he could. He went straight to the open window at the side of the property and slithered in over the sill. It was a risky move because Dillon had no idea where the two figures were, but one that he calculated was worth taking as he took a guess at what their next move might be.
Dillon was in the dining room. He crossed the carpeted floor, carefully opened the door and rolled himself round it into the hall just as he heard the digital beep of the telephone receiver being placed back on its cradle in the kitchen. He moved silently past the living room where Sheila had been watching her daily helping of a television soap earlier, and waited just outside the kitchen door. One of the figures was whispering instructions to the other as they moved across the room to the window, their backs to him.
�Put down your weapons or I�ll blow your fucking heads off!�
The figures continued to stand with their backs to him, Uzi machine pistols slung over their shoulders. It was impression rather than actual vision, for it was almost as dark inside the house as it was in the woods. They faced the window, remained silent and kept their weapons at hand, which made Dillon think that they were either stupid or extremely stupid. One of the men started to slowly turn around and Dillon silently moved to his right in a wide arc so that he was positioned on the same side of the man as the weapon slung over his shoulder. He could now see that the hoods had been removed.
The man suddenly spun round, brought the Uzi up in his left hand and fired a short automatic burst at where he had expected Dillon to be. There was the muted sound of the silenced weapon, and then dull thuds as the bullets slammed into wood and plaster. This sent flying debris everywhere, but Dillon was close enough to move in and hit the man at the nape of the neck with the butt of his own gun. With an almost simultaneous action he kicked the legs out from under the other man who was already bringing his weapon up to fire. As the man who had taken the pot shots folded into an unconscious heap on the floor, Dillon laid in to the other one with a purposeful kick to his mid-torso. The pain was instantaneous, as two of his ribs snapped like twigs under the heavy blow, and as he went down, he curled up and squealed like a pig.
He went over to the phone, ripped it off the wall and stripped out the wire, using it to tie the still conscious man�s wrists behind his back. He then searched through the kitchen drawers for something to tie up the other one with, and found some binder twine � the type that farmers use to bind bales of straw with. Wrists and ankles were tightly bound and the unconscious man left on the floor. He picked up the two Uzis and released the clips from their magazines, put these in his pocket and threw the weapons out into the garden through the kitchen door. Walking outside, he concealed himself behind the garden shed and stood there for some time until he was satisfied that there was nobody else in the house. He went back inside and switched on the kitchen light.
The bulb was blinding after the long hours of darkness and he stayed where he was until he could tolerate the glare. Both men were still motionless. Dillon turned the unconscious man over to get a better look at his face, but he wasn�t anyone that he�d seen before. The same for the other man, who was still groaning and wheezing with the searing pain running down his side. He could see that both men were in their late twenties, or early thirties, with rather rough and brutal features. He searched around and found a pile of clothing in a corner, pulled out a shirt and cut it into two long strips with his knife and bound the other man�s feet together with it. When he straightened up he saw that one of the bullets had smashed a framed family photograph that had been hanging on the wall at head height by the side of the door he had come through from the hall.
A shiver ran up his spine, making him feel thankful to still be alive. He noticed that there was a large walk-in larder room just off the kitchen. Looking at the two men on the floor, he decided it was worth locking them somewhere secure, so dragged both of them into it. Before leaving them he made a thorough search of their pockets, but was not surprised to find them empty. The lack of identification was a factor that worried Dillon. He used a chair to wedge the door firmly shut, collected up the Uzi that he�d taken off the dead man in the woods and after switching off the kitchen lights, left the house through the back door.
He found his torch, ran to the tree line again and flattened himself on the ground. He waited a moment and was then sure that there was a fifth member of the hit squad still out there in the pitch black, waiting.
He ran away from the spot and circled round to the rear of the garage. Someone called out softly from the shrubbery next to the front porch, �Rob! Is that you?�
Dillon whispered a reply and waited for the assassin to show himself. Carefully, with senses heightened and adrenalin rushing, he pulled the silenced Glock free from its holster. His breathing suddenly calm, his professionalism kicking into reality.
Nothing, no sounds of approach, and then the figure glided into view � its attention focussed directly ahead, sensing rather than seeing Dillon nearby on its left side. The hooded head, mere inches from the levelled Uzi-K2 machine pistol, snapped left and Dillon was staring into its dark menacing eyes.
The rear of the garage became the target. Wood and plaster splintered and disintegrated as the silenced weapon delivered its deadly payload in the general direction of where Dillon had been standing. Dillon flattened himself on the ground, rolled once, and then again raised the Glock in both hands and fired the weapon. The assassin was smashed back against the house and drilled with the entire magazine, each round holding the body upright, dancing and twitching until the �dead man�s click� reverberated in Dillon�s skull and brought the world back to a sudden echoing silence. Dillon fumbled for a fresh magazine, trying not to choke on the cordite reek that filled his nostrils and throat.
The corpse slithered to the ground in a crimson pool of its own blood. The fresh magazine clicked firmly into place and Dillon slowly got to his feet and switched on the torch. The pulped brains of the dead assassin were spattered, along with gore and blood, across the wall of the house. He stood staring at the corpse for a brief moment.
�What the fuck is going on here?� he said softly.
He stepped gingerly around the corpse and then headed back into the house through the kitchen door. He switched on the lights and pulled the chair away from the larder door. Dillon stood well back, the Glock trained and ready on the two men inside. The one who Dillon had knocked unconscious was still dazed and firmly bound, but the other one had managed to get free and as soon as the door opened, launched himself through the doorway towards Dillon.
The bullet slammed into the assailing man�s shoulder with the force of a train, sending him reeling across the stone floor of the kitchen where he lay prone until Dillon kicked him hard in the thigh. He groaned as Dillon rolled him over onto his back with the toe of his boot. Looking up, he said defiantly.
�You�re the bastard we�ve been sent to sort out, aren�t you?� The accent was northern Irish, without a doubt, and in a lot of pain.
�You need a hospital, mate. Most likely a blood transfusion the way you�re bleeding there. But first I want to sort a few things out. Afterwards I�ll call an ambulance.�
�I want a doctor, not a bloody ambulance. I�ve got a special number to ring.�
�Why not a hospital? Because you�re definitely going to need a transfusion, you know?�
Blood was freely seeping out of the wound and pooling on the floor.
�You know exactly why. I don�t want the police involved. The doc will fix me up.�
Dillon had to gauge the situation and consider how long he could wait calling anyone before the man became unconscious or, died.
�Why should I help you? After all, I�m the one you�ve been chasing around the woods trying to kill for most of the night. You can stay there and bleed to death for all I care. It really won�t worry me, especially as I�ve already killed three of your companions and your mate in there is trussed up like a turkey. Give me one good reason why I shouldn�t put a bullet in your thick skull right here and now?�
�For pity�s sake, you said you�d call an ambulance.�
�Who sent you down here to kill me?�
�Look, we just get a text message, right? The number is always withheld and the instructions are always to the point. We�re told what to do and that the bloke who lives here would know all about it when we arrived. He was instructed to get lost for a while, and we were to hide inside the house to deal with anyone trying to break in. When the job was finished we had to phone the old man and then he would come back from wherever he�s been. By that time we would have disappeared, taking with us any incriminating evidence to bury in the woods. A straightforward job.�
Dillon glanced around the room, spotted a towel by the kitchen sink, grabbed it and threw it at the wounded man.
�Press it against the wound � it�ll help to slow the bleeding. Be quick about it.�
The injured man did as Dillon ordered and leant back against the wall. Five new faces; Dillon had never seen them before. But then why should he, it was way off his usual turf. When the assassin complained and wouldn�t answer Dillon�s questions, he lost his patience and hauled the man over onto his front. He screamed with the searing pain in his shoulder, had his wrists and ankles roughly bound together and was then heaved back into a sitting position.
Dillon stared down without remorse. At least he had fought in self-defence � these men were paid killers.
�Do you know who I am?� he asked.
�It�s not important to us who you are. We�d rather not know. We do know that you�ve been poking your nose in where it shouldn�t be and that you�ve really upset some pretty important people.�
�Don�t go getting brave, dickhead. Or you might end up with a hole in the other shoulder.�
Dillon walked over to the other man. He appeared to still be unconscious. Kneeling down, Dillon felt for a pulse and was satisfied that he wasn�t dead. As he went to stand up, he noticed a small pouch attached to the man�s belt. It annoyed him that he�d missed it the first time he had searched him. He unbuckled it and slid it free, went back out into the kitchen and stood over the now semi-conscious man.
�Now then, let�s see what we�ve got in here, shall we?�
There was at least twenty grand in fifty pound notes, presumably kept by the gang�s leader and paid out as an individual cash bonus to each man when the job was over. He put the cash in his jacket pocket and left the injured man slumped on the stone floor, ignoring his pleas for help and a doctor. Without a backward glance he left through the back door, closing it quietly behind him.
Dillon went to the garage. The main electric door was still firmly locked down with the heavy-duty padlock, and he assumed that one of his would-be killers must have climbed through the broken window at the rear of the building to switch off the alarm. Dillon crouched below the window, listening for a moment, in case there was someone positioned inside the garage. He slipped a fresh magazine into the Uzi and checked the Glock once again, setting both weapons to single shot only. He slithered over the sill, fell silently to the concrete floor and waited behind a stack of wooden crates for a few seconds before swinging the torch beam around the interior. Surprisingly there wasn�t anyone or anything lurking inside with intent to do him permanent harm. He found the light switch just inside the main door and wondered why the Conners hadn�t used it � perhaps to simply confuse the issue.
The first thing Dillon noticed was the metal shelving racks that were covering most of the wall space. Some were neatly stacked with cans of paint, and others had an assortment of tools on them. A sit-on lawn mower and a petrol leaf shredder were positioned to one side of the garage which was spotlessly clean; too clean. Apart from these things there was nothing else, except for the fifteen wooden storage crates stacked at the back of the building. Again, these were neatly positioned one on top of the other, and when Dillon lifted one he found that it was empty. And so were all the others.
Once he�d shifted a few of the crates, the long wooden trapdoor revealed itself. It was not locked and when he pulled the rope handle it opened on sprung-loaded hinges to expose the steps below. He shone the torch beam around the opening as he went down the steps to find it deeper than he at first thought it would be from above. He stood at the bottom of the steps � stooped forward because of the low ceiling height, torch in one hand, gun in the other, and wondered why it simply opened up into a narrow room and nothing more. Why the alarm and all the fuss for nothing, because that was all there was in there � nothing.
It appeared to be a deliberate decoy to divert his curiosity and attention. His gut instinct told him differently. He went round, feeling the smooth plastered walls with his fingertips. It was then that he noticed the hairline cracks in each corner at the far end of the room running from floor to ceiling. The force was unnecessary � the end wall swung on well-oiled pivot hinges and opened to reveal another passage, which was much darker and seemed to go on infinitely.
Dillon stood back smiling. It was so simple and had been beautifully constructed. He shone the torch beam through the opening. The passage was not that wide � there was limited headroom and he had to stoop to get through. He holstered the Glock and slung the Uzi over his shoulder as he stepped forward. The walls were of roughcast concrete and nowhere near as finished as the small room on the other side. Dillon counted off each pace he took, estimating that the passage was about a hundred feet from one end to the other. He ran the beam of the torch over the heavy metal door that now barred his way. It looked impregnable, but to Dillon�s surprise was unlocked and swung open into a much larger room on the other side. Perhaps the person, or persons, who had engineered the labyrinth, had not thought it possible for anyone to find their way to this area.
He entered the room, flicked on the light switch and the overhead fluorescent strip light flickered on. Apart from the heavy metal door he�d just entered through, the only other was a trapdoor in the ceiling at one end. He studied it for a brief moment, and then pulled it down, only to reveal a tunnel on the other side, which was circular and built of bricks and mortar. It went straight up, about twenty feet, and was covered in cobwebs and spiders.
An involuntary shudder ran through his body. The torch beam cut through the black to reveal a wooden cover at the very top.
A disused well, he thought, and then remembered that he�d seen it earlier when he�d called on Conner. He�d not taken much notice of it in the rear garden because it was virtually derelict and partially overgrown with brambles. He pushed the door back up into place and stood looking around the room. Occupying at least two thirds of the space were more wooden crates similar to those in the garage � some large, some small. All of them appeared to contain something, were numbered and their lids screwed down securely. As he scanned the room he noticed the six metal cases of the type the military use to transport ammunition around, lined up against the wall at the far end. On closer inspection he noticed that each had a heavy padlock protecting its contents. Dillon attempted to lift one of the boxes, almost gave himself a hernia and decided on another course of action. The first lock opened after only a few seconds of working the thin pick around the mechanism. He let the padlock fall to the ground.
As he lifted the lid a faint, musty locked-away smell reached him. It wasn�t an unpleasant smell, but rather one that you experience when you enter a room that�s been closed up for many years. He shone the torch inside and carefully peeled back the layer of hemp-like material to reveal what was underneath.
There were at least twenty gold bars neatly arranged in the bottom of the case. Dillon picked one up, turning it over and over in his hands. The density of gold is about 0.698 lb per cubic inch, and he guessed that the brick he was holding measured approximately 6 x 3 x 2 inches, or thirty-nine cubic inches. Mathematics was never one of his strong points, but he knew that the average gold bar weighed in at around 400 troy ounces and that its worth was something like �195.00 pounds sterling an ounce. Meaning that this brick at today�s price was worth around �76,500.
Twenty gold bars to each case, and a net worth of �1,500,000 each, he thought. So, if the other cases held the same amount they totalled nine million, give or take a few hundred thousand. All six cases had exactly the same contents. He took one bar out, wrapped it in a piece of the hemp and then closed all of the crates up again and replaced the padlocks; ensuring that they were positioned as they were before. He moved his attention to one of the wooden crates. He hunted around for something to prise off the lid and found a narrow length of flat steel bar thrown behind the boxes along with an ancient screwdriver. He spent the next ten minutes carefully removing all of the brass screws that held it down. Carefully packed inside was everything from oriental carvings to priceless works of art. By painstakingly sorting through the objects, Dillon estimated that there were forty ivory carvings and five paintings by two artists whom he had never heard of.
It was impossible to go through every crate individually and the boxes were all firmly screwed down. But when he tried to lift a few of them he was in no doubt that they all contained something. Each box had a three digit number branded into the wood, running consecutively, and Dillon made a mental note of the first and last crate numbers. It would take more time than he could risk to open every one of them, but what he did open merely confirmed his theory that they all had priceless works of art inside.
He went back through the tunnel to the small anti-room, carefully swung the concrete door back into place and was still surprised at how easily it moved considering how heavy it must be. The door was now the end wall again, and making certain that nothing was out of place he stood for a moment, and considered what he had discovered. It was certainly odd. Priceless art and gold bullion� it was the gold that was confusing him. Who had gone to so much trouble to hide these things, and why?
He went back up the steps and replaced the trapdoor, ensuring that the wooden crates were put in exactly the same positions as before. All the time he was mulling over the contents of the room below. He climbed back out through the rear window, dissatisfied and puzzled. As he crossed towards the house he heard the wounded man in the kitchen calling out.
Inside the house he switched on every light as he went from room to room so that finally the house was a blaze of lights. He started upstairs, searching for anything that might fill the gaps in his thinking. He decided to discard being careful and simply tipped drawers out onto the floor. He rummaged through the contents but found nothing of any significance.
There was nothing in the house, not even a shotgun. He could not believe that Harry Conner did not know what was in the garage � he was definitely involved in whatever was going on, most likely as a caretaker. Dillon looked around the room at the mess he�d created everywhere. Sheila would have something to say about that and Harry would be ordered, in regimental fashion, to clean it all up.
Serves him right, he thought.
Dillon found a small study downstairs and literally ransacked the place � smashing open anything that was locked. Again he found nothing that would explain why there was gold bullion and priceless works of art in a concealed room underground. The question why kept eluding him. He didn�t even find a list like the one he had taken from Julian Latimer�s apartment.
The one thing they would not know was whether or not he had discovered the trapdoor in the garage, for he had repositioned every crate as he�d found it there.
The house had proved nothing, which explained why there was no alarm installed. But it was apparently unimportant that the television and DVD player along with the other electrical goods around the house might be stolen. This in itself told a small story.
But there was no explaining why millions of pounds worth of art and gold, which admittedly would keep whoever it belonged to in a luxury and privileged lifestyle, should warrant five trained men being sent down from London to protect it. And, whilst here, erase Dillon in the process. It simply didn�t add up.
Dillon glanced down at his Omega Seamaster. It was just after 3.15 a.m. on a mild early-summer morning. He had been there for well over six hours. He unstrapped the Uzi from his shoulder, released the clip and quickly ejected every cartridge from the chamber. He replaced the clip into the weapon and walked back through to the kitchen where the two men were still tied up. As he entered the room, the one he�d shot in the shoulder was still in a sitting position staring up at him malevolently. He had obviously got a second wind and had been trying to free himself.
�I�m bleeding to death, you bastard! Call the doc, like you said you would.�
The words came in a snarling flurry, but made little impact on Dillon who simply stood over him. The urge to put a bullet between his miserable eyes was almost too strong to resist.
�Where�s this doctor got to come from?�
�London. Where the fuck do you think?�
�He�ll be too late. It�ll take him at least two and half hours to get here. By which time you�ll be dead, old son.�
Then he added, �Just so that you know, there are two of your friends dead in the woods � one I shot through the neck, the other I had to break his neck with my bare hands. Another is dead by the garage � most of his brains are on the wall. And your mate in there is barely alive, but he should pull through. The phone won�t work because you�re wearing its wire, so you�ve no way of warning the Conners, or whatever their name is. I�ll call for an ambulance when I�m well clear of here. Now, did you get all of that?�
�Fuck off.�
Dillon smiled.
�I�m going to. But I�m also going to inform the police that there are armed men out here. I don�t know how much time that gives you to get free, find your dead, haul your injured mate to whatever vehicle you arrived in and get away before the armed response unit arrives. You haven�t done very well so far, have you? But I�m a sporting man, so I�ll half cut the cord around your wrists, you can do the rest.�
�You don�t want the police calling here any more than we do, so untie this wire and we�ll call it quits.�
�You�re nearly right. But I don�t want to risk setting you completely free either. You don�t know who I am and sure as hell is all fire and gremlins, you won�t be giving a detailed description, because that might get back to your boss and he wouldn�t like that at all. Tommy Trevelyan has special methods of dealing with individuals who bring unwelcome attention to him or his organisation. So, you see, it really does depend on how quickly you can break free and untie your ankles.�
Dillon hauled the injured man over onto his side and, using a kitchen knife, partially cut through the telephone wire.
�There you go, your time starts now. And remember this for the future: If you ever come after me again you will end up like your three mates � dead.�
Dillon went outside. The house was still ablaze with lights and he almost felt sorry for Harry Conner when he finally came home to the devastation and mayhem with the police waiting on his doorstep. He ran back to the Ford, throwing the Uzi into the bushes as he went thinking that he would be safer driving back to the apartment in Lilliput rather than all the way back to London. He cleared away the foliage and branches from the car, pulled off his gloves and, sitting in the driver�s seat with the side window wound down, lit a cigarette whilst enjoying the dawn chorus for a moment or two.
It had been quite a night, but at the end of it he still wasn�t satisfied. Survival was only part of this game � he had managed that all right, but he had left himself with even more unanswered questions than before. Discovering the hidden room only added to those questions of why it was there and who it all belonged too. His gaze was held, as if spellbound by the gold bar that he was holding in his hands, stroking it as if it were a cat. Some say that gold can turn the most honest of men corrupt.
Even with everything that had preceded this point in time, there was nothing in that room that warranted such violence and loss of life. Somehow he had to get at Hart, because he was sure that all the answers lay with him in spite of Tommy Trevelyan�s deadly involvement.
As he drove back to Poole he kept a lookout for a public pay phone.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Charlie Hart received the news that same morning. He�d got up early and had gone for a jog along the beach. Forty minutes later he was back indoors and showered, had breakfast and was in his study when the phone on the desk started to ring. He took the call, knowing that it was safe from prying ears and that it could not be listened into or intercepted by anyone or anything. The sophisticated decoder software that was active throughout the system took care of that, which meant that listening in was impossible. He listened to Trevelyan�s gruff tones without expression, all the time thinking what an unsavoury man he was. Things were getting serious, which didn�t surprise him at all.
The hit squad had managed to evade the armed police unit, who arrived with the sun coming up. This was mainly due to the timing of an anonymous caller informing them of gunshots coming from the property. Out of the five men sent down to Dorset, only two got away with their lives intact; one of these had been shot in the shoulder. They did, however, manage to carry the three dead men deep into the woods and lay low until the police left an hour later. They eventually managed to get the bodies back to their van and actually passed the police on their way back to the property as they were driving off up the road.
The three dead men�s bodies would be dumped at sea and the two wounded men were being taken care of by the doctor in the East End of London. It had been a bloody fiasco from start to finish. It was supposed to erase a problem, but instead it had left many elements at risk, and many unanswered questions. Nobody knew whether Dillon had found the secret room or not � he had certainly ransacked the house which didn�t matter in the least. Conner had the common sense to play out the innocent victim who had come home to find that his home had been the scene of some heinous crime. Both he and his wife were now under sedation with a police guard outside, just in case those involved returned.
Hart listened to all of this from Trevelyan, who was clearly angry and then said calmly, �Tommy, I know you have the organisation and the muscle power but you should have left it to me. Throwing men at this problem is only going to make matters worse.�
�I think I know what makes this man tick, Charlie. He was an army intelligence officer whose official army record states that he resigned his commission after striking a senior officer whilst serving in Afghanistan. I�ve even spoken to some of his former colleagues and they tell a very different story � that the army gave him an ultimatum, serve time or resign. He�s exceptionally well-trained and has come top in everything he�s ever done. It�s as simple as that.�
�I disagree. There�s much more to him than that. But let�s not argue about such a trivial matter. Tell me, what happens now, Tommy?�
�Well, for starters we�ve got to find the son of a bitch and then make sure he�s taken care of once and for all time. I just can�t believe he�s still alive.�
Hart smiled to himself. �As I said, Tommy. There�s far more to Mr. Dillon than you know.�
He hung up, because there was nothing more to say and because he was almost pleased that the overpowering Trevelyan had failed. But he accepted that that was merely a personal feeling. Of course Dillon must be found � he was stirring up far too much and starting to attract too much attention.
* * *
At the end of the street, Dillon was sitting behind the wheel of the Porsche, which had been fully repaired and looking brand new again. He had driven back to the apartment in Lilliput. Stopping off along the way to make the phone call, shaved, showered, and had grabbed two hours of sleep before parking up at the end of Charlie Hart�s road. By this time Hart would already have learnt of what had happened and it might force him to make some sort of move. Hart would not expect Dillon to be so active so soon after the night time events that had taken place in Lyme Regis.
Dillon had been waiting about thirty minutes before the big electric gates opened. Hart appeared behind the wheel of his brand new Jaguar convertible and as he pulled out into the morning traffic, Dillon followed three cars behind. Tiredness was catching up with him � not only from lack of sleep, but because recent events were starting to take their toll on his body and mind. He didn�t know where Hart was going, or what to expect. The journey might be a complete waste of time and most likely would be. But he was convinced that by following up so quickly on the Lyme Regis fracas, Hart would be at his most vulnerable.
The two luxury sports cars wound their way across Bournemouth in the light traffic. Hart was driving well, heading generally east towards Christchurch. Dillon didn�t allow himself to get any closer than two cars� distance; whilst he was part of the flow of traffic, he was relatively safe from being spotted, and could think of no point on these roads where it would ease up, unless Hart intended to head for the motorway.
Dillon kept the Porsche tucked in behind a large white van, just able to see Hart up ahead. Hart drifted to his left and put on his left indicator. Dillon mirrored his actions; three other cars ahead of him were also turning. Dillon closed the gap up as much as he could.
Hart appeared to be in no particular hurry as he drove the Jaguar past The Royal Bath Hotel towards the Lansdown. Here he went on towards Boscombe centre. By now there was nothing between Dillon and Hart and Dillon drove on past, eventually found somewhere to park, and ran back to the corner of the street. At first he couldn�t see where Hart had parked the Jaguar, and then he saw him climb out of the driver�s side and make sure that the door was locked before walking off towards the high street. He followed him at a distance, conscious that the street wasn�t all that busy, forcing him to hang back.
After they�d been walking for two or three minutes, Dillon decided that Hart had walked this route before. At one point he had to duck into a shop doorway as Hart rounded a corner and he had to jog to it in an attempt to keep up with him. Dillon was no stranger to tailing people but as he came around the same corner, Hart had disappeared and was nowhere to be found.
The street in its day would have been a fine example of Victorian architecture. But all that was left today were poorly maintained shop premises that had shabby flats and bed sits over them; some occupied and others that were standing empty, boarded up, their doorways only frequented by tramps looking for shelter. Dillon walked along slowly, scanning both sides. He was just about to give up when he spotted Hart sitting at a table inside a small caf�. Dillon darted into a newsagents diagonally opposite, and thumbed through a few magazines whilst keeping an eye on Hart, who appeared to be fixated on something holding his attention on Dillon�s side of the street.
Dillon left the newsagents and walked up the street on the fringe of a group of students. He turned into a shop doorway, took out a cigarette and cupped his hands to light it. All the time keeping his attention fixed on the caf� doorway
Hart was still sitting at the window drinking coffee from a mug and staring across the street, oblivious to everything that was going on around him. Dillon realised that he was so preoccupied that he doubted if he would notice if he went right up to him.
Dillon resisted the temptation to move position to get a better view of Hart�s expression, and it was a full five minutes later that Hart showed any sign of leaving the caf�. An older woman came out of a building along the street about ten doors away. Hart stood up, went and paid his bill, and a moment later, stepped out onto the pavement. As the woman moved off up the street, Hart followed on the opposite side, a short distance behind.
Dillon was intrigued. He watched Hart keep the woman in sight and decided not to follow. Instead he walked back to the doorway where the woman had emerged from. There was nothing to say who might live there. There wasn�t even a number on the door although there was a wall-mounted entry system with a name next to each of the flat numbers. Dillon thought it slightly odd for such a rundown building to have such a system. He looked back up the street and was just in time to see the woman cross the road as Hart slowed his pace when she�d disappeared around the corner. He followed her. When they had both disappeared, Dillon pressed one of the bell pushes. He didn�t really expect anyone to answer but rang each bell in turn. No one answered until the last but one.
It was a man�s voice who gruffly answered and sounded as if he�d just woken up, or had been woken up. Either way Dillon knew that he wasn�t going to be much help. But, as luck would have it, a moment later, the door opened and a couple in their mid-twenties came outside.
�Excuse me,� said Dillon with an apologetic smile. �I work for a local charity in the high street. A lady who lives in this building kindly gave us a bag of clothing to sell in our shop.�
The young couple looked at him as if he were talking Penguin.
�You see, she left some money in one of the pockets and I�m simply trying to return it to her. I was wondering if you knew the names of your neighbours so that I could trace her.�
�What does she look like mate?� The young male had piercing blue eyes and spoke with a west-country accent.
�About late fifties, maybe sixty something. I�m afraid she was only in the shop for a few seconds, so no one really paid much attention to her.�
�Well there�s only one woman of that description living here � Rosie.�
�Rosie? I don�t suppose you know her surname?�
�I think it�s Rosie Poulter. She lives in flat three on the second floor. Everyone around here knows her. A little bit odd, but harmless enough though. But I don�t think she�s in at the moment.�
�Oh, that�s not a problem. I�ll call back later. And thank you,� Dillon said, and without hesitation walked off up the road in the direction he�d come from.
He walked back to the Porsche, got in and sat thinking about Rosie Poulter and what her connection to Charlie Hart was. A minute later he drove off up the road, and was surprised to see the convertible Jaguar just pulling out. Hart had really spent very little time here, so why had he made the trip?
* * *
Hart was asking himself the very same question as he drove back to his home on the Sandbanks peninsula. Every time he made the trip to Boscombe, he came away feeling inadequate and ashamed of what he�d become. And then there was the anger he felt for being so foolish and completely obsessive about visiting that part of Bournemouth. It was completely pointless to go there and yet it seemed he had no control over it.
On this occasion he had not followed the woman as far as he usually would have. After she�d got on a bus he had simply wondered around the backstreets for a while. As he walked he considered the previous night�s events and had reluctantly developed a strange kind of respect for Dillon � there were qualities in the man he not only recognised but understood only too well. He would much rather have him as a friend than an enemy. Hart felt somewhat saddened about what he saw as the inevitable outcome. Men like Dillon were extremely rare these days � one-offs. It was a gross miscarriage of justice that he had to be terminated. Yet, however regretful. It had to be done.
* * *
Dillon rang Issy from the apartment in Lilliput hoping that she would be in. She was, but just about to go out to lunch with a friend.
�Issy, I just wanted you know that there have been developments with the assignment.�
But before he could say anymore she exploded down the line and told him what he could do with the assignment, adding, �I�m sorry, Jake, but I am not prepared to be hidden away for a moment, longer, and I will be back in my office first thing tomorrow morning whether you like it or not. It�s been long enough and I�ve had enough.�
�Issy, they�ve put an open contract out on me. They want me dead and they�re willing to pay for it.�
He had not wanted to tell her, but it was now necessary to keep her safely tucked away and out of harm�s way.
�That�s a dirty trick, Jake. Made more so because I know that you�re not going to expand upon it.�
She didn�t want to believe him, at the same time knew it must be true � under normal circumstances he would not want her to know such facts. Even though she was aware that this was definitely not the first time his life had had a price put on it.
�You know that I wouldn�t bullshit you over something like this, Issy. Of course I�m aware that being cooped up must be driving you nuts. But I�m also sure that your other partners are coping just fine, especially as you�re still working, albeit from home.�
�Are you thick, Jake? The world doesn�t only revolve around you, you know? I want my life back because I�m fed up with being locked up like a caged bird.�
�Look, it won�t be for much longer, I promise. And when this is over we�ll get away. Somewhere hot and peaceful.�
There was a long pause before Issy asked tearfully, �Where?�
Dillon was taken aback by the bluntness of her reply, but thought quickly of a place they�d both spoken of in the past.
�South Africa?�
�Not bad, Dillon. Can you be more specific?�
�How about the master suite at Pezula Castle?�
Her voice brightened, the tears had all but gone. She knew it was shallow, but why shouldn�t she take advantage of this fabulous offer which she knew would be a once in a lifetime holiday. It was as much as she could do to contain the rising excitement that she was now feeling.
�Pezula Castle?�
�Yeah, overlooking Plettenberg Bay. Now will that stop you going into that damned office of yours for a few more days?�
�Oh, I think I can stay put for a little while longer.�
Dillon hung up and using the secure line on his mobile phone, dialled the special projects department of Ferran & Cardini.
�Vince, I want you to take this name down. There�s a �Rosie Poulter� living in Christchurch Road, Boscombe, Bournemouth. She lives alone but has one daughter, who may be at university. The woman is somewhere in her late fifties, or possibly early sixties. See what you can dig up for me. Everything you can find out about her from the minute she was born. But be extra careful that you don�t leave a trail behind you. We can�t be too sure about who may be monitoring us, and this woman has some sort of connection to Charlie Hart.�
�I�ll send the info in email form to your phone, but it will take about twenty-four hours. Oh, there is one more thing, Jake.�
�What�s that?�
�Dunstan Havelock�s home and his private Whitehall phone lines are both being monitored by the security services.�
�Are you positive?�
�One hundred percent. As luck would have it, I intercepted an email confirming it to one of the monitoring departments at GCHQ. It grabbed my attention because it was so heavily encrypted, but not so much that I wasn�t able to decipher it within ten minutes though.� The big Australian chuckled out loud.
�Why are they so interested, Vince? And why are they so keen to talk to me? Something is all cock-eyed about this whole affair and I reckon they know that I�m getting very close to finding out what it is.�
�Well it might have something to do with what you found down in Dorset. I�ve been reading the report you sent to LJ. I�m sure that they know nothing about the gold or the other things you found, and it�s best kept that way. But I�ve no doubt whatsoever, they have their suspicions.�
�What makes you think that?�
�As you know, every now and then I go snooping around in the security service archive files. Electronically, that is.�
�And?�
�It may be nothing, but about twenty-five years ago three tons of gold were stolen from the Brinks Mat warehouse near Heathrow Airport. Or, to put it another way, 6,800 bars were put into seventy-six boxes and have never been found.�
Vince let Dillon take this in for a second and then continued.
�The police files state that it was a South London gang at work, but that it was no ordinary robbery. They handed it over to MI5 because there were rumours that it might be linked to the IRA.�
�And you think that there might be a connection?�
�What I think, mate, is that MI5 was told by our illustrious leader, LJ, about the list of names and addresses that you lifted from Latimer�s place. They were extremely quick in telling him to forget about it, as it was nothing of any importance. So LJ asked me to take a look at their internal email system and this was crammed full with urgent emails about, none other than, Tommy Trevelyan. I�ll leave you to work that one out. As for the old woman, I�ll contact you when I find out anything about her.�
�Thanks, Vince.�
Dillon hung up, and thought about phoning Dunstan Havelock. But he decided that it would put the home secretary�s personal aide in too much danger to contact him, given what Vince had just told him about the security service.
He went out onto the balcony and stood taking in the view of the harbour. A light breeze was blowing in off the ocean, the sun high in a sky of unbroken blue. And as he gazed across the water at Brownsea Island, he remembered what Stella, Paul Hammer�s lover, had said. She had recalled the words said in a moment of drunkenness, �There�s blood in the harbour�. Dillon went back inside and got the canvas holdall, extracted a nautical chart from one of the side pockets, and took a close look at an area of channel on the southern side of the National Trust Island. There it was, Blood Alley. Using his mobile phone he pushed the speed dial button and was immediately connected to Vince Sharp.
�Vince, can you get me everything ever written about the Brinks Mat robbery and email it all to my laptop?�
�It�ll be with you in an hour or so.�
�Thanks mate, I really appreciate it.�
Dillon hung up, thinking he had better get some sleep.
He slept for several hours and it was dark when he awoke. Dillon went through to the open plan living room and booted up his laptop, immediately opened his mailbox, and discovered that one message had been received. Vince had sent the information he�d asked for about the Brinks Mat robbery. A moment later, his mobile phone started to ring � it was Vince�s mobile number.
�Do you know how many Poulters there are in the United Kingdom? How many Rosemary Poulters? I hope I never see that name again. Mrs. Rosemary Poulter, nee Clarke. Born May 11, 1946, lived in an orphanage in the east end of London until the age of seventeen. At that time she was sent down to Brighton to work as a chambermaid in one of the big hotels. She met Leonard Poulter whilst working there, and they married a year later, after she became pregnant. Nine months later, she gave birth to a daughter, Sarah. The records show that the marriage was dissolved five years later on the grounds that Leonard had been adulterous. Seems like Rosie brought up the baby on her own and did a pretty good job too, by the looks of it. Sarah left school with outstanding exam results. The records also show that she obtained an Open University degree and graduated with honours four years later. She now teaches media studies at Bournemouth University. Rosie Poulter moved to Bournemouth about six years ago.�
�Anything else?�
�Only that Rosie Poulter has been a registered drug addict for many years and has a police record as long as your arm.�
�This just gets more interesting by the day. Let me guess: heroin?�
Vince confirmed this and then said, �Heroin and she was picked up and charged with soliciting. But surely she�s a bit old for all that malarkey.�
�Um, well it fits perfectly with the area she lives in now and the way she looks. But what the hell is the connection to Charlie Hart?�
�Haven�t got a clue mate. I�ll leave you to work that out.�
�Thanks. See what else you can dig up, keeping in mind the angle with Hart.�
�I�ll get back to you as soon as anything turns up.�
Dillon left the apartment around eight that evening, walked the short distance to Salterns Hotel, and made directly for the main bar. Just as LJ had said, Frank Gardner was there and Dillon immediately recognised him from his description. Slender build with a beer belly, somewhere in his mid-to-late fifties with cropped fair hair, tanned skin and wearing a polo shirt with denim jeans and a pair of tatty old deck shoes. The former MI5 spy was sitting by a window overlooking the marina and reading a newspaper. He briefly looked up as Dillon sat down on the chair opposite him and placed his drink down on the small, circular table.
�Frank Gardner?� Dillon enquired.
Gardner lowered the newspaper a fraction, peering at Dillon through tortoise-shell framed reading glasses perched on the end of his nose.
�You must be Jake Dillon then.�
He neatly folded the paper and placed it on an empty seat nearby. Emptied his pint glass and pushed it towards Dillon.
�Mine�s a pint of Best Bitter, then.�
Dillon returned a moment later, and as he sat down Gardner said, �Thanks.�
He raised his glass and proceeded to empty a good third of it before placing it back down onto the table.
�LJ said you�d most likely be in touch at some time. Been expecting a visit, see?�
�Is that your boat down there?� Dillon pointed at a fifty foot power cruiser, which was tied up alongside one of the pontoons in the marina.
�It�s not only my boat, it�s my home as well, see. Her name is The Napster, after the Internet network site Napster. Inc � one of the most notorious file-sharing websites ever, see?�
Gardner saw the look of puzzlement on Dillon�s face.
�LJ obviously didn�t tell you what department I ended up being attached to, then. The Cyber Crime and Anti-Terrorism Unit. And before you say anything, I make no apologies for being a computer nerd. Much better than just sitting behind a desk pushing paper around, see?�
�I�m glad to hear that you�re a computer nerd.�
Gardner smiled. �So what is it you have in mind, then?� And then took another sip of his beer.
�I need you and The Napster for one night soon.�
�Sounds like it might be interesting. What for, then?�
�I may want to do a spot of diving to check out a hunch I have about something to do with my current assignment.�
�Diving, eh? Where?
�The harbour. And before you ask, it�s better that you don�t know where for the time being.�
�Fair enough, I understand. But you won�t want The Napster � she�s too big, see? Much better in the rib, that�s about sixteen feet, shallow keel and very fast, see? Just right for this type of job, and there�s plenty of room for the equipment and air-tanks, see?�
Frank finished his beer and pushed the empty glass towards Dillon. �Better have another, eh?�
Dillon went up to the bar thinking that he may have made a mistake about Gardner. He obviously drank too much, had an annoying habit of ending every sentence with �then�, �see� or �eh�. But, in his favour, the former spy was an amiable type who, according to LJ, had been an excellent field operative in his day. Dillon knew that he was becoming far too judgemental, but he�d always gone with his gut feelings and they�d never let him down. Although having doubts about Gardner, he would cut him a bit of slack for the time being, especially as he�d only just met him. Dillon�s mobile phone started to ring. It was Vince calling him back about the woman, Rosie Poulter, in Boscombe.
�Vince, what have you got for me?� Dillon walked out onto the deck overlooking the marina.
�Cut straight to the chase, why don�t you? Whatever happened to �Hello Vince, how�s it going up there in the grime city?�, or something like that.�
�Sorry, mate. How�s it�s going up there in the big smoke?�
�As to be expected, really. But thank you for asking. How�s it going down in sunny Dorset-by-the-sea?�
�Okay. I�ve made contact with Frank Gardner, LJ�s old buddy from his security service days.�
�What. The Frank Gardner?�
�What do you mean the Frank Gardner?�
�Strewth, mate you must know who he is?�
�He�s one of LJ�s old cronies, isn�t he?�
�That may be, mate. But he was also one of the best computer hackers in the business. Or he was until he went straight and joined MI5.�
�Well, that�s all very interesting. But what have you found out about the Poulter woman?�
�Rosie Poulter had a brother about the same age as her who never went to the orphanage where Rosie lived. Instead he was adopted at the age of two and taken to live with a couple in London. I checked them out, but they�re now both dead. The address where they lived came up on the official records as not existing. So I did a local authority search which showed that the entire area where the terraced house originally stood was bulldozed and completely re-developed back in the late seventies.�
�So what does all of this tell us?�
�Good question. To be honest, Jake, I�m not really sure why you�re so interested in this Poulter woman. She doesn�t appear to be connected in any way to Hart, Trevelyan, Hammer or Latimer.�
�So why does Charlie Hart drive across Bournemouth, sit in a caf� drinking coffee and then follow her at a distance so as not to be seen? It simply doesn�t make sense.�
Dillon thanked the big Australian for the information he had obtained for him and hung up. As he strolled back inside he wondered why he was concentrating on the Poulter woman and not on Hart himself. Because whatever he knew, Hart must surely know already. It was clear that Rosie Poulter had had a pretty rough life. Perhaps the brother held the key? What had happened down the years to make this happen now?
As Dillon waited for the drinks at the bar he at first thought that Hart must be the brother, suddenly awakening with a conscience. But it was difficult to accept this and, anyway, he had been born in India. And what did any of this have to do with his current assignment? And yet, Dillon felt there was a connection � not an obvious one, but it was there and it was strangely strong, leaving him with an odd feeling of unease.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Dillon walked across the hotel�s car park to the apartment. He went through to the kitchen and poured himself a good measure of single malt whiskey. Standing in the near dark for a moment, mulling over what Vince had found out and then went outside onto the balcony. The cool late night air washed over him, instantly calming his mind. He raised the tumbler and drank the smooth, light amber-coloured spirit; the effect was instantly warming. The night sky was unusually clear � the inky blackness speckled with millions of tiny stars that captivated and held his gaze for a moment or two. The spectacular view of the harbour wasn�t registering whilst his mind was so anchored on the history of Rosie Poulter. He knew the beginning and the end but nothing of the middle. Why was she so important?
The only person who could tell him was probably Rosie herself. Or Charlie Hart. But what did this have to do with the gold bullion bars and stolen art cache in Lyme Regis? Several killings, the loss of his own Porsche and the near destruction of the one he�d hired. The hiding away of Issy and, to a lesser degree, of Dunstan Havelock who now had to be wary of making even the most innocent of telephone calls, which raised questions about any part MI5 might be playing in all of this. The Vermeer painting, whether a fake or the original, had long since lost importance.
Dillon considered going straight to Rosie Poulter, but immediately discarded this idea as far too dangerous. And to what end? He couldn�t pin point it, and his instinct told him to stay well clear of the woman for the time being. He had the distinct feeling that he might be stirring up something personal and private that was best left well alone. It was a difficult decision, but one that he felt was right, given that she might still be using drugs and he would not want to add to her problems by stirring up the past.
Dillon decided to let Vince run with his enquiries into Rosie�s life. In the hope that he might dig something up from a more detailed search of the archived records held on the Government�s databases. Especially as trudging through the millions of old scanned documents was not a strong point of his.
He went through to the open-plan lounge and, sitting down at the oak dining table, went through Latimer�s list of names and addresses again. It was then that stirrings of a notion began to come to him.
Dillon had not paid too much attention to the pieces of art he had found. He�d been far more interested in the gold. From his mobile phone, he downloaded the images he�d taken of the paintings he�d found in the secret room onto his laptop computer. The first thing he recalled was the pristine condition that everything was in � almost as if it had only recently been put in there. They were unmistakably old masters and without a doubt, stolen. He would have to go back to Lyme Regis or even try one of the other addresses.
* * *
Julian Latimer, MP, was feeling uncomfortable and not quite so confident during a meeting with Tommy Trevelyan. These meetings were never pleasant, but there was too much at stake to ignore him or to show a lack of respect by not turning up. The location of the venue had been kept a secret until the very last second, as to be almost ridiculous. Trevelyan never took chances, was fastidious about the planning and execution of every security aspect, and always considered carefully who he was being seen with and who not to be seen with. Latimer accepted that it was an immensely sensible thing to do, but as a naturally gregarious extrovert, found Trevelyan�s paranoia extremely boring.
On this occasion they had met on the thirty-second floor of one of his most prestigious construction sites. A new office building in the heart of London�s financial quarter that Trevelyan�s construction company was nearing completion on. The two leather club chairs that had been specially placed facing each other in the centre of the bare concrete floor, were all there was. Trevelyan had thought it safer to meet after the workforce had left for the day. It was not only extremely quiet up high with only the birds for company, but also more difficult for anyone attempting to listen in on their conversation. They were there to discuss the current problems. But Tommy Trevelyan liked to conduct his meetings in a civilised and orderly manner, and that�s why they were drinking tea from fine china cups with saucer, poured out of a large Thermos flask by his chauffeur.
Trevelyan was never a pleasant man to spend time with. Apart from pouring over his account ledgers, nobody really knew what his other interests were. He was a small muscular man, hard-featured, yet, at times when it was necessary, could produce a surprising charm. It wasn�t clear whether or not he was married, divorced or even possibly gay, and nobody was willing to ask. He did have staff that included a housekeeper, cook and a personal bodyguard and chauffeur. His aim in life, it seemed to those who knew him best, was to make other�s lives a misery and to profit by doing so. He had always ruled by fear, but just once in a while he would meet someone who was not intimidated by it. Such a person was Charlie Hart, who had declined his offer to attend the meeting on the grounds that he would learn nothing from it that he didn�t already know. He knew what the problems were and it was up to Trevelyan to sort them out, as he had already appointed himself to that role.
No-one else would dare speak to Trevelyan in this way and like all bullies, Trevelyan was at the top of the tree, but he always backed off. There had always been something about Hart he just could not place. He was sure about his honesty in his dealings as any man he�d ever met. He didn�t have to look over his shoulder when dealing with Hart, and there were very few men he could say that about. Just the same, he never liked to lose any form of control and it annoyed him that Hart had been so contemptuous of his suggestion that a meeting was imperative.
There was little harmony at the meeting � it was a no nonsense appraisal of what had gone wrong in Dorset and whether there was a need for urgent redistribution. Had Jake Dillon been successful in finding the gold bullion and stolen artwork? Nobody knew the answer to this. But they all knew what had to be done: Find Dillon. This was the subject that Julian Latimer did not want to discuss � he was a politician, not a hoodlum hell-bent on murder.
And then Trevelyan raised the issue that Latimer had hoped would not come up. �What puzzles me, Julian, is how the bloody hell did Dillon discover the address in Lyme Regis?�
The question was a cloaked accusation that hung in the cool cement-tainted air with Trevelyan staring at Latimer with a cold, hard look formed across his unsmiling face.
�Well, he didn�t get the list from me,� Latimer said indignantly. �My copies are firmly locked away in the safe. And they�re still there.�
�I assume that you�ve checked?� asked Trevelyan, whilst pulling out a packet of black Russian cigarettes from his jacket pocket, which he believed gave him an air of sophistication and the international jetsetter. In reality he was just another sad old bugger with a serious smoking habit.
�Of course I have checked. They are all there.�
�So presumably the thought must have crossed your mind that perhaps someone had caught sight of them, at some time?�
�Why should it? After all, my copies never leave the confines of my safe and I have no others in my possession. Someone has obviously seen or been told about Hart�s, Hammer�s or your own.�
�Highly unlikely, I would have thought. Hart lives in a property that has a security system better than Fort Knox. Hammer is as paranoid as Hart about security, so that rules them both out. As for myself, someone would have had to get past dogs, bodyguards and a state-of-the-art security setup. So that just leaves you, I�m afraid, Julian.�
�You�re forgetting the Conners. Either of them could have been careless, let slip to someone.�
�Again, highly unlikely. I�ve known Harry Conner and his wife for nearly forty years. It�s not even a possibility, Julian. He did everything that he should have. It wasn�t his fault that it all went bloody pear-shaped from that moment.�
�You can�t be sure of that,� Latimer said nervously.
�I can and I am, Julian. Especially where Harry Conner is concerned. Now, are you one hundred percent sure that no one has been inside your flat? Nothing disturbed or in the wrong place?�
�Of course. I�m extremely particular about tidiness. I would have noticed immediately if anything were out of place.�
The truth was that once he�d checked that nothing was missing from the safe in his bedroom, he had taken the rest for granted.
�Yet Dillon has got hold of at least one address and we don�t know how many more he has.�
�Interestingly, the police didn�t find the room. Even though they had dogs with them when they returned later. Which, I suppose, tells us that the gold is safe.�
�They wouldn�t have been looking for anything like that. And anyway, everything is very well hidden. However, there�s been a serious breach of secrecy, which poses a problem to me, Julian. You should know me well enough by now to know that I can�t let this go without finding out who has been careless enough to, unwittingly or otherwise, assist Dillon in obtaining this information. I will have my people make enquiries. I�ll find the bastard, and when I do I�ll have him taken care of.�
Latimer had listened to the aging gangster in silence. He�d wanted to laugh at the melodrama, but part of him was terrified by what he was hearing.
�Taken care of, Tommy?�
�That�s right, taken care of permanently. You see, Julian, I think that someone helped Dillon to break into your safe. And when I find out who it was, I�m going to make his final time on this planet extremely uncomfortable.�
Latimer did not like Trevelyan�s assumption that his safe had been broken into, in spite of his denial. He could not see the point of any of this.
�Do you want the stuff moved to another location?�
Trevelyan smiled for the first time. �Now you�re talking. But that is up to Hammer. Let�s be absolutely sure first. My lads have been searching high and low for Dillon. And although they�ve not been lucky so far, there are not enough places for him to hide forever. He�s around somewhere; we�ll find him and his lawyer girlfriend who�s also done a bloody disappearing act. I�ll get him though. And when I do, he�ll wish he�d never stuck his nose into our business.�
* * *
Dillon stood in front of the mirror, putting the finishing touches to his new identity. He�d completely changed the way he looked by using the latex prostheses and make-up that Vince had given him before he�d left London. A new nose, slightly bigger ears, and bags under the eyes. In all he�d added twenty years onto his forty odd years. He adjusted the sandy-coloured hairpiece, making certain that it was firmly attached to his own hair underneath, and then also checked that the false moustache was securely fixed in place. He then went back into the master bedroom, pulled on a pair of brown corduroy trousers, a blue shirt, and a tweed jacket. He put on a pair of horn-rimmed spectacles and, glancing across the room at a full-length mirror on the wall, was pleased with the ever so slightly eccentric Home Office boffin who now looked back at him. He finished packing everything back into the canvas holdall and then went round the apartment checking that all the windows and doors were locked. He left the building and headed away from Lilliput in the direction of London and Dunstan Havelock�s home address.
Arriving there a little after 9.30 p.m.. Rachel answered the door � gorgeous Rachel who had tried to kill herself with drugs and booze, and whom Dillon had saved from doing so. Ever since that time they had become firm friends and had a deep rooted affection for one another that even with the passing of time had never changed.
He stood on the doorstep and at first she did not recognise him. He gave her a sharp warning look and said, �Mrs. Havelock? I�m terribly sorry to disturb your evening. I�m Colin Fairweather. Here to see your husband if he�s in? There�s some information he needs for his meeting with the Home Secretary first thing in the morning.�
The sly wink that he gave her would have gone completely unnoticed by anyone who may have been watching from afar, but Rachel played her part as the wife of a high ranking civil servant to perfection.
�I�m sure he won�t mind.�
She stood aside to let Dillon in, adding. �Please, come in, Mr. Fairweather.�
Once inside with the front door firmly closed, he dropped the canvas holdall and gave Rachel a hug.
�Oh, Jake. You had me going there for a moment. What a fabulous disguise. It�s really nice to see you. Dunstan,� she called up the stairs. �Come and see who�s here.�
Dillon took off the wig and moustache, placing them on the polished black marble surface of a long slender table standing in the middle of the hall. Havelock appeared at the top of the staircase and on seeing Dillon, came straight down to greet him. The two men shook hands and then disappeared back up the stairs to Havelock�s study as Rachel went off to the kitchen to make some fresh coffee.
They sat opposite each other in club chairs that had seen better days, but were remarkably comfortable. A large Georgian picture window overlooked the walled garden at the rear of the house, giving the room a light airiness and a timeless elegance. Bookcases adorned every wall � filled with hundreds of books, all neatly arranged in alphabetical order. Some were first editions, others had been block purchased at auction simply to make up the numbers on the solid oak shelves that seemed to come out of the floor and reach right up to the high ceiling. Dillon was always impressed by the opulence of the three storey townhouse located in one of the city�s most exclusive residential areas. A reminder of just how wealthy Havelock was. Dillon accepted a single malt whiskey and told him what he had discovered, explaining Vince Sharp�s present enquiries into the Poulter woman.
�Did you manage to find out which committees Latimer has been involved with?� asked Dillon eventually.
�Yes and no. The problem is this, Jake. It�s an extremely long-winded and very tiresome job, and I don�t really know how far back I�m supposed to be looking. After all, I do have a heavy workload of my own. You know I cannot let that slip for one moment. The biggest problem is that I can�t delegate the snooping without some rather awkward questions being asked. The most efficient way would be to ask Latimer directly, but obviously that�s a non-starter.�
�So you haven�t come across anything to do with the movement of gold bullion or even fine arts, then?�
�No. And to be honest, it simply isn�t something that he would ever get involved with.�
Havelock swirled his whisky around in the crystal tumbler.
�You�re surely not connecting Latimer to the gold and all that other stuff that went on down in Dorset, are you?� he asked Dillon.
�That depends, Dunstan, on whether the other addresses hold the same secret as the one in Lyme Regis. In which case, I�d say it would be reasonable to assume that he�s into some pretty serious stuff with some very unsavoury people.�
�I wish you wouldn�t make such assumptions, Jake. After all, he has been a Member of Parliament for many years.�
�Dunstan, my whole life is based on making assumptions. I am telling you that he�s as dodgy as they come. Ask yourself: why was that list in his personal safe?�
�I haven�t the foggiest. Do I have to continually remind you that someone in my position cannot simply go around asking questions about a Minister and start delving into his personal files?�
�Then give me the access codes to the computer files and I�ll have Vince take a look. After all, Government departments lose that sort of information for a pastime.�
�Absolutely out of the question.�
He quickly scribbled a series of numbers and letters onto one of those sticky note things, folded it in half, and then, as if absentmindedly, left it on the top of his desk. He stood up and moved across to the door.
�I�ll just go and see where Rachel is with the coffee.�
He closed the door quietly behind him. Dillon unfolded the piece of paper, took out his mobile phone and using the built-in scanner, copied the information to the phone�s memory. He immediately sent it along with a short text message explaining what it was, to Vince Sharp. Two minutes later Havelock walked back into the room with a tray of freshly made sandwiches and a pot of coffee.
�I don�t know how you do it, Jake. But it�s just dawned on me that I not only seem to break the law, but also the oath of loyalty that I took like everyone else when I joined the service. But I do appreciate that you have taken an enormous risk by coming here tonight. It intrigues me as to what would be so urgent as to make you do that?�
�As the Home Secretary�s personal adviser, Dunstan, you carry a huge amount of knowledge and do a lot of highly confidential jobs best not done in Parliament. And who are you trying to kid here anyway, Dunstan? You even have the highest level of clearance, next to the Home Secretary and the Director General of the security service. This is something a good many MPs would resent.�
�Well, now you�ve lost me. What�s this all got to do with Latimer.�
�I believe that Julian Latimer has used his position to get himself into something that makes him vast amounts of money. He couldn�t give a monkey�s about allegiance to the crown or serving the people who voted him into office. I think that it dates back a good way which is why this is all so difficult.�
�But even if some or all of the other addresses did have the same cache of gold, wouldn�t it still be unlikely that Latimer would knowingly be involved? Having said that, if there were similar amounts at the other addresses, it would make a small mountain of the stuff. You�re not suggesting that he and Trevelyan are in cahoots together, are you?�
�No.� Dillon was thoughtful for a moment, and then Rachel came in with more coffee. After she had gone the subject seemed to lose impetus for a bit until he said, �No. I�m suggesting that he�s inextricably involved with all of them. Trevelyan, Hart and Hammer.�
�Now that would be something.�
�Forget sifting through the files on the database, I�ll get Vince to do that. But I�d like you to take a look at what committees or advisory boards Latimer was sitting on during 1982 and 1983.�
�Anything in particular?�
Dillon finished his coffee and stood up.
�Transportation of precious metals. To move six thousand eight hundred bars of gold, Brinks Mat, would have had to notify someone in a Government or police department. The police report at the time of the robbery clearly state that it was an inside job. There were fifteen people involved with the planning and execution of the heist and only a handful of men were ever arrested and put inside. My hunch is this, Dunstan. That one or maybe all of them were involved with one of the biggest gold heists of our time. Now, it may not have been directly, of course, but if we dig deeper, we may just strike lucky and find something to link them with the robbery.�
�It sounds too fantastic to be believable. But I�ll grant you this, finding that gold hidden in the depths of the Dorset countryside was a masterstroke on your part. I must say that these four men are all of the right age to have been involved then. But I�m still dubious of Latimer�s involvement. But I�ll do what you ask and take a look at his files for that time.�
�Thanks, Dunstan. I�ll slip out quietly. Give Rachel my love.�
Havelock rose, too. �She�ll expect you to say goodnight.�
�Do it for me. I don�t want to lie to her about what I�m working on and I don�t want her to think that you�re in any danger.�
�Am I?� asked Havelock as they walked down the stairs and stood in the spacious hall talking, their voices lowered to almost a whisper. Dillon replaced the wig and moustache, looking in the oval wall mirror to ensure they were correctly in place.
�You have far too many powerful political and security service friends for you to be in any real danger. But if Hart or Trevelyan discovered that you were my contact in the Government, they might try to get to you and leave you with something to remember them by. I don�t think they would go so far as to kill you. Not because they wouldn�t want to, but because it would attract too much attention.�
�That�s a real comfort, Jake. It will make me sleep much easier tonight.�
�Best you know, Dunstan. I�ve always said that you�re not too hot on security.� Dillon held out his hand.
�Don�t come out onto the step � just show me out. I�ll be in touch.� He picked up the canvas holdall.
Havelock opened the door for Dillon to leave and said with a slightly raised voice, �Thank you for dropping round. Give my regards to your department head.�
The door closed behind Dillon who stood on the step buttoning up his tweed jacket and turning the collar up. He went down the path slowly, paused to decide which way to go, and then set off. The streets were discreetly quiet at this time of night in Kensington. He didn�t hurry and he already knew that someone was behind him. Keeping his pace constant, he turned corners as they came.
Suddenly he turned round and walked back the way he�d just come from. The man following him had no option but to continue walking towards him and as they passed each other, Dillon hit him hard in the stomach, dragged the gasping stranger into the nearest garden and went through his pockets to find a police identity card. Special Branch doing MI5 a favour, no doubt.
Dillon said in his most public school voice, �I�m ever so sorry. By the looks of it, we appear to both be on the same side of the fence. But I genuinely thought that you were going to mug me; official secrets and all that. Although it does pose the question of why you were following me.�
�My mistake. I thought you were someone else. Sorry. Bit of a mix up, but no harm done, eh?� The words came quickly between strangled gasps for air.
�Well be more careful next time. Or I�ll have to report you.�
Dillon strode off before the police officer could recover enough to stand up and start questioning him.
He went straight to the nearest tube station, entered the public toilets, and in one of the cubicles, removed the wig and moustache again. He rummaged through the canvas holdall and pulled out a black hoodie and beanie, put them on and stood pondering on why only one man had been following him. He then decided that the look of an eccentric academic had thrown them � it had worked. They must be watching Havelock around the clock and had dispatched only one man to follow him on the you-never-know basis.
* * *
Charlie Hart was starting to worry about himself. For the first time since moving into the luxury waterside mansion, he was finding it too large and too empty. As he wandered aimlessly through rooms and along hallways he decided that the place was without a soul. Mrs. Pringle had gone out for the evening with a friend. Even when she was in she would usually remain in her private apartment, but he could hardly trouble her with his woes of worry. After all, he knew that she had a soft spot for him and to lean on her emotionally would almost certainly not be without some kind of repercussion.
The house had the space and minimalist qualities that he�d always wanted. Nobody crowded him and that was extremely important. He could change bedrooms as the mood took him, eat his meals in a formal dining room or usually in the breakfast room adjacent to the spacious kitchen, or by the indoor pool. Weather permitting, there was always alfresco on the pontoon which jutted quietly out from the lower gardens into the harbour. In fact, he only ever used the breakfast room, but the option was there. Freedom. What a magical word. But he felt like he was creating his own prison, physically and emotionally. Shackled by the chains of his past.
He had retired to the first floor living room with its uninterrupted view of the water, and was sitting in one of the cream leather reclining chairs that faced the panoramic wall of glass. The plasma screen was awash with vivid colours. A documentary about the global effects of a major American bank going to the wall was on and, at about the same time, Dillon was visiting Havelock. He wasn�t watching or listening to the commentary, because it wasn�t going to have any effect on his personal life � not with his wealth running into many tens of millions. He gazed through night vision binoculars at Brownsea Island, a large brandy on the occasional table next to him.
His thoughts had turned to Jake Dillon, whom he believed he was beginning to know in spite of the very real fact that they hardly knew each other at all. Dillon, he felt sure would understand. The Trevelyans of this world were, what the Americans call, trailer-trash, and as for people like Latimer: he only despised them. They only ever took, never gave anything back. So much had changed; values had fallen to an all-time low. Fighting to survive he had always understood. To make money for money�s sake was something he had never comprehended, even though he�d made far more than he would ever need in his lifetime. But was it enough? Would it be enough to protect him should the need ever arise? That was the question that always came back to haunt him and only time would be able to give him the answer.
He leant back in the reclining chair, savouring the fine spirit from the large brandy balloon glass. He reflected and always struggled with the finer points of morality; his mind became argumentative and then his thinking process collapsed in an exhausted and agitated state, leaving him confused and angry with himself. He knew part of the reason for this and those reasons were sound, and he did not have to excuse them. There were other factors too, over which he had no control and which he had been forced to fight for survival. But he had always come through. Yet it now seemed to be starting all over again. Admittedly it was on a very different playing field, with different people, and he wondered if he had the strength left to fight it. He had wondered that virtually all his life.
* * *
Dillon had stayed the night at The Old Colonial Club. Waking early, he decided against breakfast, instead leaving quietly by one of the staff exits and went straight to the nearest tube station. In a toilet cubicle he reverted back to the blonde wig and moustache and from there went to the north-London home of an old friend and retired journalist. He didn�t recognise Dillon at first, but Jack Logan was extremely pleased to see his old friend. Dillon spent most of the day with him, sifting and reading through his handwritten notes and some of the old saved newspaper cuttings of the Brinks Mat robbery at Heathrow in 1983. Jack Logan had worked for The Times newspaper; he�d covered the story for them and, what had started out as a bit of a scoop for him, eventually ended up as a life-changing obsession, even to this day. But he was pleased to be of help, even though Dillon admitted to him that he didn�t know what it was he was exactly looking for.
At around 4.00 p.m., Dillon thanked Logan for his time and hospitality, caught a cab to the nearest tube station and made his way back into the city. He found a seat on his own by an exit door. At the next stop, a large smiley-faced middle-aged woman came and sat herself down beside him and promptly started to tuck into a chocolate bar and two bags of crisps. Dillon�s thoughts drifted and mulled over the assignment; at each stop the odd whiff of cheese and onion crisps wafted pass him as the doors opened. He was still not a hundred percent certain about where his enquiries were leading him. Was the notion of the gold bars in Dorset being part of the Brinks Mat robbery at Heathrow merely something he had conjured up in his own mind? He didn�t have time to answer the question. He was jolted back to reality as a stop approached and the large woman sitting next to him struggled to get herself onto her feet and out through the exit door as quickly as possible. Dillon got off at the next stop and went straight to the rest room to remove the disguise and to change out of the tweed jacket and corduroy trousers into something else. From there he went straight back to The Old Colonial Club.
Meanwhile, Vince had been trawling every public register and database in the forlorn hope of finding more information about Rosie Poulter. For this he was using a piece of software that he�d written during his social engineering days. This hacker�s software was able to be left to its own devices; accessing databases easily through firewalls, entering side and back doors, or any other weak point of entry, any Government or agency computer and search for whatever it could find. After eight hours it had only collected what they already knew.
Issy had been working all morning on case notes for one of her clients, sending everything back to her office over the Internet. In the afternoon she�d had a call from one of her friends and had gone out for a late lunch, returning to the apartment at around 6.30 p.m.
She entered the apartment. Someone closed the door behind her and someone else placed a gloved hand over her mouth. She had almost passed out with shock, but they had held her upright and dragged her into the living room. The man behind her whispered in her ear, �My friend will remove his hand if you promise not to scream. Nod if you agree. If you make any sound it will be your last. Do I make myself clear?�
Issy, weak at the knees and feeling a little nauseous, nodded slowly.
�That�s good. Now go and sit down in that chair over there and keep your hands where we can see them. And keep very quiet and still.�
Issy eased herself into the armchair and placed her hands on her lap as she was told. She couldn�t help the trembling or make the feeling that she was going to be sick, go away.
They stood on the other side of the room, giving her time to recover, and then one of them said, �This shouldn�t take up more than a brief moment of your time, Miss Linley. We just want to know where Jake Dillon is. Tell us and we�ll leave.�
The words were spoken quietly, but with an edge to them.
Issy was trying to muster up her courage. She could see that these men were roughnecks, but did not speak as she would expect a hardened criminal to do. She had been so frightened that she had hardly taken any notice of them, but now she was taking in everything about them. She raised her hand up to her mouth as if she was about to be sick.
One was slightly shorter than the other and had cropped dark hair, but there was a basic likeness. They were both wearing well-cut suits that could have been purchased from any high-street tailor. The one who had so far done all the talking spoke quietly but with a badly disguised northern accent. It was blatantly obvious that they worked out and that there was no way she could deal with them physically. She guessed they were in their mid to late thirties. During this quick appraisal she realised that even if she did scream she doubted whether anyone would hear. There were five apartments in the building and none of the other residents ever returned home until well after 7.30 p.m.
�Do not underestimate us, Miss Linley. If you lie, I�ll know. And the consequences to you will be extremely severe, I assure you.�
It was the one who had grabbed hold of her as she�d come through the front door who spoke.
Her eyes roamed from one to the other and it was then she saw the butt of a pistol protruding from under one of the jackets. Her heart missed a beat.
�Why should I lie? After all, I can�t lie about something I don�t know, now can I?�
Her voice was shaky. But she knew it would be foolhardy to mess with them.
�I really don�t know where he is.�
�That�s the wrong answer, and being difficult is not going to help you. We know that you�re the most likely person he�d tell. So it follows that you must know where Dillon is.�
�How quaint. If I did know, do you really think I�d tell you or be cooped up like this? I would most definitely be with him.�
They quickly exchanged glances. The taller one said:
�Miss Linley, we�re trying to help him, he�s in serious danger.�
�Oh really? It�s you who should be helped. Breaking in and scaring the living daylights out of me. Why couldn�t you wait outside like normal civilized people? Never heard of a phone?�
�In our experience, you wouldn�t have responded to a normal request.�
�Well I�m bloody well not responding to this except to tell you to leave at once. I don�t know where Jake is and, if I did, I wouldn�t tell you. You must be out of your minds to think that I would.�
�We really don�t want to hurt you, Miss Linley.�
�But you�re going to anyway. It must be simply terrible for you, you sadistic thugs.�
Issy had fully recovered now, her strength of character had returned and she was now really glad that Dillon had not told her where he was. He�d anticipated something like this to happen and she now fully understood his worst fears without rancour. Jake was Jake and she knew what she had entered into. She also understood why Tatiana had given him an ultimatum; their relationship or the job. She knew that he still felt the pain, but he was a realist, and so was she.
�If you won�t talk to us here, Miss Linley, then you�ll have to come with us.�
�Over my dead body.�
�That can be arranged,� said the man who had so far left the talking entirely to his northern friend. He pulled out a pistol and quickly attached a silencer to it. Waving it towards the open doorway he continued, �You can walk out to our car, quietly. Or, we will drug you and carry you out.�
�Oh my God, I don�t believe this is actually happening to me. This is quite insufferable. And don�t you think you�re being just a little bit melodramatic? I�m not leaving this flat and that�s final.�
�These situations are always difficult, and we don�t much care for the methods either. But they do get the job done, Miss Linley. Old fashioned they might be, but tried and tested they are. Now what�s it to be? Walk out of here in a dignified manner. Or would you prefer the needle? However, I must tell you that if you decide not to be sensible I cannot guarantee your well-being. You see, my friend over there has a liking for the more mature women. Unfortunately for you, he also has a sexual inadequacy complex. You see, he is only able to perform when his victim is in an unconscious state.� His eyes shifted slyly sideways.
Issy picked up a vase and hurled it towards them but it missed by a mile and was a futile gesture anyway.
�It would seem that my little warning hasn�t had the desired effect. The needle it is then,� said the man with the badly disguised northern accent.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Dillon spent the following morning running to ground a Detective Sergeant he knew in the Metropolitan Police, who managed to wangle access to the original Brinks Mat robbery files. Dillon was in the archive room for most of the afternoon and after three and half hours felt weary from going through the mountains of records, witness statements, and masses of intelligence that had been gathered over the years. He eventually emerged into the sunshine and headed straight to the nearest pub for a drink and a meal before heading back to The Old Colonial Club. He took his time because there was nothing more he could do until the next morning. He wanted a lot more information than he already had before returning to Dorset.
Eventually, he arrived at the club at around 9.00 p.m, tired and in need of a long hot bath. He phoned Issy, and it was Issy�s friend, Grace, who answered the phone and told him that Issy wasn�t in. Did she know where she�d gone, or what time she was coming back? As far as Grace knew she should have been there when she�d got home; they were supposed to have been going out to dinner that evening. Dillon apologised for disturbing her evening and then said he�d call round. He dressed and left the club.
Dillon had only ever met Grace once before, but remembered that she worked for a prominent firm of stockbrokers in the city, had the figure of a catwalk model and a wicked sense of humour which she put on hold when Dillon arrived. She knew something wasn�t quite right when Issy had asked her if she could stay for a few days � that Dillon�s work meant that he sometimes moved in murky waters and that it was far safer not to ask any questions. Now she was as worried as Dillon.
Dillon casually glanced around the room for anything odd.
�Have you checked around to see whether anything is out of place?�
�That�s the oddest thing. I�m pretty sure the place was in a bit of a muddle this morning when I left. But when I arrived home it was as if professional cleaners had been in.�
�Are you sure?�
�I�m pretty sure. I can tell you that this place very rarely looks as good as this.�
�But was everything as you�d expect it to be? Was anything missing or out of place?�
Grace looked worried. �Wait a minute. Do I understand you right? You�re thinking that someone has been in here and then taken her off against her will?�
�It could be, and there are reasons why it�s a possibility. Forgive me for not telling you. It would do you more harm than good if you knew. I admit that it�s something I thought could possibly happen, but never in a million years thought would actually happen.�
Grace had spotted something, saying, �There�s one thing obviously different in this room. A small vase is usually over there on the side table by that chair, but I can�t see it anywhere. Of course it might have been placed somewhere else, but it�s not a very big room, as you can see.�
�Have you got a torch?�
When Grace produced one he went to the front door and closely examined the area around the lock barrel as well as the lock itself. What he found didn�t surprise him � there were scratches around it, some of them deep.
�I�d guess that they picked the lock and and were waiting for her,� he said mostly for his own benefit.
Grace clutched her arms round herself. �That gives me the creeps. What if they decide to come back?�
Dillon gave her his best reassuring smile. �I very much doubt whether they would risk that. And to be honest with you, Grace, it was Issy they were after. Would you mind if I used your phone?�
Dillon rang Havelock disregarding any chance that his phone was tapped or that Grace was listening over his shoulder.
�I think they�ve got Issy,� he blurted out immediately. �I also think that MI5 did it, and if those bastards are listening in they�d better give her back now or I�m going to light a fire under their can and then watch them jump out one by one. Dunstan, use your bloody authority and do something your end.�
�And if it�s not the security service?�
Dillon had thought it through.
�It is. They have better tabs on all Ferran & Cardini field officers and their friends than Hart and Trevelyan put together. They know all about this assignment and for reasons that none of us know about. They want me to hand myself in to them for a little chat and to pull back from the investigation. The fact is, Dunstan, they don�t like playing second best to us mainly because that�s what they are.�
�The others are looking for you too, Jake,� Havelock said quietly. He fully appreciated how Dillon was feeling.
�You don�t have to remind me, Dunstan. Maybe there�s a way I can find out. Do your best.�
He hung up and turning back to Grace, said, �It�s really not as bad as it sounds. But if it�s okay with you, I�d like to phone you each day just in case Issy turns up here.�
�Can�t I call you?�
�No, it would be too dangerous for you. It�ll be best if I contact you.�
Shrewdly Grace said, �It didn�t do Issy any good not having your number, did it?�
Dillon went through to the front door, started to open it, turned and said, �That was a low blow, Grace, but point taken. If I hear anything myself I�ll let you know immediately. Thanks for your help.�
Sitting in the Porsche, he used his mobile phone to call Charlie Hart who answered almost at once. He had long since accepted that as Hart used his phone so freely that he must feel confident with the security setup.
�It�s Jake Dillon. I need an honest answer to a simple question.�
�I was just thinking of you. How, had we met under different circumstances, we might not have ended up as enemies.�
�Possibly. But it was you who made us enemies. I would have happily backed off, but you wouldn�t accept my word of honour. It�s too late now. They�ve taken Isabel Linley. I want her back.�
�Isabel?�
�Someone has kidnapped her. Obviously to push me into a corner. Do you know anything about it?�
�Would you expect me to tell you if I did?�
�Yes. I think you would. In exchange for me.�
�I really cannot recall ever using a woman as hostage. I didn�t know she was in the firing line. I really can�t help you, Jake.�
�Would you know if Trevelyan had ordered it?�
�I suppose I could flatly deny knowing anyone of that name, but that would be insulting you, wouldn�t it? I am being truthful with you, Jake, when I tell you that I do not know anything about your friend being abducted against her will. It changes nothing between us, of course.�
�But would Trevelyan do it without your knowledge?� Dillon persisted.
�You�re a very persistent fellow and I really do not know why I�m even talking to you. He might do it without my knowledge, but I would have expected to hear almost immediately afterwards. If it was done to flush you out into the open, I most certainly would have been informed. I repeat, I know nothing of this.�
�Okay, I accept what you�re saying and I apologise for disturbing your evening. Thanks anyway.�
Dillon was about to hang up when Hart said quickly.
�We will get you, Jake. Don�t mistake a liking for a weakness. In my world I cannot afford to be weak. I think you know that. And we can�t mark time forever � you�re going to find out just how much the stakes are stacked against you.�
�Well you haven�t told me anything new, Charlie. Life is never simple and to be honest, you�re right. Like you, I can�t afford to be weak. How do you think I�ve survived all these years for Queen and country? What do you expect me to do? Give myself up?�
�I could have easily said that we have the girl; would you have given yourself up then?�
�Oh, most definitely. You see Charlie, I have this old-fashioned belief: a life for a life. Issy�s life is worth saving far more than mine.�
Dillon laughed, and then said, �You�ve just missed a never-to-be-repeated golden opportunity, you know?�
Hart sighed heavily. �That would be too easy, Jake. But it is not solely my decision. We make strange enemies, don�t we?�
�I believe we do. Thanks for your candour, Charlie.�
Dillon hung up, satisfied that Hart had told him the truth.
He had a restless night. His mind kept churning over, not allowing him to relinquish to sleep. He couldn�t tell any of his contacts in the police � their hands would be instantly bound by MI5 if they were to open an investigation of any kind against any of the four men involved. For reasons he did not understand, he knew the security service were up to no good and that they wanted him locked up the minute he showed his face at any of his regular haunts. If he showed up at Ferran & Cardini that would put the firm in an awkward position also. He was on his own. He had always been on his own.
The next morning he rang Havelock who at once told him that MI5 had absolutely no knowledge of Isabel�s disappearance. But that they were eager to meet with him and believed they could effectively help find her.
�All they want, Dunstan, is to lure me into a trap,� Dillon said bitterly, certain that they were listening.
�What the hell for? And whose side are they on anyway? They�ve always got a hidden agenda and I don�t believe for one moment that they just want me out of the way because of a list of names and addresses.�
�I�m not in a position to force them into coming clean, particularly if they are telling the truth. They only talk to me as a favour � I have no real pull with them. But who has these days? Even the Prime Minister doesn�t know the half of it.�
�What do they want me to do apart from walking through their doors and handing myself in?�
�There�s a man called Brendon Morgan. I have a private mobile number for you to ring. You�ll have to take it from there.�
Dillon scribbled the number onto the back of an envelope.
�Why don�t I just talk to the guy whose listening in to this conversation? After all, it would most likely be a lot easier. I don�t like doing business this way, Dunstan, but if that�s all you�ve got to offer I�ll give him a call.�
Dillon hung up and looked at the number Havelock had given him, well aware that they would try and fix his position the moment he called it. He slipped quietly out of The Old Colonial Club and went to the nearest public bus stop. Five minutes later he was sitting on the top deck of a London tour bus. He dialled the number and was not surprised when it was answered after the first ring.
�Brendon Morgan?� Dillon was suspicious before he started, constantly scanning for anyone watching him too closely.
�Jake Dillon? I�m so glad you called. Can we meet somewhere?�
�For what reason?�
�I understand your friend Isabel Linley has gone missing. I thought we might be of assistance to you in locating her. I�ve already cleared it with your boss.�
�You�ve spoken to Edward Levenson-Jones?�
�Of course, merely as a matter of courtesy, old son. After all, he was one of us once upon a time.�
�Bullshit. He wouldn�t give you the time of day. But it�s intriguing me why you would want to get involved in something like a kidnapping when the police could so easily handle it.�
�Oh, come now, Dillon. Stop pissing about. We help you locate your woman in exchange for information you might have that would help us on another issue.�
�Dunstan Havelock knows what I know about whatever it is you want to know. Why don�t you simply ask him?�
�Well, in the first instance we doubt very much whether Mr. Havelock knows everything you know. He may be in receipt of the bare bones, but you will have kept back crucial facts because that�s how you�ve been trained to work. You like to be sure of everything and that is what makes you such a good field operative. Secondly, Mr. Havelock is far too close to the Home Secretary for us to apply crude pressure. If he chose not to tell us, there is virtually nothing we can do.�
�Why not just snatch his wife like you have Issy? Or you could just fabricate some sort of scandal and then blackmail him. Your lot are extremely proficient at that. I�m surprised you haven�t tried that one on me yet. It�s like this, Brendon. I don�t trust you � it�s that simple. So what have you done with Issy, and what is it going to take to have her released?�
�As I�ve already said, Jake, we do not go around snatching innocent people out of their homes or straight off the street. You of all people should know that. All we want is to compare notes relating to your current assignment. You can name the meeting place and we�ll be there.�
�I bet you will. Along with an armed response unit at the very least. I tell you what, Brendon, I�ll think it over and ring you later.�
Dillon hung up and looked at the call duration. Two minutes and fifty seconds. Under three minutes and not enough time to trace him on the top of the moving bus. He switched off his phone and got off the bus at the next stop. He got straight into a taxi and headed back in the direction he�d just come from. During the short journey he pondered on whether he�d done the right thing. If MI5 had Issy, he was sure that she would not come to any harm. They must be satisfied by now that she really did not know anything or, more importantly, where he was. And although she was a prisoner, she would be fairly well looked after. Issy�s biggest worry would be in not knowing who her captors were, although she might by now have made an educated guess.
In spite of his concern for her he decided to take a chance. If the security service had her, she was perfectly safe from Trevelyan. If Trevelyan had her, he could not afford the time to have a cosy chat to MI5 simply so they could pick his brains. They clearly thought that he had information they could use. He knew that he was placing enormous trust in Hart and that it was a risky strategy. This whole business was risky.
He went to The Guardian offices and looked through their back issues for 2005. It was a laborious task, made worse because he wasn�t sure what he was looking for exactly or that it would be there. If he knew that, the staff could most likely have pin-pointed the relevant issues for him.
By lunchtime he�d had enough and went out to find something to eat. He returned half an hour later to continue and found something of interest dated November 17, 2005. He made some notes, realising that what he�d found might be totally irrelevant and could be considered as potentially misleading and therefore to be used with caution. It was late afternoon before he left, and he considered it good luck that he�d found the issue so quickly.
He phoned Havelock again at his office, because now that MI5 had disclosed their interest, any phone tap from that source would have been removed for fear it could create a stir if discovered. Although the home phone would almost certainly still be monitored, as a matter of routine. He briefed Havelock about his discussion with Brendon Morgan and explained that all MI5 wanted was to trade information in return for Issy. That he�d declined to meet with them for the time being, which put Havelock on edge and made him slightly irritated, not wishing to go as far as Dillon in his appraisal of the security service�s devilishness. Dillon asked Havelock to keep up the pressure on them because he was convinced they were holding Issy somewhere in the city.
He hoped that he was right about Havelock�s office phone not being tapped, but the time had long gone for being overly cautious. He knew that he was becoming reckless but he doubted that he had said anything that they didn�t already know. As Havelock�s home was obviously under twenty-four hour surveillance, it would be impossible for him to call there in person again, whatever the disguise.
He thought that some of the paintings he�d found, and had told Havelock about, were possibly connected to a number of high profile robberies from museums and art galleries throughout Europe and the United States. He neglected to say that he thought the art objects could have come from the looting of an Iraqi museum in Baghdad after the fall of Saddam Hussein in 2003. As far as he knew MI5 had no idea he had found any of it. He would have Vince Sharp investigate this possibility using the Most Wanted Stolen Works of Art database, compiled and held by the FBI.
After ending the call with Havelock he drove around a bit more, found another parking space in a supermarket car park and rang Grace, hoping she would be home. �It�s Dillon. I�ve got no news about Issy, but my hunch is that she might be safe. I hope I�m right, but that�s all I�ve got at the moment. I don�t suppose anyone has called, have they?�
�No. But a large white envelope has come for her. It doesn�t have a stamp on it, so I�m assuming it was delivered by hand. Do you want to see it?�
Dillon drove the Porsche across town and arrived at Grace�s apartment about twenty minutes later having used every side street he knew to get there as quickly as he could. Grace poured him a drink after handing over the letter, which he opened immediately.
It turned out to be a bundle of legal documents from the partner who was standing in for her at the firm. The note inside simply apologised for having to send it by motorcycle courier, but it required her urgent attention and return. Dillon was disappointed, but at the same time relieved to find it wasn�t anything sinister. Dillon thanked Grace for the drink and was about to leave when his mobile phone started to ring. It was Vince Sharp. He walked out into the hall, out of earshot of Grace, and answered the call.
�Jake, I just wanted to let you know that I�ve exhausted every avenue of enquiry concerning Rosie Poulter. And I�m afraid, chap, that I can�t find anything that connects her, in any shape or form, to Charlie Hart.�
�I thought that might be the case, but thanks for trying. Forget about that for now. I want you to concentrate on the photos I took at the house in Lyme Regis. In particular those images of the small figurines, seals and artefacts. See if any of them tally with those stolen from a museum in Baghdad in 2003. I�d also like you to dig around in the FBI database and check if any of the paintings I found in the wooden crates down there are on the list.�
�Only a small task then?�
�It�s nothing to a big fella like you. This is only a hunch, but I think I�ve discovered the key to what is so important to Hart and those other cronies; Trevelyan, Hammer and Latimer. If you can confirm this, we�re moving in the right direction.�
Dillon hung up and went back through to the living room and was standing for a moment, thinking about Rosie Poulter. He thought he was going mad and was aware of Grace looking at him strangely. What had any of this to do with this woman, Issy and a hidden cache of stolen gold bullion and works of art in Dorset? He was side-tracking. Whatever Hart�s interest in Rosie Poulter, it could make no difference to the real issues of the assignment. What were Hart and Trevelyan really up to?
�I�m sorry. You must wonder why Issy hangs about with a liability like me?�
�Because she�s madly in love with you.� Grace smiled wickedly. �But there�s no accounting for taste, of course and I suppose it�s the danger that surrounds you. It�s extremely attractive to some women, I guess.�
�Is it? Well I will get her back, you know?�
�I have no doubt about that. I wish someone would come along and look after me like that.�
Dillon felt slightly self-conscious and was left wondering why such a beautiful woman was still single. Back at The Old Colonial Club, Dillon put a call through to an old friend from his army intelligence days who was now working for the Metropolitan Police Art and Antiques Unit.
�Steve, can you run a routine check for me on a private collector by the name of Charles Hart? He has a penchant for Vermeers. I just want to tidy up something. I�ll send you a crate of that Burgundy red you like so much. And you can contact me on this mobile number.�
Steve Kirkwood was the only man outside of the firm who Dillon would give the number to. He hung up to Steve�s laughter; they had been serving intelligence officers together.
He had gone as far as he could for that day, and the frustration of inactivity set in as he went in search of a meal somewhere close to the club. All he could do was wait for information and, apart from being deeply worried about Issy, on a purely practical level he missed her help.
The small hours of night-time, unless he could go exploring, were becoming difficult to bear. He felt that things were on the move and yet he had to exercise a degree of patience until the moment was right. He really had nothing in terms of real knowledge, but there were all sorts of bits and pieces, and from experience he knew that they would all eventually come together. But there was one big factor missing � he felt he had come close to it but had somehow missed it. He was as satisfied as he ever would be that Trevelyan did not have Issy. If he had he would have wasted no time in letting him know through the grapevine. That MI5 most likely had her only showed how seriously they were taking this affair, to go to the lengths of abduction. But he couldn�t be absolutely sure and MI5 would know how to play it out.
There were times when he felt he should play ball with them, but he knew them too well and didn�t like the way they operated. They had snatched Issy, taken her hostage just to get at him and what information they thought he could give them � like spoilt children stamping their feet because they couldn�t get their own way. But there was a much larger question hanging over him: Just what business was it of MI5�s to search for a cache of painting and artefacts? Unless, that is, they believed that those people involved were involved in the generating of large sums of money to support terrorists in the UK. Only then would they have every right to be involved. Otherwise this would be left to the customs boys who would also work closely with the serious crime squad to deal with the matter. Unless MI5 really knew nothing and were just following up their own hunches and suspicions. But what sort of suspicion?
Dillon sometimes thought he was chasing shadows. There were so many things that could not be clearly assessed, not least Hart himself, who was particularly difficult to place in context. His association with Trevelyan was strange; as was that of Latimer, but Hammer was a wealthy man and money always made the way easier.
The next morning Dillon weighed up his options. After some deliberation and rummaging around in the canvas holdall, he pulled out a pair of white trainers, blue overalls, and a wig. From a pocket on the side he took a small leather-bound file and flicked through the plastic inserts until he found what he was looking for. The forged identity card had a photo of him wearing the wig on one side of it, and the name of a telecom engineering company down the other. The telephone number shown went straight through to a maze of options offered by the automated switchboard number at Ferran & Cardini.
Dillon left his rooms at The Old Colonial Club and went down to the car park. He put on the disguise he had chosen in the car and five minutes later drove off towards Julian Latimer�s apartment. He parked the Porsche in a multi-story car park two streets away and walked the remaining short distance to Latimer�s apartment block. It took him only a few minutes to locate the main terminal box for all of the apartments in the building. And only a few seconds for him to access it and disable the phone line to Latimer�s penthouse apartment. He pushed the intercom button and then stood back and waited for a reply.
�Peverill Telecom, Mr. Latimer. Our system has detected that you have a faulty line, sir. I�ll need to come up and check that everything is okay with your installed devices.�
�There�s no problem here. I�m afraid you�ve been sent on a fool�s errand. Now if you�ll excuse me.�
Dillon jumped in quickly, �I think you will find that your phone line and broadband are both down, sir. It will only take up a moment of your time.�
Latimer huffed down the intercom, went and tried his phone and then came back. Dillon could hear him pick the handset up again.
�Damn and blast it. You appear to be right � the bloody thing is completely dead. Bloody inconvenient.�
There was a short buzzer sound and then the front door catch was released. A moment later, Dillon entered the familiar entrance hall. The heavy door closed automatically behind him and it was a stark reminder of the risk he was taking by trapping himself in this way. He took the lift all the way up to the top floor and Latimer�s penthouse. As the door slid back he remained inside, listening for any noises that shouldn�t be there, but it was uncannily quiet. Anyone who worked would already be out by this time, but Dillon had taken the chance that Latimer would not leave for the House until later that morning, if he went at all.
The front door to the penthouse was ajar, but Dillon still rang the bell and then stood well back from the door. Latimer pulled open the door and stood there in a silk dressing gown, his right hand tucked in a pocket, in which Dillon was convinced he was holding a small handgun.
�Identity card,� Latimer asked bluntly, holding his free hand out. He studied it carefully, looked up once to verify the image on the card matched up with the man stood in front of him. And then after a moment said, �I�ve never heard of this company and they are most certainly not my telecom supplier.�
Dillon thought quickly.
�We�re contracted to carry out emergency repairs for this building by the freeholder. All I was told was to get myself down here as fast as the traffic would allow, and fix the problem. Time is money, see?�
Dillon remained calm and nonchalant, however he seriously suspected that his cover had been blown, and that Latimer had suddenly recognised him from their brief encounter before.
�Well, as far as I�m aware no one has informed me or the residents� committee about this arrangement. But I suppose you�d better come in and do whatever it is you do,� Latimer said, his hand shifting in the pocket of the silk dressing gown.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Dillon remained in character and gave the politician no indication that he�d spotted the weapon pointing at him as he was shown into the kitchen. Latimer opened the door of one of the wall cabinets to expose the penthouse control and distribution server unit which was located inside. Dillon went through the motions of taking off the cover and checking the connections with a small amp meter. All the time Latimer was watching him intently over his shoulder. Two minutes later Dillon told him that everything appeared to be okay, and that once the main junction box outside was reset the phone and broadband would come back on line.
�I�m sorry for the inconvenience, Mr. Latimer. The office will send you a conformity notice that will tell you what work was carried out and give you a reference number should anything go wrong in the future.�
Latimer made no comment, except for a derisory huff of dismissal.
Dillon saw an expression of contempt and distain cross the politician�s face, but he became more relaxed at the front door as he realised Dillon was leaving after such a short time. Dillon knew he would not get another opportunity. He moved forward quickly, hit Latimer hard on the jaw and then caught him as he collapsed. He pulled the unconscious body inside the hall and closed the door before pulling the handgun from Latimer�s dressing gown pocket.
He dragged the politician into the living room and man-handled him onto a chair. He then went to the kitchen and returned a moment later with a jug of cold water which he threw in Latimer�s face, and then sat down on a dining chair opposite and waited for him to come round.
Latimer shook his head and gasped for air as he started to come round. The colour had drained from his face and his jaw had started to swell; the immaculate Latimer suddenly looked more than his age and his usually well-groomed silver-coloured hair was now thoroughly soaked, clinging partially to his scalp. His eyes were glazed, unable to focus on Dillon who thought the older man was going to be sick. Latimer had always lived a comfortable life, had never been on the wrong side of violence and was now finding it an extremely uncomfortable and painful experience. He tried to pull himself upright and at the same time his right hand delved into the dressing gown pocket.
�Is this what you�re looking for?�
Dillon held up the small Russian PSM pistol, holding it by the trigger guard between forefinger and thumb.
�I hope you�ve got a licence for this thing. Or did dear old Tommy Trevelyan supply it from what, one can only imagine, would be his considerable armoury? But I do congratulate you on your choice of weapon, Latimer. The PSM, or Pistolet Samozaryadnyi Malogabaritnyj to give its full name, is one of the thinnest small calibre self-defence guns ever made. As favoured by the KGB plain clothes operatives back in the bad old days when Mother Russia had them standing on every street corner.�
�You must be Dillon. My God, you�re a distasteful piece of slime.�
The words were slightly slurred and it must have been extremely painful for him to talk.
�That�s right, Latimer. But if I�m distasteful, I�m not sure what you�d be. But priceless, you are. It�s rich coming from someone who takes the taxpayers� hard-earned money and gives so little in return. You�re a rotten apple, Latimer. Everybody knows that you�re a waste of space and as corrupt as they get, but I�m the one who can bring you down and in the process, I�ll stamp on your head � hard.�
�What is it you want? And you didn�t have to hit me like that.�
Dillon watched carefully as Latimer tried to move into a more comfortable position. Dillon held up the gun again.
�You might have shot me. You should think yourself a very lucky man that I decided to punch you instead.�
Dillon pulled out the Glock from his jacket pocket.
�I could have simply killed you with this. I dare say that my reflexes are a lot quicker than yours. I�ve been in this room before, you know?�
Latimer was shaken by this revelation.
�That�s impossible.�
�Not at all. Went through everything, including your safe � the one hidden behind that full-length mirror in your bedroom. I found some very interesting documents and was just wondering if you wouldn�t mind giving me some background information on them.�
�You�re lying, there�s nothing missing from that safe.�
Latimer�s voice was bristling with anger and resentment. But he sounded unconvincing and was now worried that Dillon knew exactly where his safe was located.
�This might come as a bit of a blow, Julian. But at that time I was in no particular hurry and managed to photograph everything. Where else do you suppose I got the Lyme Regis address from? Has Trevelyan worked that out yet? Because if he hasn�t, rest assured, he will.�
Dillon was trying his best to compromise Latimer � to put just enough fear into him to make him talk.
�I just need a little more information to fill in the gaps, that�s all.�
He took a chance, knowing full well that it could easily backfire on him.
�I know you got that list in 1983. I also know that you were sitting on a number of Parliamentary committees at the time. But the one that interested me the most was the one concerning independent security firms. In particular, Brinks Mat. Now I�m only guessing you understand, but I would imagine it went something like this: From sitting on that committee, you were then offered a small, unofficial retainer by the directors of Brinks Mat. I�d guess that it was for prior warning of any moves by the Government, which might be, let�s say, detrimental to their business. I�m sure that with your charm and a well-placed, impressionable young secretary, you would have been able to wheedle out all sorts of highly sensitive information � including timetables. That you did � and have, since that time, abused your position as an MP solely for the purpose of personal financial gain. I don�t know where that stands in the eyes of the law, but as sure as hell the tabloids will have a field day with you whatever else happens. I dare say that wouldn�t please Trevelyan either. Let�s face it, Julian. You�re in the shit right up to your fat little neck and however you look at it, there�s no escaping for you, old son.�
Latimer was recovering, rubbing the painful swelling on his jaw. But his eyes were not yet fully alert and the years of experience in evasion, lying and bending facts to suit his own end, were forming a formidable barrier in his mind. There was also another aspect to give him comfort, but he would have to hold his corner first.
�Your imagination is an extremely furtive one, Dillon. You�re also completely wrong about everything and have no idea what you�re messing with here. As for me being in deep shit, you�d better find a good lawyer, because you are guilty of breaking in and entering, as well as theft. As for your pathetic attempt to intimidate me, well it hasn�t worked. Now get out.�
As he stood up, Dillon punched the politician hard in the stomach. Latimer instantly doubled up and started to retch. A moment later, he was sick over the living room carpet. Dillon leant against the back of a sofa, waiting for him to recover.
�I suppose you�ve conned so many people for such a long time that you genuinely believe you can get away with it forever. Well how would you like both your kneecaps blown off? I only ask because it�s most likely what you�d expect from someone like me. I now want you to tell me what those lists of names and addresses mean.�
Dillon pulled out the Glock and slowly attached the specially made silencer.
�I can make a guess, but I want to be one hundred percent sure. Now, tell me what they represent.�
Dillon slipped off the safety catch.
�This is loaded with hollow point bullets, Julian. So that you�re under no illusion as to what they are, I�ll tell you. I like to use them because they don�t travel too deep into the flesh, but cause maximum tissue damage. Which means that you will most certainly never walk again if, indeed, you actually live through the ordeal.� Latimer was again sitting upright, but had both his arms wrapped tightly around his waist.
�You�re bluffing, playing with that thing. You wouldn�t dare do anything to me and you certainly won�t fool me into saying anything.�
Dillon sat back down on the chair in front of the politician, being careful not to tread in any of Latimer�s breakfast now lying on the carpet.
�Did Trevelyan tell you that he had at least three people killed to protect those lists of names? Did he tell you that he�d sent five men down to the house in Lyme Regis? That I killed three, possibly four, if they didn�t get him to a hospital in time for a blood transfusion? And that I deliberately let two of them live to go back and tell the tale. Or does he protect you from the blood and guts end of his business and just give you the edited version? No, I�m definitely not bluffing, Julian. But you most certainly are. Please feel free to call the police. I won�t try and stop you.�
Dillon levelled the gun.
Latimer went as white as an Egyptian cotton sheet. It had now dawned on him just how much trouble he was in and that he wasn�t going to be able to slither his way out of this crisis by bluff or procrastination. Latimer now realised that Dillon wasn�t just another blunt instrument � that he had nerve and was tenacious. His audacity knew no boundaries and his ability to control was like nothing he�d ever encountered. It struck him that he�d most likely just heard the truth about the deaths in Dorset.
�If I tell you I�m dead anyway.� The voice wavered.
�Who needs to know? How would anyone else ever find out? What I hear in this room stays in this room, as far as I�m concerned.�
Latimer was now fully conscious and extremely nervous. His eyes flitted around the room, not really focusing on anything in particular.
�It would soon become evident that I was the one who told you.�
Where were Trevelyan�s men? He had phoned for help before letting Dillon into the building. He realised he was beginning to panic, but he couldn�t help the feeling of foreboding that was now weighing heavily upon him. Dillon had the expressionless features of a hardened professional. Latimer�s head was spinning. Was he going to blow both his kneecaps off, or was it just an idle threat? The incredible steadiness of the gun pointing at him confirmed it would be the kneecaps.
He added, �If I tell you, I�m finished. Trevelyan�s men will be outside by now. If I were you I�d get out of here as quickly as possible.�
Although the statement was spoken with bravado, it was quite obvious that Latimer was as nervous as a man can get without wetting himself. However, Dillon did manage to pick his way through and pull the truth out of it. Latimer was waiting for something to happen and had reconciled himself that it was about to go down on his own doorstep. The politician was not only scared of him, but of what he might have started in order to protect himself.
Dillon slowly moved across the room and stood with his back to the wall behind the door.
�So tell me, what exactly have you done?�
�I phoned Trevelyan for help from my mobile phone. I wasn�t sure at first when you were standing downstairs in front of the CCTV. The image on the screen wasn�t clear enough. But once you were outside the front door in the hallway, I was sure. Trevelyan is many things that I dislike in a person, but he is thorough. You see, he issued everyone with your photograph. Otherwise I would have sent the cancellation text. But it�s too late now. You�re trapped with nowhere to run.�
�And you are very close to leaving this world for good. How will they get in? You haven�t released the front door.�
He saw the uncertainty and fear return and added, �You�re not bullshitting a group of committee members now, Latimer. This is as real as it gets � your life or mine.�
�They�ll use the emergency fire escape � it�s at the rear of the building and runs all the way up to the roof garden. Once they�re up there they�ll be able to access the penthouse through the French doors in my bedroom, which I unlocked earlier.�
�Well it looks like there�s going to be some blood spilt then. That should go nicely with these cream carpets.�
�Oh, God.� Latimer buried his head in his hands.
�Is there anything you can do to call them off?� Dillon was listening intently for any unwelcome noises from above.
�It�ll be too late, and anyway, they�ll be here by now. Why did you risk coming here like this? You�re a bloody fool and you�ll be outnumbered ten to one at least. Getting past them is going to be impossible.�
�I�ve been in much tighter situations than this, Julian. And to be honest, ten to one are pretty good odds. But I�m forgetting something. You�re the one that does the talking and who likes taking the money, just as long as you don�t have to get your hands dirty.�
Latimer was still sitting with his head in his hands.
�I strongly suggest you stay exactly where you are, keep your eyes closed and pray to whatever God it is you believe in that you don�t catch a stray bullet when the shooting starts. I hope you�ve got the number of a firm of good cleaners, because you�re going to need them, old son. Anyway, what�s a few dead bodies between friends?� Dillon added.
He gazed contemptuously across the room.
�Are you so naive to think that there isn�t a physical side? There�s always the physical side where there�s vast amounts of illicit money � if not from you, then from someone else, like Trevelyan, who you had to go to for expertise and muscle. He�s only got to whisper the right words and there�s always extreme violence. You�re a weak lily-livered, conceited, self-obsessed arsehole Latimer. Damn everybody else. Well, your free-loading ticket has just expired, old son. If they�re out there, you are almost certainly one of the frontline targets. You�d better tell me how to get out of here, and quickly.�
Latimer shook his head in despair.
�There�s only the fire escape and they are sure to have it covered. As I said before, it runs up from the street at the back of the building.�
�Okay, we�ll try it. And you�re going first.�
�You must be mad. I�m not going anywhere. If you�re right, then Trevelyan will have given instructions to have me killed as well. The minute they set eyes on me they�ll simply shoot me.�
�And you�re not scared of me shooting you? Because I won�t hesitate.�
�Oh, I have no doubt that you would kill me. But I�m more scared of them, you see? I never wanted you dead and definitely not here in my home. By the way, the gun you took from me is empty; I couldn�t shoot anyone.�
�Don�t fret, I could tell it was empty by the weight of it. The problem is that you�ve spent your entire life bluffing and double bluffing. And you do it very well. I reckon we�ve got a bit of time still. If we sit it out long enough, you never know, they might even get bored of waiting and leave. So you can fill in time by telling me what those names and addresses are all about.�
�I thought we�d covered that. It�ll not be you who has to stand in front of that ruffian Trevelyan after they�ve got you.�
Dillon smiled ruefully.
�You do realise that Trevelyan won�t believe a single word you say to him after this. He knows that you�re a hustler and a conman, and also knows that to be a truly brilliant conman you have to firstly con yourself into believing. Your usefulness expired a long time ago, Julian. You may have produced the goods back in 1983 and for that he took you into his fold. But you are simply a liability to him now and as sure as sugar is sweet, he will put a bullet in your head rather than run the risk of you talking. At least you�ll get half a chance of staying alive with me. At least, we should try.�
�No. You might as well kill me right here and now.�
Dillon�s instinct told him to put a bullet in Latimer�s thick skull and save the tax payer a whole lot of money trying to bring him to trial. But he knew better than to rush these situations.
�Okay. Then I�ll tell you what I think. It�s all very simple and obvious, really. Each name and address represents a safe house where stolen goods can be covertly deposited prior to redistribution at a later date. I think that each location is different in size and level of security. Lyme Regis, I would say, is of the highest level of security. Some of the locations and names have been crossed off, indicating that these properties, and possibly their caretakers, may have been compromised in some way, or simply their usefulness expired. And then there are the new additions that appear to take their place. These safe houses have obviously been built up over many years and I daresay that under close scrutiny their ownership would make interesting reading.�
Dillon was watching Latimer closely, but the politician was showing no obvious reaction other than distress at what was happening to him.
He went on: �Now the question is what happens after the stuff leaves the safe houses? They�re spread out across southern England, and the most obvious reason for this is ease of access to and from the coast. Which leaves only the why?�
�You seem to have all the answers, Dillon. Surely you�ve worked that one out.�
�Come on, Latimer, your manners are slipping. Or is this the real Latimer I�m seeing? The street brawler? The boy from a lower-class background who rose to greater things?�
�You reckless bastard. Don�t you realise that there are men outside who are going to blow your head off?�
Latimer tailed off almost to a mumbled sob. Then he slowly lifted his head, his jaw now so swollen and bruised that his face was distorted.
�That�s a crazy notion. There isn�t a safe house safe enough to hide gold of the supposed quantity that you�re suggesting. You see, it�s the yellow fever that makes it so difficult � sends even the most honest person over the top. And why have all of those properties when one large vault would do the job?�
�That�s what I thought,� Dillon agreed. �So what�s the catch?�
Latimer sat, his legs crossed and both hands deep in his dressing gown pockets. He appeared to be sinking deeper into the void of despair. Looking up at Dillon, he said, �You really are a foolish man, aren�t you? Up to this point we were thinking that you had been unsuccessful in locating the underground strong room. It�s possibly why you�re still alive. But now that you�ve made it clear that you did find it, I�m afraid it puts a completely different slant on things.�
He smiled maliciously at Dillon, adding, �You see, I will be able to tell Trevelyan something he doesn�t already know.�
Latimer suddenly jumped up and went towards the telephone located on an occasional table by the side of an armchair. He stopped abruptly and turned back towards Dillon, the hatred in his eyes showing through as he remembered that Dillon had disconnected the line from outside. Dillon raised the silenced Glock and pulled the trigger. The phone disintegrated as the hollow point hit the cradle and smashed it into a thousand pieces, sent it flying around the room and crashing to the floor. Latimer jumped back in fear.
�It�s my party trick,� Dillon said with a boyish grin. �You�re not going to be able to worm your way out of this at my expense, Latimer. And that�s exactly what Trevelyan will think if I�m dead and unable to corroborate what I�ve told you. Think about it.�
Latimer�s confidence was waning again. He had never been so close to a bullet before. It was made worse because he�d not even heard the shot.
Dillon continued to point the Glock at Latimer�s stomach.
�Come over here,� Dillon ordered. �Come on, hurry up. I�ve decided that I don�t like your company anymore, so I�m leaving.�
Latimer�s legs had turned to jelly and as he walked back towards Dillon, he had to hold on to anything that would support his weight. He stood facing Dillon as he came forward from the door.
�Now turn around.�
Latimer hesitated. The thought of a bullet through the back of his head made him feel nauseous again. Dillon didn�t bother waiting for a reply. He roughly grabbed his arm and as he spun him around, struck him across the back of the neck with the outside of his open hand. Latimer fell heavily onto the carpeted floor and was then dragged behind the door and out of sight.
Dillon didn�t waste any time, moved in a low crouch to the hall door and peered through the spy hole. He couldn�t see anyone out on the landing and could hear nothing either. He believed that Latimer had told him the truth about ringing for help � his telecom engineer�s disguise had not been as convincing as he would have liked. It was midmorning; surely they wouldn�t try anything in broad daylight and in full view. He ran back through to the stairs, up to the top floor and the bedrooms, and went into the master suite, which overlooked the rear of the building. He carefully opened one of the French doors, quickly scanning the roof garden. Satisfied that there was no one about, he moved quietly towards the gate leading to the fire escape. And there, at the bottom, two figures in the street below were dressed in painter�s white overalls. They both looked up at Dillon as he peered over the edge. As Latimer had said, that route was sealed off.
He went back down to the living room. Latimer was still out for the count and would be for some time. At the front door Dillon thought he could hear movement outside. He peered through the spy hole again, but if anyone was there they must be either at the side of the door or crouching low out of the angle of vision of the spy hole. As there was someone at the bottom of the fire escape, he knew for sure that there would be others positioned both inside and outside of the building.
He stepped back from the door, aimed the Glock low and central of the panel and fired off three silenced rounds into it. He quickly moved to the side as someone groaned with pain. The next moment the door started to splinter as shots were fired from the other side of the door. A series of holes started to appear, and then the whomp of bullets slamming into plaster and woodwork on the far side of the hall.
Dillon remained in a crouching position by the side of the front door. The shooting stopped, which gave him the time to crawl across to the living room door, inquisitive to find out what ammunition they were using. There had been virtually no sound coming from the other side of the door and by the size of the holes, he was almost certain that they were using Norinco Type 64/67 silenced pistols � Chinese weapons that are produced exclusively in silenced form and are essentially favoured by criminals and hit men alike as an assassination weapon. Dillon knew that by declaring himself he had set the clock moving forward; that he would have had to at some stage, and that it made little difference to the men on the other side of the door. They would wait for however long it took to finish the job properly.
He ran back up the stairs and stopped near the top to crouch down low by the balustrade. From this position he had a clear view of the front door and could partially see the French doors on the far side of the master bedroom. It took them another five minutes to open the door � they would have wanted to avoid breaking it down because of the noise. Dillon slid down to a prone position.
He anticipated that they would exert extreme caution at first, and then there was a sudden rush of bodies hurling themselves into the inner hall � their weapons set to automatic, shots being fired randomly everywhere and he caught the first man as he came through. Blood instantly sprayed up the wall and across the ceiling of the room from where the hollow point had ripped through his trousers and into the soft flesh of his groin. The man lay screaming with the pain. Within seconds one of his friends had stopped him with a bullet to the head. The others had scattered in an attempt to find cover from behind whatever furniture they could use. Dillon fired a single round off, caught another of the men in the back as he was retreating through the doorway into the living room. He spun round, already dead on his feet, dropped his gun and then collapsed in the open doorway. Within moments blood had started to congeal around the body, staining Latimer�s cream carpet.
�You�ll have to come up and get me.� Dillon�s voice had a hard edge with attitude as he called down from his vantage point at the top of the stairs. He was firmly on the floor and well protected.
�It�s all right, we�ve got all day, mate. And anyway, you�re not going anywhere,� a voice called back.
Dillon guessed that there were at least another five or six of them waiting for him, and that the one doing the talking was just out of sight behind the partially opened cloakroom door. He rested the butt of the Glock against the carpeted floor of the landing, took careful aim at the lower door panel and gently squeezed the trigger.
�Bloody hell!�
The shock in the voice told Dillon that he�d only just missed his mark and he squeezed off another round. This time he aimed a fraction to the right and was gratified by the immediacy of a loud shriek of pain, followed by the slump of a body hitting the ground.
�That�s three down, by my reckoning. And if the rest of you are still feeling brave, you�ll be going the same way as your friends before we�re done here.�
He knew what would happen next, because they were pinned down with no real options. They could burst from cover and charge up the stairs at him with guns blazing on fully automatic. It would not be a situation he could get out of � the firepower against him would be completely overwhelming. But he was far more concerned about the two men down in the street, if they came up the fire escape at the same time, he would be trapped in a classic pincer movement.
Dillon slid back silently away from the top of the stairs and into the master bedroom. He gently locked the door and taking an occasional chair, wedged it under the handle. At the very least it might give him a little extra time. He moved quickly to the French doors, opened one and went out onto the roof garden.
He had no idea of how much time he had. The men downstairs in the hall might wait until they thought he was losing concentration. It was the most likely option that they would take, especially as none of them would relish the idea of charging head-on up the stairs, with three of their friends lying dead downstairs. But he was sure that the two men down in the street would not stay there forever. They would get anxious about the lack of action and would come up the escape to investigate what was happening.
Dillon edged his way towards the gateway and once through it, was standing on the steel mesh platform of the escape. He glanced over the edge and saw that only one of the men was still standing at the very bottom. He then spotted the other one halfway up the escape. The second man had seen him, but remained frozen to the spot where he was, and then Dillon saw why. A police patrol car was parked at the end of the street.
Dillon chose the moment to descend the ladder, but as he moved out into full view he saw that he�d been spotted. At the same time the police car pulled out into the midmorning traffic and drove away. He didn�t expect to be shot at even if the police had remained there. The angle was all wrong for both of them and the distance was not ideal either. The man who was stood in the street stayed where he was, but Dillon knew that there was a hand clasping over a gun butt in his overalls pocket.
What disturbed the gunmen was that Dillon was climbing through a landing window two floors below the penthouse. Dillon was inside the building in an instant and moving quickly down the staircase towards the main entrance hall when he heard the sound of many footsteps coming down from above. He ran down the stone steps, taking them two at a time to the next floor. He stood listening for a second and then heard the main entrance door slam shut. A moment later, the two men who had been standing in the street at the rear of the building, started up the steps towards him.
He backed through the emergency exit that led out to the third floor landing. At the same time the lift door pinged open and an elderly woman stepped out with two heavy-looking bags of shopping in her hands. Dillon ran up the landing and got into the lift, just before the emergency exit door burst open and two of Trevelyan�s men came through, much to the surprise of the elderly woman. Dillon pushed the penthouse button and the lift started to ascend to the top floor. As it neared the penthouse, Dillon crouched, gun held in both hands. As the doors slid back he came out fast and low, rolling midway and ending up lying prone, gun trained on Latimer�s door.
There was no one there. In their haste to follow him, Trevelyan�s men had not left anyone behind to stand guard, which was lucky. But he still had to be quick and also remain quiet. The door had been closed but the terrible damage caused by so much firepower was on full view. He stood to the side of the doorway and waited a few seconds before gently pushing the door open with the barrel of the Glock. Once he had satisfied himself that it was clear, he moved inside.
The hall looked like a warzone with the bodies of the dead men left where they�d fallen, their blood spattered up the walls and across the ceiling. Dillon stepped over them, went into the living room and discovered that Latimer was still out cold. He bent down and checked for a pulse. The politician was still alive. He left him where he was and quickly made his way back up onto the roof garden. He didn�t break stride as he went out through the still open French doors, and made straight for the gateway. He got to the platform and started down the stairs as fast as he could. About halfway down, he heard a yell from above. No way was he going to stop and pass the time of day with them. He was now taking the stairs two at a time, realising that it was one of the men who had been standing down in the street. He�d moved fast back up to the penthouse and was now back outside and coming after him with only one flight between them. He held a two-way radio in one hand that he was talking into, and what looked like an Uzi machine pistol in the other.
Dillon reached the bottom of the stairs at almost running speed, slammed himself into the side of the security cage and wrenched open the access door. As he stepped out into the street he saw that there were now three men coming down the stairs after him. At the same time, two more of them were walking round the corner from the front of the apartment building and were heading straight for him.
Time was fast running out. Dillon had two choices: stay and fight and run the very real risk of being simply shot in the head, or run as fast as he could in the opposite direction and still run the risk of taking a bullet in the back. Time up. He went with his gut instinct. He had shot two of them dead before the others knew what was happening and had darted behind a large metal waste bin on wheels before they�d even managed to get a single round off.
The other three men scattered to the far side of the street in search of cover in doorways. Dillon was thinking on his feet, adrenalin pumping around his body at lightning speed, his senses on high alert. He unlocked the wheel brakes and started to push the metal bin towards the end of the street. Bullets slammed into the side, Dillon returned the fire, which drove them back to cover. He was completely concealed behind the bin and had only to move slowly, keeping his back as tight as he could to the wall of the apartment building. As he passed them on the other side of the street, they could only look on with incredulity at what they were seeing. Dillon knew that his life depended on making it to the end of the street. He kept the Glock in his free hand and trained in their direction, right up until he let go of the bin, and rounded the corner at the end of the street.
Running flat out, he turned another corner and then another, found himself on a main road and raced for a passing bus which he just managed to catch. He�d return later for the Porsche in the hope that the remaining men would have got fed up and left.
He sat down heavily onto a vacant seat, whilst passengers barely took any notice. He was feeling his age � both lungs felt as if they were about to burst and demanded that he breathed in great gulps of air. And just for good measure, he was also sweating and feeling sick. He had no idea if Trevelyan�s men had followed him and if they had, how far behind they were. He hoped that he�d lost them for now and made a mental note to renew his gym membership at the earliest opportunity.

CHAPTER NINETEEN

Dillon was relieved to get back to the club. He went straight up to his rooms and poured the entire contents of a miniature brandy bottle from the mini bar into a tumbler. He let the amber liquid warm its way right down to the pit of his stomach; the calming effect was almost immediate. He walked across the room, placing the glass on to the bedside table, threw himself on to the bed and, clasping his hands behind his head, gazed up at the ceiling. He had escaped, but was angry with himself for thinking that he could so easily deceive a man who lived by deception. He knew nothing more than what he had already known before. But perhaps the events of the last two hours were not such a waste of time, as he now knew that there was some strange bond between the four men. But what? He should have known better than to have placed himself in such a dangerous situation, and had been extremely lucky to escape without as much as a scratch. It was not enough to convince himself that he had outwitted Trevelyan�s men. He should have informed Vince Sharp, who would have ensured a back-up team outside the apartment building. He�d broken his own rule and should not have placed himself in the position of having to do it in the first place.
He knew that if he pulled a stunt like that again he could expect the worst from both Trevelyan and his boss, Edward Levenson-Jones. He could not go on forever beating the odds. Trevelyan would not only be furious, he would now be even more determined than ever to get him, three more of his men were dead and another two had been wounded, although how seriously, it was impossible to say. He was sure that the three men he had let live would have gone back up to the penthouse and removed their three friends. As for Latimer, he could only guess what would happen to him.
Dillon showered and changed and consoled himself with another brandy. He was satisfied that he had been right about the names and addresses along the south coast. They had to have somewhere to store the gold bullion, and caretakers who were no doubt very well paid to watch over it � that much gold couldn�t be kept in one location. As for the art works, they were being stored, awaiting distribution to ships or more likely smaller boats that would take them across the English Channel to France. He was sure that this was merely a very small section of a much bigger pipeline, but he was still no nearer to understanding the real reason why these four men, all wealthy in their own right, would risk their liberty and fortunes.
He went out to the local delicatessen for a sandwich and a coffee and returned to the club, reluctant to keep placing himself in public view. But all the time conscious that he had to continue the momentum.
He turned on the television and started to flick through the news channels, searching for any reports and was shocked to hear on the local BBC news round-up that Julian Latimer had been found shot dead in his penthouse apartment by unknown gunmen. An official Common�s press photo of Latimer was being shown in the top left-hand corner of the screen. The reporter was standing outside the apartment building speaking to a neighbour, who was telling her that she had seen nothing but how awful it was to have that sort of violence in such a wealthy area of the city. The camera cut back to a high ranking police officer who was just about to make an official statement. He said that the place had been ransacked and valuables stolen to the value of many thousands of pounds, and that the safe had been broken into and cleared out. Dillon stood in front of the screen, not able to believe what he was hearing. Had Trevelyan decided that Latimer had become a liability and that this morning�s fracas was too good an opportunity to miss out on? He�d most likely been shot whilst he still lay unconscious on the living room floor. Trevelyan would not be disappointed anyway � he had probably got rid of an increasing liability and his profits would now be that much higher.
No mention was made of the front door having been holed or the three dead men, so Trevelyan must have sent in a clean-up team before the police got anywhere near. Dillon felt that the odds had just got shorter against him. He wondered if there was any point in driving down to Dorset and Hampshire to investigate the other addresses on the list. If there had been anything hidden in any of them they would almost certainly have been cleared out and moved to other more secure locations by now.
He phoned Vince and asked him to check the home telephone number of Brendon Morgan. It came as no surprise to either of them that he was not listed and even with Vince�s sophisticated software searching all of the Government databases, nothing came up for the MI5 section head. Dillon rang the mobile number that Havelock had given him, hoping that Morgan might be at home and that if he answered he would be happy to meet him there. He knew it was a long shot as he dialled the number, and waited for a reply. The voicemail cut in and Morgan�s voice instructed the caller to leave him a message and he would get a call back. He hung up without leaving a message and immediately called Havelock�s private Whitehall number.
�I�m surprised you�re not taking tea and cakes at this time of the afternoon, Dunstan. I�m trying to find Brendon Morgan�s address � he�s obviously not going to be listed in any of the publicly accessible databases, so I was wondering if you mind getting it for me?�
�For your information, I do not have the time to indulge in tea and cakes on any afternoon. And I can�t simply ask for his address without them finding out. Active personnel details are held on a database that is kept securely in a vault inside their building, as you well know.�
�What about the telephone companies, surely you must have the weight of office to be able to get them to help you?�
�Jake, I sometimes wonder what sort of contacts you think I have. I�m not in the security service or the police or any of those things. You�ve got more chance of Vince Sharp finding out. I really can�t help you.�
He then added quickly, �Or maybe I can. I have a top police contact who owes me a bit of a favour. Ring me back in an hour on this number and we had better hope that this line is not being monitored, because I�m sure the one at home is. Now I must get on. Goodbye, Jake.�
* * *
Dillon sat in the Porsche at the end of the street, parked on double yellow lines across an entrance to some allotments because it was the only space he could find. It was 8.15 p.m., and just starting to get dark. He�d been sitting there for about twenty minutes, and was not wearing a disguise. Morgan could have been at home for some time, of course � it wasn�t an unreasonable assumption that he might have entered his home through a back door. Dillon decided to give it a while longer, because he did not relish the prospect of actually calling on him at his home.
East Finchley appeared to be a quiet affluent area, with few cars or people passing along the road where Dillon was parked. The station was no more than half a mile away and so Dillon had to use his judgement on when to make his move. The street was almost clear of cars; the people in the allotments had left whilst it had still been daylight, and the residents all had driveways and garages. Dillon decided to park closer to Morgan�s house which lay hidden behind a tall beech hedge at the end of a gravel driveway. Before getting out, he looked up and down the street to see if there were any suspicious vehicles around. Satisfied that there weren�t, he climbed out and stood for a moment, by the side of the car.
It was almost 9 p.m., and Dillon was starting to feel dampness in the night air when a car approached, slowed, and then turned into Morgan�s driveway. Dillon quickened his pace as he crossed to the other side of the road. The tail lights of the Mercedes saloon went out and a moment later, the driver�s door opened. Dillon was already crunching his way up the gravel driveway and called to the man as he climbed out of the car.
�Are you Brendon Morgan?�
In the gloom Dillon watched as the figure stiffened and slammed the car door. �I�ve heard that voice before.� He turned to face Dillon.
�Jake Dillon,� Dillon said, holding out his hand. �I�m sorry to disturb you at your home. But I need to talk to you.�
�You�d better come inside then,� Morgan said, and walked off towards the front door. A security light came on as they approached the porch, giving Dillon the opportunity to make a quick appraisal of the spook. He was tall and slim, somewhere in his mid-forties with greying hair, was wearing a well-cut light grey business suit and carried a black leather laptop case.
�I�d rather we talk in my car.�
�Okay. I�ll just pop inside and tell my wife, or she�ll wonder where I am.�
�She�ll have to wonder. Come on, let�s get this over with. I don�t have all night.�
�I was told that you�re an unreasonable and surly bugger. It won�t take me more than a few seconds.�
�I know that. But I would imagine that she�s not only a credit to you, but very competent as well. I�m almost certain that she would be raising the alarm as we speak.� Morgan stepped closer � his eyes glinting in the harsh tungsten light, and just for a second there was a hint of aggression, and then it was gone.
�How did you get hold of my home address?�
�I have my sources, but I will admit that I had to use up a few favours to get it. Now, come on, Brendon, don�t make me threaten you, because I�m getting tired of doing that. Just a short chat and I�ll be on my way.�
�All right. May I drop my case in the porch first?�
�Yes. But I�ll be watching.�
�Trusting, aren�t you?�
�No.�
�Well don�t worry yourself, I�m not going to summon up a team of agents out of thin air,� Morgan said in derision as he crunched his way to the porch with Dillon two steps behind him.
Morgan placed the case inside the porch and they walked back to the Porsche and got in. Morgan wasn�t used to the low head height and bucket seats of the sports car, caught his foot on the threshold plate and unceremoniously slumped down in the seat.
�Right,� Morgan said. �You have a captive audience. So make it quick and cut to the chase, because my wife will have heard me open the porch door.�
�I would like you to hang on to Isabel Linley for a while longer. But you�re to make sure that she�s told exactly what�s going on and that she�s perfectly safe, and that you are holding her for her own protection. I�ll give you a note to give to her, explaining what�s going on. Oh, and make sure she has five-star comfort.�
�But we�re not holding her, Jake.�
Before Dillon could explode, Morgan added quickly, �But we do know who is and will pass on your wishes in exchange for something back from you.�
�And you have the authority to make deals like this, do you Brendon?�
�Not exactly, but I don�t see any problems as long as you keep to your end of the bargain. We�ll have to know where to contact you, of course.�
�No. I�ll contact you at Thames House.�
�You�re not even willing to trust us now? So why the hell are you here?�
Outside the wind had got up and a light drizzly rain was falling. Dillon didn�t answer immediately, instead turned the ignition key and a second later the Porsche�s three-litre engine fired up. Morgan looked uncomfortable in the gloom.
�I don�t trust you. I�m simply having to compromise. Issy�s safety is my main priority, and don�t forget, I know how you lot work when you don�t get your own way.�
�Oh, come on, Jake. You make us sound like hoodlums in cloaks. When in fact the security service is extremely accountable and one that does not go around kidnapping innocent people or killing them for that matter. Not all of us throw our toys out of the pram when we don�t get our own way.�
�Hoodlums in cloaks. Now there�s a thought.�
�Look, are we going to deal or not? We really do want to help and we�re very interested in what you might know.�
Morgan turned to gaze at Dillon.
�Okay,� he continued, �I�ll lay my cards on the table. We do have your girlfriend and she�s staying in a five-star hotel and enjoying every pampered moment of it. She may know who we are but we would, of course, vehemently deny everything, particularly when we know there are other interested parties who would very much like to get their hands on her. You understand, of course. We had to draw you out into the open and it worked, didn�t it? We hold you in high regard, Jake. But we do want what you know, and even if it galls me to say it. You have achieved in a few days what the police and MI5 have been trying to do over many months. So please, simply trust us on this one.�
Dillon switched off the engine and let the tension build up a fraction more before saying, �We�re talking, Brendon. That�s as good as it gets for now. However, I will give you everything I know, but I may need some help in return. It started five days ago when I came across a document containing a list of names and addresses, all in the south of England. There was no explanation accompanying them, I was curious so I paid one of them a visit. What I discovered was a cache of gold bullion and many wooden crates full of priceless works of art.�
�Where were they? Obviously not in the living room.� Morgan allowed himself a smile at his own weak joke.
�Obviously not. It took time, but I discovered a secret underground room that was located under the garage. There�s a strong possibility that the gold originated from the Brinks Mat robbery staged at Heathrow in 1983. As for the art and other objects, I�ve got my operations controller, Vince Sharp, looking at the FBI�s most wanted stolen works of art database. I�m sure that Tommy Trevelyan, Paul Hammer, and the late Julian Latimer are all behind it, alongside an unlikely yet charismatic, Charlie Hart.�
�That would have been the Lyme Regis incident?�
�How did you find out about that?�
�The local police force. They filed a report and it found its way back to us because someone thought it might have been a possible threat to national security. Not really sure why they thought that � might have been the AK47 they found in the woods close to the house, or possibly the amount of human blood they found spattered, pooled and smeared everywhere, both around and inside the property, that made them just a little bit suspicious. But you must have really stuck your head in the noose down there. Lucky to be alive, I�d say.�
�I admit, it was a close call, that one. And not something I�d want to repeat. But I cannot for the life of me make out what the hell it�s all about or why so many people have already died. The list has been changed many times � some entries have been crossed out completely and new ones entered. I must admit that I�m a little surprised that three of these men are involved, only because of their wealth status. As for Trevelyan, well this is obviously right up his street. There must be some very large sums of money involved to get him to make such elaborate plans for protection and to put out an open contract to have me killed.�
�Did this list come from the late Julian Latimer, the MP? We�ve been interested in him for some time.�
�Yes.� Dillon held up his hands, adding, �Don�t ask how I came by it. That�s really all I have at the moment. So what�s it all about?�
�Let me just say this: It�s much bigger than we at first thought. Latimer used highly confidential information which he discovered had enormous commercial value, contacted Trevelyan who, presumably with Hart, saw the global potential and far wider possibilities than Latimer could have ever dreamt of, and put them to a use. I have to say that we�re still trying to uncover what that is exactly. What you have discovered, which I might add, is an extremely important find. It�s the conduit and revenue generating side to their operation. You�re quite right, of course � it all started with the Brinks Mat gold bullion robbery back in 1983. That�s when Latimer discovered that he could make vast sums of money by selling confidential information to the likes of Trevelyan. The fact that he�s now dead seems to indicate that the arrangement has been cancelled by Trevelyan! The three remaining members are also the founders of a secret society calling themselves The Hell Fire Club � if you�re wondering what all of this is about?�
�The Hell Fire Club?�
�Yes. And it�s the reason why MI5 is involved. I won�t bore you with the details. But what I can tell you is that it shot to our attention when GCHQ intercepted a little chatter between Hart and someone in northern India. The words �Hell�, �Fire� and �Shroud of Concealment� were referred to on three separate occasions. Those rather clever little geeks up there run voice-recognition programmes as a matter of routine. Because of this we now know the name of the individual that Hart was talking to. This individual has links with all of the extreme radical terrorist organisations around the planet.�
�Were there other conversations between these two men?�
�You see, I�m telling you much more than you have told me because we need your particular skills.�
�I�m expendable is what you mean. And you still haven�t answered my question.�
�Yes. The calls were exclusively between Hart and I�ll simply call him �X�, in northern India. But some were three-way conference calls with someone else here in London who we haven�t, as yet, been able to identify. All of the conversations have so far been heavily coded. But they�ve become more than a little reckless since you�ve been snooping around. They do, however, always follow the pattern of some type of code. You know the sort of thing � specific words placed into the conversation but not so that they look out of place. Which meant that when the conversations were played back and then digitally altered the code became partially visible. But we are not able to break it completely and need to know much more about this man whom Hart contacts in London. That�s where you come in.�
�Try running the name �Gideon Lahiri� through the system. I�ll say it again. You only want my help, because as an independent I�m bloody expendable.�
�Aren�t we all? But then we chose to do what we are doing. I�ll look at Lahiri first thing tomorrow. The Americans are all over us like a nasty rash on this one. They�ve also been listening in to certain international chatter and have intercepted calls using the global network.�
�They�ve been using �Echelon�? I thought that project had been mothballed years ago.�
�Definitely not. It�s very much up and running.�
Echelon exists. The most powerful global surveillance system known to man. One capable of capturing and scanning every telephone call, fax and email sent anywhere in the world. Using sophisticated satellite systems, Earth stations, radar and communication networks, as well as an array of ships and aircraft, this is a system capable of monitoring both military and civilian communications and was originally developed during the Cold War. It is now used extensively to listen in on communications between terrorists, and to monitor the activities of organised crime groups throughout the world.
�So what have the Americans heard?� Dillon asked.
�Well you might find it interesting to discover that Paul Hammer has also made several calls to the same number in India that Hart dials. When the CIA came to us with the revelation that one of the wealthiest men in Europe could be linked with funding terrorist boot camps in northern India, you could hear a pin drop in Thames House. They also had recordings of the conversations he�d had with the same well-spoken and cultured voice of X. After he�d been briefed on the matter, the Home Secretary immediately gave us the go-ahead to initiate a full-scale undercover investigation against Hammer and Hart here in the UK.�
�And what about Latimer and Trevelyan?�
�Well, it was thought a waste of tax payer�s money to monitor either of them. The Met keep a close eye on Trevelyan and Latimer was under constant scrutiny as an MP. I must admit, we didn�t think it likely that Tommy Trevelyan would be involved. Not after he had served almost eight years in a high security prison for collaboration with the former IRA. Or so we thought until you came up with the definite link between the four men and the smuggling operation.�
�So, we have four men inextricably woven together in a large scale enterprise involving stolen goods, international smuggling, murder, and now fundraising for terrorist groups. Did they really think they�d get away with it?�
�They have done for at least the last five years, give or take. Trevelyan would almost certainly still have contacts with people who teach terrorists to make good old-fashioned bombs. Had you not uncovered what you did, we might well have been still fumbling around trying to piece the various parts together, whilst being suffocated with that shyte we call The Establishment.�
Dillon was listening intently to every word and then the spell was broken as a torch beam was being shone from Morgan�s driveway. It was his wife � she�d come out to see where he was. As she appeared at the gateway, Morgan let down the electric side window immediately and called out to her, �It�s alright darling. I�m just talking. Won�t be long.�
�Why don�t you come inside and talk? It�s warmer.�
�No, it�s okay. We won�t be much longer, really, I�m all right. Don�t fret. I�ll be in soon.�
�You�re a lucky man. It�s a rare thing these days to have a wife who cares about you,� Dillon said as Mrs. Morgan went reluctantly back up the driveway into the house. �I do hope that she doesn�t call anyone?�
�She won�t. She�s been married to me for far too long. Where was I? Yes. As I was saying, Trevelyan is not simply an aging hoodlum. He�s extremely well-connected and, as a consequence, is obsessive about who he is seen to be associating with. How many of these safe houses do you think there are?�
�Fifteen to twenty. I�m sure that there are more that are not listed, most likely only ever used in an emergency should anything go wrong.�
�The fact is, Jake, if it ever becomes public knowledge that two of the wealthiest men in England and a notorious gangland criminal have been generating vast sums of money to fund terrorist boot camps around the globe� Well, at the very least, the security service and the Home Secretary would be condemned by every other government and security service in the Western World for allowing them to get away with it. And that is, most definitely, not an option. We need a result, and we need it pretty damn quick.�
�As I see it, Trevelyan is responsible for looking after the safe houses. Hart, he is well-placed to organise the movement of the stolen works of art through The Lahiri Import & Export Company. As for Paul Hammer, I�m not sure what role he plays. Except that his hotel chain spans around the globe, including certain countries where no sane person would ever want to stay. I still believe that Latimer was useful to them in the beginning. Especially with his link to Brinks Mat, but became a liability in later years and so they had him killed. Self-preservation in its most lethal form.�
Dillon wound down his side window a fraction, outside the night was getting colder and the fine drizzle turning to heavier rain. He gazed through the misted glass and said, �I can help you. But just what the hell do you think I can do that MI5 can�t? My investigation was leading in the right direction, but you have filled in the gaps and told me far more than I knew already. So what�s your point?�
�I�ve just given you a brief outline of what we know. There is little doubt that you are right in your assumption of there being more safe houses and that their locations are kept top secret. I�m also convinced that the gold and the other materials never stay too long at any one address. You were very lucky to find what you did at the house in Lyme Regis. By moving it all around, they ensure that their liability is kept to an absolute minimum. It�s a well-oiled and very slick operation that has some extremely sinister elements to it. Mostly because it�s not just Trevelyan and the others, but their equivalent around the world and the bond we believe has been formed between them. You see, The Hell Fire Club appears to have cropped up all over Europe in recent years and now they�ve started to appear in India, South Africa and throughout South America. One has even been found in Miami!�
�But this is definitely the domain of MI5 to deal with in the UK, and MI6 overseas. So where do I come in?�
�If it�s a matter of national security, then it�s ours. You know as well as anyone it�s a fine line that we tread between the various other agencies and ourselves, and quite often it�s a problem to decide who deals with what. We�re involved because, so far as I�m aware, we know more than the rest and have a good working relationship with our American cousins in the CIA. I suppose it�s really quite bizarre to think that, with the vast resources available to both ourselves and the CIA, we can only achieve limited success. That�s where you come in. There are two reasons why we need your help: You are able to do things where we are restricted by the law. Like your little skirmish down in Dorset. But you also appear to have built up some form of dialogue with Charlie Hart and he intrigues us very much. I still cannot see where he fits in or why he is involved.�
�Have you checked his history?�
�Far more than we�ve checked yours since you resigned your commission. It seems to stand up.�
�Which doesn�t mean a damn thing.�
�Which doesn�t mean a thing,� Morgan conceded.
�But we need to know a lot more about these safe houses and why some of the locations have been deleted and others put in their place.�
�It�s too soon to return to Dorset. I was bloody lucky the first time, but I can�t expect to get away with it again.�
�But you found the gold and the other gear, why should you want to go back?�
�Because I�m not satisfied. There�s another angle on Hart that I�m following up, but it may come to nothing. There�s something not quite right with him being associated with Trevelyan and if it came to choosing who would come out on top between those two, I would put my money on Charlie Hart. There�s a lot of experience there. And that makes him a formidable man.�
�What kind of experience?�
�Well that�s the question, isn�t it? What about Issy?�
�After this chat I think we have no option but to let her go. I don�t see how we can justify holding her now if you�re working with us. But we can arrange some protection. By the way, just how did you get involved with this in the first place?�
�Sir Lucius was approached and I was asked to do a favour for the Americans. A simple thing, really. But I discovered something that I shouldn�t have, and from that point on I was treading on toes that I didn�t know were there. I knew that the assignment was going to be far from simple when Hart had my Porsche blown up and I received a letter bomb the next morning. When Issy became involved, I wanted to put the brakes on the assignment. LJ agreed and so did the partners of Ferran & Cardini. Hart and Trevelyan had other ideas and that wasn�t one of the options. I tried talking to Hart, but it was too late, I�d discovered too much and they had too much to hide, but at that time they didn�t know what I�d found out. In fact, at that stage I knew damn all. Latimer was the only one who knew that I�d found the gold and works of art. A secret I�m confident he wouldn�t have been able to divulge before they killed him.�
�Can you be certain of that?�
�Pretty certain. Before I left his penthouse this morning he was deeply unconscious from the blow to the back of the neck I�d given him. My guess is that Trevelyan�s boys went back in and finished him off before he�d regained consciousness.�
There was an uncomfortable silence. Morgan blew his nose loudly and then sat contemplating what Dillon had just told him.
�Did you kill Latimer?�
�Do you think I�d tell you if I had? No. He was either killed by a stray bullet meant for me, or the order was given and the opportunity too good to miss to get rid of him once and for all. I genuinely think that he had served his usefulness to Trevelyan. Furthermore, whether his death was an accident or by design, Trevelyan won�t be unhappy about it.�
Morgan nodded in the darkness of the car�s interior.
�Okay, you�ve proved your point. You can do things we dare not try.�
�Bollocks. What you�re saying is it doesn�t matter if I get caught. Look, Brendon, it�s been nice talking but I�ve got to get back.�
They both climbed out of the sports car. Morgan slammed the passenger door closed and Dillon walked him back across the road to the entrance of his driveway.
Morgan turned to Dillon. �So we still don�t know how to contact you.�
�Better that way, don�t you think? Take the phone tap off of Dunstan Havelock�s home number. He�s about to complain to the Home Secretary and as the original enquiry stemmed from that office, you�d better tread carefully. You wouldn�t want your funding to be suddenly cut.�
�Tut-tut. You�re assuming that we have it tapped. Do keep us posted on any major developments, Jake. It�s been most enlightening to meet you at last.�
The two men shook hands and Dillon was just about to walk back to his car when he said, �Do you see Charlie Hart as a security risk?�
Morgan stood thinking about the question for a moment, before replying, �That�s the question, isn�t it? Perhaps you�ll be able to find out.�
Dillon reached the Porsche, pausing for a moment, and briefly glanced back towards Morgan�s house before climbing into the car and immediately checking his rear-view mirror. The road was quiet, there were no strange vans or cars parked, and he felt strangely pleased that Morgan had kept the conversation fairly light and pleasant. But he did have some doubts as to why he was driving away with far more knowledge than he had imparted. They had gone to great lengths to find him for so little in return, particularly when Havelock had told him that they could not tell him anything because it was so highly classified. What had changed to allow Morgan to declassify what he�d just told him?
Dillon drove off slowly, glancing in his rear-view mirror every now and then. He turned a corner and then another before he stopped on double yellow lines. He sat there with the engine idling whilst he waited for a car or a van to cruise by. Nothing happened. He decided that he was becoming paranoid and that his basic distrust of the security service was such that he could only find negativity with them. He saw nothing wrong with that, but did accept that even with the resources of the firm he could not work alone on this assignment. He needed the intelligence information just given to him, and he might need their help in other ways as well.
He drove back into the city with the sedate reverence of an old lady, at speeds he believed the Porsche engine management system would never allow. He entered the underground garage of The Old Colonial Club and parked the car, went up to his rooms and phoned Grace. Issy answered and his spirits immediately lifted with joy. He talked with her without once mentioning that he�d struck a deal to ensure that she was looked after. The minders would be positioned outside in the street by now, which made Dillon feel much more comfortable about telling her that she could return to something as near to a normal life as was practically possible. She enthused about the lavish suite of rooms that she had been staying in and that she�d been pampered like a film star. Even down to the luxury Mercedes that had brought her back home. They talked as old friends and lovers do, and when finally they hung up Dillon had to admit to himself that Morgan had not only kept his word, but had been exceptionally quick about it.
Although late, he went in search of something to eat and found a small Italian restaurant around the corner with an amiable chef willing to knock him up a bowl of pasta. The meal was enjoyable and the glass of red wine went down nicely. When he returned he discovered that there was a message to ring a Mr. Sharp at a London number. He called back immediately.
�Rosie Poulte, this could simply be a coincidence and that there are two Rosie Poulters. But according to a document I�ve just found on a very old database at central archives, a woman by this name was recorded by the coroner�s office as having died in 1978. Death by drowning due to misadventure. Is that helpful?�
�No. Not in the least bit. Why wasn�t that picked up on the first search?�
�Too far back and the original database had been placed into an archived programme that doesn�t reveal itself unless specifically asked for.�
�Where?�
�Where what?�
�Where did she die?� Dillon felt as if a piece of the jigsaw had just fallen into place.
�According to the record, Brighton.�
�So there is the possibility that the woman in Bournemouth is an impostor, using a dead woman�s identity?�
�What is her connection to Hart, though?�
�That�s what I need to find out.�
�You coming into the office tomorrow?�
�No. Tell LJ that I�ll email him a report of all recent events. Oh, and Vince, good work, mate.�
Dillon hung up, glanced down at his Omega Seamaster watch, and decided to fly to New Delhi on the first available flight into Indira Gandhi International Airport the next day.

CHAPTER TWENTY

Dillon phoned Brendon Morgan on his mobile number early the next morning.
�I know it�s early, but I didn�t want to get bogged down with the call waiting system at Thames House,� he quickly explained.
�By the way, thanks for keeping your word and releasing Issy last night.�
�I said I would and I always keep my word. To be honest, it was costing the British tax payer an absolute fortune keeping her in that five-star hotel. Is that what you called for?�
�No. What I need now is a contact in Delhi. Whoever you can come up with at short notice. But they�ll need to have their ear to the underworld and know what�s going on. I�ll also need a gun when I get to the other end, preferably a Glock with spare clips.�
Morgan laughed. �I�m in the middle of my breakfast � that�s always a bad time to land me with that sort of problem. I can give you a contact, but the weapon is something else.�
�Don�t even go there, Brendon. Obtaining a weapon from the British Embassy should be a walk in the park for you. And I�m sure you wouldn�t want me to be unarmed in such a dangerous city. After all, do you really want me to find out what�s going on or not?�
�Ring me back in fifteen minutes and I�ll give you a contact. I need to check first, though.�
* * *
Having someone like Morgan on his side had its uses, like getting on a fully booked British Airways flight and automatically being upgraded to business class. It was the first time in days that Dillon felt like he would have a chance to relax, and it was not until they were rolling up the runway and taking off that he realised just how tired and bruised he felt. He slept for most of the way, often flying over countries that he had operated covertly in as a serving Army Intelligence Officer. By the time the aircraft was starting its descent into Indira Gandhi International Airport, he felt completely refreshed, where most of the passengers in economy class were feeling weary.
He was using his own passport and it seemed that Morgan had smoothed the way for him, because he was through immigration and customs whilst the others were still queuing. There were luxury air-conditioned limousines waiting to take tourists to their five-star hotels in fashionable downtown New Delhi. Dillon�s transport was a battered old embassy car running on diplomatic plates, double parked outside the terminal building. The young Indian driver sent to collect him stood by the passenger door, holding up a clipboard under his arm. When he spotted Dillon walk through the doors, he waved the clipboard above his head to attract his attention.
�Mr. Dillon?�
He was annoyed at having his name shouted across the concourse for all to hear and headed directly for the car.
�I�m, Dillon. Are you my contact?�
�No, Mr. Dillon. I have been sent to take you to your hotel. Your contact will make himself known to you there. You have been booked into the five-star Shangri-la Hotel � I hope that it will be to your liking. It is one of the best.�
�Is it? Well, I�m sure the Shangri-la will be just fine.�
They climbed into the car, the upholstery was in surprisingly good condition for such a battered-looking vehicle, and the V8 engine was definitely not standard issue. Dillon sat in the back seat, the driver was no more than twenty-five years of age, but handled the car like a seasoned professional as he negotiated the late evening Delhi traffic on route to the Shangri-La.
Dillon checked into the luxury hotel and a bellboy escorted him up to his room. He couldn�t be bothered to unpack. Instead he threw his luggage on the bed and went back downstairs to the main bar.
As he walked across the opulent marble-floored reception area, a tall thin man in his late fifties approached, khaki linen jacket open to show a white shirt, the top button undone and a silk tie loosened off. The face was narrow, lined and weathered, but in it were two twinkling blue eyes which looked out with amused cynicism at all they gazed upon.
�Jake Dillon?�
Dillon stood at a long sweeping bar.
�Yes, that�s me. Are you Adam Khan?�
�I am. And I must say how jolly nice it is to meet you, Mr. Dillon,� Khan said smiling. �I�ll be your liaison officer for the next day or two.�
�It�s Jake. Would you like a drink?�
�I�ll have a Jack Daniel�s on ice, please.�
Dillon ordered two Jack Daniels�, and, whilst he waited for the drinks, took in his surroundings.
The Embassy chose the Shangri-la because it is handily placed for reaching Shahjahanabad,� Adam Khan said in English Oxford tones.
�Shahjahanabad?�
�Old Delhi, Jake. London only gave my station head the briefest of details, but I imagine you�ll want to go there.�
�I expect so. You�ll know your way around, I assume? And if you can supply me with what I want to know, I might need to stay only the one night.�
�London did mention that you wouldn�t be staying longer than necessary. Most people would give their month�s salary to stay longer if they could.�
�I�m sure they would. But I�m afraid that on this trip I don�t have the time. By the way, I�ve been to India on many occasions.�
�In which case the sightseeing tour is out.� It was said with joviality.
He then added, �Apparently, I must ensure that you find what you are looking for quickly. And before I forget, I�m to give you this package. Apparently you already know what it is.�
Khan handed over a package wrapped in plain brown paper and then downed his drink in one long gulp.
�Please don�t think me rude, but I�ve got to run a small errand. I will return in one hour. If you like, we can talk more then.�
�That�ll be fine, see you then.�
Dillon went back up to his room and before unpacking, opened the package and checked the pistol. He pushed a full clip into the base of the grip and made sure there was a round in the chamber before tucking the Glock into his trouser band at the small of his back.
Adam Khan returned to the hotel an hour later, where he found Dillon already sitting back at the bar drinking his third Jack Daniel�s of the evening. He ordered another for Khan as he sat down on the stool next to him.
�I don�t know how much London has told you, but I�m here to check up on a character called Charlie Hart. I believe his father worked for the British Imperial Import & Export Company here in Delhi, and that he was brought up here.�
Khan leant back on the padded, circular seat. The bar was loosely packed with people, active in a leisurely sort of way. At the other end of the bar a group of business men were in full flow, drinking the hotel�s vintage Champagne and, with much laughter, telling dirty jokes.
�I know of Hart. It must be over twenty years since he left India.�
He mused for a while, listening in on the tail end of a joke that was being told by a rotund Irishman who was sweating profusely and slurring his words.
�He had a son, if I remember rightly. It was rumoured that the mother was a singer of local origin, used to perform in one of the Old Delhi nightclubs that were frequented by white colonials. I don�t think they were ever seen in public together. She�s probably still living in the city, but it would be hellish difficult to locate her after all these years.�
Dillon said, �I�ve got to know Charlie Hart a little. My impression of the man is that the mother may have deserted the child, or was told to disappear by Hart for hard realistic reasons. But I would guess that he would have made sure she was never destitute. He would have ensured that a generous financial provision was made for her.�
Khan raised one eyebrow and gave one of his slight cynical smiles.
�So we�d be looking for a singer who originally came from the slum district, who had come into money and did not know which section of the community she belonged. That really makes it a lot easier.�
At first Dillon was angry at Khan�s response, but quickly saw that he was right. The Indian community was a very close-knit one, and even if someone knew her it was highly unlikely that they would tell. He dwelled a little on a woman who had had a child and had then simply dumped it on the father�s doorstep because she did not fit into Hart�s wealthy world, and he now felt a little less respect for Hart. But then, that was the whole problem � he knew nothing of the circumstances that had led to such a situation. The fact that Hart had gone with a singer in a bar at all, made no sense. And it was some twenty odd years ago. To try to find Daniel�s mother would be hopeless.
He said, �How far back can you remember Charlie Hart?�
Khan waited whilst the coffees were put down and stared thoughtfully at them. He was sitting on the stool with his legs crossed, his wiry body turned slightly away from Dillon, his gaze shrewdly roaming the reception area and bar.
�That�s difficult to say, specifically. You see, as I recall, Hart was always something of a loner, didn�t mix a great deal. I seem to remember that he would attend those functions where it would look odd if he didn�t, but he never stayed long. A wealthy young man, but that�s nothing new in this place. Millionaires are common place nowadays. That�s why I never became one.�
Dillon smiled. �So how did he make his fortune?�
Khan swivelled round. �Jake, my new friend, you should know that is not the sort of question one asks in New Delhi.�
�You don�t know, or you won�t tell?�
�I�ll give you this. You�re persistent. I�m warming to you, but that doesn�t mean I know, or if I did, that I would wish to tell you.�
�Then you�re wasting my time. I need this information, and I need it now.�
�Look Jake, you�re asking about someone who left India over twenty years ago; whom nobody knew well, because he kept to himself, and who was never my personal friend. I do not know how he made his money, only that he was never short of it. What I do know is that he definitely didn�t get it from his parents.They were comfortable by the standard of those days, but had nothing like the money Hart had.�
�Are you saying he used to flash it around?�
�Don�t be obtuse, Jake. After all, he lived in a red-bricked mansion surrounded by twelve foot high walls in what was, and still is, one of the most affluent of areas in Delhi. This was probably why he bought it. It was nothing short of enchanting, but very few people ever got to go there, except to one of Hart�s rare parties. And before you ask, yes, I was there once. Even then he did not put in too much of an appearance. I remember that because everyone was so surprised he held a party at all. Some speculated that he would sit in his study and observe his guests on CCTV cameras that were strategically placed all over the building. But it was only speculation.�
�Was this shortly before he left India?�
Khan raised a brow, sensing a trap in the question.
�I�m afraid that my memory is not that good on remembering such fine detail, Jake.�
�You have the type of memory,� Dillon said picking up his coffee cup, �that the security services in London rate highly or they wouldn�t be picking up the bill for a five-star hotel and a business class return airline ticket. Nor would they have recommended that I come and talk with you. Was it?�
�As I recall, it could have been, but I believe he left a few weeks later. Simply sold up everything and left. Sold out to a Russian tycoon who now lives in the mansion. His parties are much more frequent. What is it that�s playing on your mind?�
Dillon looked around the busy bar, but there appeared to be no one near to them. �Hart has a UK passport, presumably because his parents were British citizens. But does anyone know anything about Hart�s parents?�
�I believe they came here in 1947, or there about. Hart was born in 1951, went to a British school here in Delhi, and by the time he was sixteen, I believe the saying goes, wheeling and dealing his way to his first fortune. By the time his twentieth birthday came, he was already a millionaire.�
�What was he trading in?�
�Anything that he could get his hands on easily.�
�Drugs?�
�One couldn�t dismiss the idea. After all, opium is a readily available commodity in these parts.�
�Were his parents really murdered by kidnappers?�
�The official police and embassy reports at the time state that they were both killed when the British Imperial Company refused to pay a second ransom. Charlie Hart appeared to take their deaths very badly. So much so, that shortly after he sold up and left India for good.�
�Appeared? Why appeared to take their deaths badly?�
�Some say that Hart owed a large sum of money to, let�s call him, �a merchant� and that his parents were snatched because of this, and that Hart did eventually hand over the money. However, the merchant decided to raise the stakes and also demand a ransom from the company and that the British Consul advised that no payment should be made to the kidnappers. As far as I can see the company was not short of money when the demand was made.�
Dillon gave Khan a cynical look.
�The term �merchant� can cover a multitude of sins and tells me absolutely nothing.�
He finished his coffee and put down the cup.
�Although, it would not be unreasonable to assume that Hart would hold a grudge and believe that the British Consul was to blame for the death of both his parents. Is that everything you know about him?�
�Just about. There is a man, a local, who was Hart�s right-hand man. He�s over in the old part of the city.�
He handed Dillon a small, folded piece of paper with a name and address written on it.
�I can take you to see him, although I doubt that he�ll help you. If Hart is half the businessman I think he is, he�ll most likely still be receiving a generous cheque payment each month.�
�Okay. But we won�t know until we knock on his door, will we?�
�You must understand, Jake, loyalty comes at a high price here.�
�You mean there�s no such thing as bribery here?�
Dillon was quietly laughing. �For a sceptic, and I would have said cynic, you�ve suddenly gone all naive, old son.�
�Well, I suppose if the sum of money is large enough it will catch the attention of the most loyal person. It�s very late. We�ll drive across to see him in the morning. How does six-thirty sound?�
�Early. But, I�ll see you out front six-thirty prompt.�
The two men shook hands and Dillon stood for a moment, watching Khan walk across the foyer, stop briefly at reception to hand over an envelope and then out through the rotating doors of the hotel. There was a nagging doubt in the back of Dillon�s mind about Khan�s integrity, which made him a little uneasy.
By the time Dillon had got back up to his room, he was beginning to feel a little jet-lagged. He took off his clothes and put them away in the wardrobe. Then went and showered off the sweat of travelling. He lay on the bed in the white complimentary bath robe and thought it had been a long way to come for what little he had learnt so far from Khan.
He unfolded the piece of paper with the address Khan had given him: Devdas Shah Zafar, Chandni Chowk, Gurdwara, Sisganj. He returned it to his jacket pocket. Khan was probably right � he could expect very little from someone who had worked for Hart, unless he had a reason to dislike him.
There was a small discreet knock on his door.
Dillon called, �Who is it?�
A male voice on the other side of the door informed him that it was room service. Dillon got up off the bed and unlocked the door; his left hand gripped the Glock inside his robe pocket. He opened the door and moved back to allow the porter to come in with a trolley on which was a bottle in an ice bucket, a splendid floral arrangement, and caviar and small flat biscuits.
�Shall I put the flowers over there on the dressing table, sir?�
The porter took them over to the dressing table and placed it in front of the mirror so that it appeared to be a double arrangement.
�What�s all this? Compliments of the management?� Dillon was sure he did not merit the treatment.
�The card is on the tray, sir.� The porter left without waiting to be tipped and Dillon went over to the trolley.
The bottle was Bollinger, the ice firmly packed around it. Beside the bucket was a plain elegant Champagne flute. In a salver was an envelope which he opened with misgivings and pulled out a short note. He knew who it was from before he read the first word:
I hope you enjoy the Champagne, Jake. Your eye for things of beauty should appreciate the flowers, which are locally grown. Do take in the sights of Delhi whilst you can. It has always been a very special place to me and I still have many good friends there. I mean really good friends, Jake. Look after yourself, CH.

Dillon wasn�t shocked by this show. He should have realised that it wouldn�t take long for it to get back to Hart that he was on his old stamping ground. After all, this was Hart�s domain and his influence was still strong here. Dillon uncorked the vintage Champagne and poured a glassful, a feeling of sadness washed over him that he wasn�t able to share it with Issy who he�d not told he was leaving the UK. He raised the fizzing glass and said aloud, �Cheers, Charlie. Your warning tones have become much less aggressive.�
But he pondered on the fact that they were less menacing. Perhaps, he thought, Hart felt more secure in the knowledge that Dillon was out of his hair in Britain. In a place where he could easily keep an eye on him. His web of contacts was already working by the fact that he knew that Dillon was in Delhi, and exactly which hotel he had been booked into. It was impressive and it brought home just how scary the man was.
Dillon slept well enough that night, thinking that Hart would not be so crude as to take the risk of having someone break into his room. The next morning he was up and showered before five-thirty.He had room service bring him up a continental breakfast and coffee, and at exactly six-thirty he was downstairs in the foyer waiting for Khan to turn up and take him to see Devdas Shah Zafar. When he still had not turned up at seven-thirty, Dillon called the Embassy and spoke to an embassy official whom Brendon Morgan had told him to contact should he need anything.
�Murdered?� Dillon said out loud, a few heads turned and then immediately looked away again.
The official went on to tell him that Khan had reportedly been stabbed in a bungled mugging not far from his home. Dillon hung up after assuring the official that he would be okay on his own and would not require the service of a guide.
He went outside and got into a taxi, the driver spoke good English and Dillon gave him the address of Devdas Shah Zafar. Even with the windows rolled down, the interior of the car was stiflingly hot and the air-conditioning was non-existent. Dillon sat in the backseat and gazed out the open window as the driver negotiated the early morning traffic into the old part of the city. Ten minutes later and he was pulling the yellow-roofed car over to the side of a bustling street, informing Dillon that it was as far as he could take him and that he would have to travel the remaining distance on foot. Dillon paid the driver and as he climbed out of the taxi, he thanked him in fluent Hindi. A moment later, he was standing in one of the busiest market places he�d ever seen.
It was a surreal scene which one could only term as frenetic � where the traditional and the modern face each other on every noisy colourful street corner. Muslim and Hindu, upper-caste and gypsy swarm down the streets and into holy places. Opel Astras and bullock-carts pause together at traffic lights. Jean-clad young professionals climb up temple steps. A caparisoned elephant�s brought in to celebrate the launch of a new software company, whilst the call of the muezzin competes with Hindu bells. His senses were being bombarded with the wonderful aroma of spicy food being cooked on open fires and fresh breads being baked in stone ovens, to the ever-present accompaniment of stale body odour.
The address was a bit vague as it turned out. Dillon asked for directions a couple of times, and was thankful to be pointed in what he assumed to be the right direction. But he felt like he was lost in the myriad of bustling streets with their varying attractions, vibrancy and colourfulness. One of the many souvenir shops caught his eye and after some vigorous haggling, much to the delight of the shopkeeper, he bought a small memento to take back for Issy. The total flavour of India surrounded him and brought Hart even closer as if he was following his every move. And when Dillon looked around him at the milling crowds, he realised that could well be true. Hart knew exactly what Dillon was up to and would protect himself to the limit. Dillon took comfort in the knowledge that he was armed. He wandered around the streets for most of the morning in search of Devdas Shah Zafar�s home, but without success. By lunchtime he�d had enough and went back to the hotel to clean up and grab something to eat.
Dillon spent some of the afternoon writing up a report for Edward Levenson-Jones and sending it to him in the form of an encrypted email attachment that would end up at the Ferran & Cardini server in London. He then phoned Dunstan Havelock to let him know that he�d flown to Delhi and would be back in a couple of days. That Hart may have sympathies of an unfriendly nature towards the UK, because of the circumstances surrounding the death of his parents. The last call he made was to Brendon Morgan, telling him about Khan being murdered. Bad news travels fast, and Morgan had already been fully briefed by the Embassy of this.
The next morning after breakfast he took his life in his hands with a rickshaw ride back to Chandni Chowk in search of Devdas Shah Zafar. This morning, he arrived two hours later and the crowds were fewer. The young rickshaw driver was able to weave his way through the main street in a cacophony of horn blowing and shouting at people to move out of the way. It was difficult to understand that only a short distance away in New Delhi was the commercial and political bustle of a wealthy quarter of the city. Yet this backwater with straight, rather narrow, streets and high walls, protected expensive town mansions.
High, elegant gold-painted wrought iron gates, set between white pillars covered in the most fragrant juniper, made an impressive entrance. There was a small CCTV camera set high on one of the pillars and down at street level, an intercom panel. Dillon paid off the rickshaw driver and pushed the button.
A man�s voice enquired, �Yes?�
�I�d like to speak to Mr. Devdas Shah Zafar. My name is Jake Dillon from London.�
�I�ve been expecting you Mr. Dillon. Come through the gates and across the courtyard to the door on the far side. I�ll send my manservant, Baskhar, down to meet you.�
The right-hand gate swung back and Dillon walked through and under a covered area that opened out into a magnificent courtyard adorned with the sweet fragrance of marigolds, begonias, poinsettias, nasturtiums and calendulas. As he approached the heavy solid teak door, it opened and a burly-looking man stood in the doorway, almost filling the space with his muscular hulk. He was wearing a well-cut, three-piece black suit and a crisp white shirt and black silk tie. He bowed his turbaned head as Dillon approached, gesturing with a sweeping motion of his open upturned palm for Dillon to enter the home of Devdas Shah Zafar. The interior of the building was not at all what Dillon had been expecting. Everything was minimalist chic, spotlessly clean with white painted walls and the cooling effect of exquisitely polished marble floors. He entered the capacious hall and was led the way to a magnificent, circular room. Baskhar opened the curved door, motioned Dillon into the room and then left, closing the door behind him. He was standing in a room of pure luxurious indulgence. Expensive Indian rugs scattered strategically around underfoot. Silk of the most vibrant colours adorned the windowless walls and high above light cascaded in through the most amazing conical glass roof.
�I thought you might have called last night,� said the slight figure seated on the far side of the room.
�I�m told that you�re a man of action and was rather disappointed that you didn�t. You would have been perfectly safe.�
The English was clipped but otherwise perfect.
As Dillon walked towards the figure, he noticed that Devdas Shah Zafar was dressed in a suit that any Saville Row tailor would find hard to be anything other than complimentary about. Although diminutive in stature, the man had refined features and was smiling as if at some private joke. As he stepped towards Dillon to proffer his hand, Dillon took it, feeling a good deal of bone and very little flesh. But he did not put the sophisticated man standing before him as being older than Charlie Hart.
�Please, do sit down, Mr. Dillon.�
The little man gestured to the many comfortable-looking chairs positioned around the circular room.
With so many to choose from, Dillon had some difficulty in choosing one and when he did, it seemed to mould round him like a velvet glove.
�I can tell you are impressed. You should have seen Mr. Hart�s mansion. It made this one look like a hunting lodge.�
Dillon was impressed by the little man�s quiet exterior demeanour. In fact, after only having met him two minutes ago, he had no doubt whatsoever that it was nothing more than a fa�ade which masked something quite different altogether. It did appear though that he had done very well for himself, but it was perfectly clear that he still had strong links with Hart.
�It�s kind of you to see me, Mr. Zafar, but I doubt now that you can help me.�
Zafar, now seated, seemed to have chosen the biggest chair in the room and was almost lost in it.
�That, Mr. Dillon, depends entirely on what it is that you want of me. Do not make the mistake of assuming my hospitality is a sign of goodwill.�
�Please call me Jake, everybody does.�
�That is not the way I conduct myself, Mr. Dillon. Now what it is you want? After all, you�ve not travelled halfway around the world for nothing.�
�You already know why I�m here. I can see that visiting you was a mistake. Please forgive my intrusion and that I could have been stupid enough to think that you might have been willing to talk candidly about your past employment with Charlie Hart. It�s now quite obvious to me that you are still in touch with each other.�
�You might also observe that it is unlikely that I was ever his employee. We were business partners, Mr. Dillon. We still are. We�ve always been close, as close as one can be with an Englishman. We are virtual brothers. We taught each other a great deal. You see, you�ve learnt something for your trouble after all. Do ask your question.�
Dillon remained silent whilst Baskhar came in with tea and small cakes. A cup was placed on a coaster beside him on a small occasional table.
�Do you take your tea as a Westerner, or as we do in India, Mr. Dillon?�
�Without milk, Mr. Zafar.�
�Excellent. Tea tastes so much better when not corrupted.�
�What sort of business are you involved in, Mr. Zafar? I hope I�m not being rude, but it must be extremely lucrative to provide such a luxurious lifestyle.�
Dillon felt the question was too bold and that he would get nowhere with this small cheerful character who knew that he was in total control.
�You are not being rude, Mr. Dillon. There is a lot of money to be made here for those prepared to work hard. I have lived here all my life. We also have one of the most active stock exchanges in the world. India is rich and, like so many wealthy countries, full of deprivation and discontentment. Does that answer your question?�
�How about dealing in arms?�
�Yes, of course we deal in arms. Mostly small weapons that can be transported with the minimum of fuss. But you of all people know that we are not the ones who create the need. We merely fulfil it by supplying those who want them, but only if we are able to obtain the right stock at the right price. But that has always been a relatively small part of our business. What you are dying to ask, is what was Charlie Hart up to when he was here. Why is this so important to you?�
Dillon felt that, whilst he had his head in the vice, he might as well go ahead and tell him.
�It�s his background. It seems to be in order, but it�s also obscure and it intrigues me. I�m sure he�s already told you of the strange circumstances in which we first met. But stranger things have happened since then. There have been a number of attempts on my life which I would like to get to the bottom of.�
�But Charlie likes you, even admires you, why would he want to kill you?�
�Because, like me, he�s a realist. And no matter how reluctantly he might do it, he looks upon me as a threat.�
�Are you a threat, Mr. Dillon?�
Zafar�s tea remained untouched whereas Dillon felt a great need for his. But he left it where it was and said, �I�m simply trying to stay alive. I believe that part of the threat to me is rooted in his past. I know it may be foolish of me to say that, but you must have heard from him already.�
Zafar spread his small hands in surprise.
�Mr. Dillon, I can tell you that there is absolutely nothing strange about Charlie Hart�s past. I was ten years old when I met him. Our fathers worked for the same company here in Delhi. And it was a very sad day when his parents were murdered. It was positively tragic that they died like that and it was a very distressing period in Charlie�s life. But he coped with it and focussed on building himself a business empire.�
�He was not left wanting and has been increasing his wealth ever since. He left India because he wanted Daniel to grow up and be educated in the country of his origin. There�s nothing odd in that, and he also wanted to be within easy reach of his son�s university. I miss him a great deal. He�s a very fine man.�
Dillon was eager to ask for more detail about the deaths. But decided that to do that would be to cast dispersion on what Zafar had just told him and it could be dangerous to question his word in that way. He was not going to learn anything that he didn�t already know and checking out old press reports or anything concerning the deaths would immediately get back to the little man. But he was right � he had learnt something which only increased his fears. His questions had been answered but he had effectively come up against a solid wall of granite. Dillon was also fully aware that to find anyone who had a grudge or dislike of Hart would be totally impossible. He was fairly sure that anyone who had, was sure to have been eliminated a long time ago.
When Dillon smiled at Zafar, the little man was smiling as if to say, �you will never hear a bad word about Charlie Hart.�
But Dillon felt in a more dangerous position than before. If Hart wanted to have him taken out of the equation, then this was most definitely the place to do it.
�You appear to be uncomfortable, Mr. Dillon. And you have not touched your tea.� Zafar laughed in a softly chiding way.
�It�s not poisoned!�
He picked up his own cup and drank from it to prove the point.
Dillon smiled at Zafar but didn�t touch his drink, although he believed Zafar was telling the truth.
�Well, I�ve taken up enough of your time, Mr. Zafar. It�s time for me to leave you in peace,� Dillon said as he stood up.
�Please do not apologise, Mr. Dillon. I�ve enjoyed our little chat. It�s not every day that I get such an interesting and cultured visitor come to my home.�
Zafar eased himself off his chair.
�I�ll let Charlie know we met just in case you do not get the opportunity yourself.�
Dillon was hearing the threat in every innuendo. He leant down, took hold of the tea cup and raised it to his lips and drank.
�Very nice tea, Mr. Zafar,� he said.
�I wonder if I could use your phone to call a taxi.�
Zafar approached with his hand held out.
�It has already been done.�
Their hands met.
Dillon wondered how Zafar had ordered a taxi � there had been no move that he had noticed, no ordering his manservant to do this.
�No doubt you will be flying straight back to the UK?�
Why did that sound like an instruction? But really, it did not matter what Zafar said, Dillon could put no credence to any of it. Zafar struck him as a man who could tell smooth convincing lies in his sleep.
Zafar walked with Dillon towards the large curved door and it was opened by Baskhar just before they reached it. Dillon�s natural assumption was that Zafar must have a communication device on him. What he noticed immediately, which had not been evident when he had first arrived, was that the manservant was now wearing white cotton gloves. There was nothing odd in that, after all he could easily have been polishing the silver. But why have them on as he was leaving? The pressure was being subtly applied without one wrong word being spoken. As criminal minds go, it made Trevelyan look second-rate, at best.
Zafar escorted him all the way to the courtyard garden as far as the outside gate, just as a taxi arrived, as if on cue. Dillon climbed in the back.
�The Shangri-La Hotel,� he instructed. He glanced back at the entrance gate as the taxi drew away, but Zafar and his manservant had already disappeared back into the courtyard. He sat back, thinking over the futility of the trip as the taxi weaved it�s way slowly through the crowds of people in the busy street. It then struck him as he looked over the shoulder of the driver, that he was wearing white cotton gloves of exactly the same type as those worn by Baskhar. Then he noticed the glass partition between himself and the driver like in a London taxi. But this was Delhi and the taxis were virtually all basic saloon cars.
He tried to lower the window, only to find that was stuck fast and would not budge. And the same with the door � locked firmly into place. With resignation he sat back in the seat and cursed himself for having been so stupid. He had been reeled in like an amateur and trapped like one. He accepted the situation without rancour, but with a good deal of self-disgust. There was no point in shouting or trying to kick the windows out, as they were most likely bulletproof. He would have to let the situation take its natural course and try to keep his wits about him � something he had not done since arriving in India.
As he sat back he thought how he had been led around like a lamb to slaughter since stepping off the plane and he now began to wonder at Khan�s part. He had no idea where he was being taken until they took a turning and started to head towards a major motorway and New Delhi. At least he was going that far. When the driver veered away from the general direction of the hotel, Dillon started to feel uneasy.
It was reassuring, and at the same time a little uncomfortable, to feel the Glock tucked into his trouser band in the small of his back. But if he had learnt anything at all about Devdas Shah Zafar, it was that he would already know that he was carrying one. It was not very often that Dillon felt as if he had lost control of a situation, but it had happened. And now he was helpless.
He looked out of the window and was somewhat surprised to see that they were heading in the direction of the airport. Moments later, and the driver was turning into the concourse at Indira Gandhi International Airport and his faith in human nature was restored. The driver pulled into a vacant parking space and immediately spoke into a microphone attached to the sun visor. The speaker was somewhere behind Dillon�s head.
In heavily accented English he said, �The door is now unlocked, Mr. Dillon. There is someone waiting inside the main terminal with your luggage and return travel documents, including your passport. You will only leave the airport on the plane. We have all the exits covered and will kill you on sight if you step outside. There will be people watching you inside until you get on the aircraft. Do you understand?�
�Yes, I understand.�
�Good. You are a lucky man. Please leave your handgun on the seat and get out of the car now.�
He watched Dillon place the Glock on the rear seat and then step outside the car into a wall of heat and the smell of aviation fuel fumes.
The roar of jet engines seemed to be all about him, but suddenly they were like music to his ears. He walked towards the departure bays, knowing that he was being constantly watched and wondering why they were allowing him to leave without so much as a roughing up, or even in a wooden box! There must be a reason � he felt that he was being allowed to leave India because the real danger was back in England. This is where he would be led to a place of execution. To be buried without a trace.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Brendon Morgan had once again kept his word. As Dillon stepped off the plane he was met by an airport official and whisked away in a Mercedes 4x4 to the VIP arrivals lounge at London Heathrow airport. He went through passport control and retrieved his luggage, after which he made his way back to The Old Colonial Club.
The moment Dillon was back in his rooms, he phoned Issy to make sure that she was okay and to tell her that the assignment was at the stage where it would soon be drawing to a close. He knew that he had been saying that for some time now, but since her abduction she no longer got angry or argued.
He added, �If you see anyone hanging about outside, don�t worry, he�s simply keeping an eye on you.�
He rang Hart, only to get no reply. He didn�t call Morgan, who obviously knew that he was back in the UK. But he did consider whether there was something that he was holding back. Khan, Morgan�s contact in Delhi, had not added much to what he already knew and had in fact misinformed him about Devdas Shah Zafar.
There was only one other person left to speak to, but he would only be able to contact him by email and would most likely not get a reply for some hours after. Ten minutes later he had sent a brief message to his old friend, Lieutenant Colonel Paddy McNamara, who was still a serving officer and currently assigned to the SAS on special ops in Afghanistan.
Meanwhile, Dillon would have to curb his impatience and wait. He still couldn�t fathom out how easily he had been allowed to leave India. It could only be with Hart�s agreement and he must have a motive for allowing it.
* * *
Morgan was sitting at his desk when Toby Cooper knocked on his office door. Cooper entered and waited a few minutes whilst Morgan demonstrated his seniority by ignoring him as he studied some documents. After thirty seconds of silence Cooper said, �I can see you�re busy, I�ll come back later. I just wanted to report what we�ve found out about Jake Dillon. But you most likely already know.�
He opened the door to leave as Morgan called out, �Sorry, Toby. Need to get these signed off before lunch. Come back and sit yourself down.�
Cooper closed the door and sat back down again without invitation. He was bored of Morgan�s stupid little ways.
�So, what�s this about Jake Dillon?� Morgan demanded.
�Did you know that he owns a derelict theatre in the West End?� Cooper was most pleased to see the obvious irritation that Morgan was feeling at that precise moment.
Morgan leant back and threw his pen on the desk.
�If you�ve come here to tell me something I�ve known all along, you can piss off, Toby. I�m under a lot of pressure and do not need you barging in here and wasting my time. Now what else is there to know that I don�t already have in his file?�
�I was told that you�ve been looking for him. Well, I�ve found out where he�s been staying. His secret bolthole.�
�So where is it?�
Morgan was now fed up with the way Cooper had to always make such a song and dance about this sort of thing. He was nothing short of a silly little pratt who had been passed over on numerous occasions for promotions, and now had an enormous chip the size of a mountain on his right shoulder. Morgan made a mental note to have him reassigned to other duties. He smiled at this thought.
Cooper looked smug knowing that he was telling Morgan something that he did not know but might have tried to discover himself.
�The Old Colonial Club.�
�Well someone would have had to pull out a few stops for him to become a member of that particular establishment.�
�Havelock. He proposed him somehow, and because of that he, or whoever he�s pretending to be, was allowed to become a member. When he�s there though, he keeps to himself and always has room service bring up meals to his suite.�
Morgan gazed across the desk. He did not like Cooper and the feeling was mutual.
�Are you absolutely sure about this?�
�It�s been confirmed. All expense invoices are paid in full immediately.�
�I see.�
Morgan clasped his hands together contemplatively, as if he were going to pray. �Well, it�s something for the file, isn�t it? But of no importance to us now, since I flushed him out of hiding and persuaded him to work with us on this assignment. That�s why I sanctioned his little jaunt to Delhi. Now, be a good chap and make sure the information is placed on file, will you?�
Morgan dismissed the junior officer and sat for a while, thinking about what he�d just been told and smiling smugly to himself. The question was, what should he do with this information, and after another moment he lifted the phone.
* * *
�Paddy? How are you, mate? Do you know that we haven�t spoken since that little excursion into Uruguay back in 2007? Speaking of which, I hope you�ve still got Mendez safely tucked away somewhere uncomfortable?� Dillon said.
�Last I heard, former El Presidente Mendez was extremely uncomfortable. Apparently he�s taken to ice cold showers three times a day. I�ve absolutely no sympathy. Anyway, what�s so important that makes you contact me?�
�How�s your security clearance rating these days?�
�You know exactly what my rating is. What is it you need to know and what�s the aggro factor if I�m caught?�
�The CIA central computer archives at Langley. You�ll be looking for a classified file, most likely named Hell Fire.�
�Just where did you get that from? If it�s classified I doubt whether I�ll get anywhere near it.�
�Hell Fire is short for The Hell Fire Club, which MI5, MI6 and the CIA are all fully aware of. My guess though is that it�s linked indirectly to various terrorist funding activities, both here in the UK and abroad. I won�t bore you with how I got involved. Suffice to say I�m working, albeit loosely, with MI5 on a matter that concerns a threat to our national security, which I believe is also linked with other agencies around the world. What worries me, though, is that as an outsider, they�ve only told me what they want me to know. Do you think that you could take a peek for me when you�re next able to?�
�I�m attending a NATO conference in a day or two. If I get the opportunity I�ll do my best, but that might not be possible. I don�t rate my chances, mate.�
�Okay. If I give you one single item to look for, would that help?�
�I�d still have to dig around for the main directory file and then find the sub-files that any particular information was stored in. You know what the Americans are like, Jake. Paranoid about this kind of thing, so they bury it deep. There�s never anything bloody simple with you.�
�Okay. What if you could get someone at Langley to do it for you? It would cause less suspicion and they�d most likely be able to find it immediately by being inside the building. For England, Paddy.�
�Bullshit.�
�For the greater good of mankind, then?�
McNamara laughed.
�You don�t change, do you? I�ll give it my best shot for you, Jake. But I can�t promise anything. I suppose you want it yesterday?�
�Sooner, if possible.�
�Life and death, I suppose. I�ll do what I can. Now give me the item.�
When Dillon hung up he had an idea of why Morgan wanted to keep a close watch over him. It was all starting to make sense.
On impulse, he jumped into the Porsche and drove down to Bournemouth. He managed to get out of London before rush hour and before the motorways had started to clog up. By the time he�d arrived in Bournemouth it was just starting to get dark. He parked his car in a side street and walked around the corner to the caf� where Charlie Hart had sat at a window watching for Rosie Poulter to come out from the old rundown building opposite.
Dillon wondered if he was doing the right thing. The temptation was to cross the almost deserted street and ring the bell. But when it came to it, he found he could not do it and the reason centred round Hart himself. He felt the timing was wrong and convinced himself that he had come down to Dorset merely because he had nothing better to do until the next day. And yet he knew it was likely that some of the answers he sought were behind that door.
With the shops closed and far fewer people about he felt isolated and, for a brief moment, thought this was how Hart must feel most of the time. He continued to sit in the caf� drinking coffee and realised that his reluctance to call on Rosie Poulter was in some indefinable way an attempt to protect Charlie Hart. It was a ludicrous thought and one he pushed out of his mind as he walked back to the Porsche to drive away. He was so wrapped up with his own thoughts that he�d dropped his guard and his awareness of being followed.
He couldn�t be sure. It had started to rain and as the wipers swished in front of him he looked into the rear-view mirror to see a blurred vision of nothing more than dazzling car headlights. Yet his gut feeling told him that there was someone back there, keeping a safe distance so as not to be spotted. What now worried him was whether he had been followed down from London and had been lax enough to miss them.
There was nothing he could do about it on the way to the apartment in Lilliput, and he was not sure that he wanted to. There were so many loose ends to this assignment that it might be more productive to let something happen to him. He knew that he could easily outrun any other car, even around town, but took no evasive action at all on the way back. When he drove into the parking space at the Salterns apartment building he was less sure about the situation he now found himself in. No car had followed him in and when he went to the entrance he could see no one obviously lurking in the shadows. He went straight up to the apartment, thinking that he was becoming more paranoid by the day. That recent events were starting to take their toll on him mentally and that the thought of taking a long holiday with Issy was looking more attractive than ever.
He felt restless and tense. Sleeping was something he never looked forward to at the best of times � tossing and turning fitfully throughout the small hours until morning came. After showering, he considered ringing Hart again but decided against it. The weather had settled with the break of dawn and he decided to have breakfast outside on the balcony. He then drove into Poole to spend some time making a few necessary purchases before driving back down to Lyme Regis. The drive down to the west Dorset seaside town was uneventful and he managed to park in roughly the same spot as before. He camouflaged his car in the same way and when he was satisfied that it couldn�t be seen from the road or the driveway, slipped on a bulletproof vest under his walking jacket. He looked just like any other innocent hiker right down to the lightweight rucksack on his back.
He kept to the wooded area at the front of the house, staying to the cover of the trees for as long as possible. When he was almost upon the house, he paused for a moment, taking a pair of small binoculars to look for any noticeable movement around the property. Sure that it was safe, he removed the Glock from its holster, made sure the safety was off, replaced it, then moved out of cover to the front porch. He gazed around under the porch � nothing seemed to have changed. The police, having found no bodies, had probably lost interest as nothing had actually been stolen. He rang the bell and turned his back to the door, spinning round only when he heard the bolt slide back and the door open.
A woman faced him, and although he hadn�t really seen her he immediately recognised Harry Conner�s wife, Sheila. It was lucky that she didn�t know him, but she was highly suspicious after recent events.
�Is Harry in?� Dillon asked, casting his gaze over her shoulder to the hallway beyond.
A flicker of recognition touched her eyes as she heard his voice. She started to open her mouth to cry out when Dillon said amiably, �Please don�t scream. I�m really not in the mood for using this today.�
Sheila Conner stared down the silenced barrel, in wide-eyed astonishment, at the Glock pointing at her and Dillon thought that she was going to pass out. Instead she lurched forward with her fist drawn back, ready to hit him. He managed to sidestep the blow as it grazed his cheekbone, and before she had a chance to yell out he�d caught her just behind the ear with the butt of the pistol. Not hard enough to knock her out completely, but merely to stun, giving him enough time to push her back inside the hallway.
Whilst she was still dazed, he spun her round against the wall, and gagged her with the tea towel that she�d had tucked into her apron. He pulled out a length of thin rope from the rucksack and quickly bound her wrists, trailing the rope down to her ankles and doing the same to them, so that both hands and feet were joined together with the same piece of rope. He was just pulling the knots tight when Harry Conner called out, �Who is it, luv?�
The voice came from upstairs which Dillon mounted two at a time, slowing down as he neared the landing. He crouched down behind the balustrade as he saw the faintest shadow moving around in what looked like the master bedroom, just to the left of the stairs on the opposite side of the landing.
�Sheila!�
The alarm in the tone suggested that Conner had already guessed that there was trouble. Dillon remained in a low crouch as he moved cautiously towards the doorway. He could see the shadow recede deeper into the room and he now caught the sound of a telephone keypad being used. He knew what was happening and dashed the remaining few steps, burst into the bedroom where he almost caught a bullet in the head. Stopping dead he threw himself flat on the floor. Conner had the phone in one hand and a gun in the other. He was about to fire again, but Dillon was already rolling and aiming, shouting quickly, �Don�t be a fool, Harry. Think of Sheila.�
Conner hesitated, clearly not comfortable with a gun, saw the steadiness with which Dillon held the Glock, felt the gun waver in his hand, and almost burst into tears from the frustration.
�Drop the gun and kick it towards me, Harry. I�m not going to hurt you.�
Conner dropped the gun, kicked it across the floor towards Dillon and then put down the phone slowly onto the bed. Dillon slipped the pistol into his jacket pocket and stood up.
�You should be proud of Sheila � she almost had me with a perfect right hook.�
He walked over to a chair and sat down.
�I�m afraid that she�s going to have a bit of a bruise just behind her left ear, but otherwise she�ll be fine. I had to restrain and gag her too. Now get downstairs and I�ll be right behind you. No heroics. If you�re sensible no harm will come to either of you.�
Conner went down the stairs with Dillon following and went straight to Sheila as soon as he saw her on the floor. She was already struggling fiercely to get free, didn�t stop for a second even when she caught sight of Dillon who had little trouble in persuading Conner to be sensible and tell him where the security system switch for the garage alarm was. He wasted no more time, gagged and bound Conner, dragged him, and then his wife, into the living room, and tied them together with the last piece of rope from his rucksack.
He quickly went round the house, checking that all the other rooms were empty. He found the switch for the alarm behind a small panel by the front door and took his rucksack out to the garage where he used a set of picks to unlock the door at the rear, entered and switched on the light. The van was missing.
He went back into the house feeling uneasy. The Conners were at home, but the white van was missing. So where was the van? He went back into the living room where he found Sheila almost free of the rope bindings. She was becoming tiresome, and Dillon made sure that she knew it as he roughly bound her wrists and ankles again. He undid Harry Conner�s gag and asked him where the van was. Sheila shot a look of warning, but Conner didn�t have the same courage as his wife.
�I let a friend borrow it.�
�When is it due back?�
�I haven�t got a clue. I told him to keep it as long as he wanted. His car is in the garage for work, see?�
Conner was trying his best to put on a show in front of Sheila, knowing he would pay for it later if he didn�t.
Dillon dragged Conner by the feet into the kitchen and closed the door. He pulled out the Glock.
�Now then, Harry. Sheila can�t hear us talking in here. Have you anything to add or do you want your left elbow shattered into a million tiny pieces?�
�I�m telling you the truth. The van has been borrowed.�
Dillon immediately picked up on the shift of emphasis.
�It�s not a friend, is it? So it must be one of Trevelyan�s men. When�s he due back?�
�I haven�t got a clue. Look, when Tommy Trevelyan finds out about this he�ll come after you, mate.�
�I�m not your mate, Harry. And quite frankly, Trevelyan doesn�t frighten me in the least. He�s nothing more than a decrepit old thug whose time on this planet is very limited. Do I make myself clear?�
Conner nodded.
�Good, because I want you to tell him that as well. I�ll be back.�
Dillon left Conner trussed up on the floor in the kitchen and closed the door behind him. He ran back through to the garage, not sure how much time he had. He moved the empty crates away from the trapdoor in the garage floor and went down the steps to the small anti-room. He went straight to the far side and rested his shoulder against the secret door, which moved effortlessly on its pivot hinge as it had done before. He switched on the torch he�d brought with him in the rucksack and shone its beam into the passageway beyond. At the other end he pushed opened the door to the main storage room, but as the torch beam darted and danced over the walls, he sat back on his haunches and cursed out loud. The room was empty.
He went inside to make absolutely sure. Everything had gone and the floor had been freshly painted so that it appeared that nothing had ever been there. Disappointment was an understatement; he had taken the risk of returning for nothing. He backed out of the room, moving quickly along the passageway, closed the heavy concrete slab and went up the steps. He replaced the empty crates over the trapdoor and went back to the house.
As he entered the kitchen, Conner looked up and immediately saw trouble.
�When did they collect it, Harry?�
�Collect what? What are you talking about?�
Dillon squatted in front of Conner and gripped his throat with his free hand.
�The game plan has just changed, Harry. I�m not feeling reasonable anymore and I�m extremely pissed off. Give me one more answer like that and you won�t be capable of giving any answers at all. And then there is Sheila�s well-being to think about, isn�t there? Now, when did they move the gold and all the other stuff?�
Conner was now really scared on two counts.
�Have you any idea what they will do to me?� he blurted out.
�Exactly the same as I�m going to do to you. But the difference is, Harry, I�m here and they�re not. And you�d better not forget that I�m the one who took out the best that Trevelyan could muster. Did they tell you that at least three of the five they sent down here were killed? They�re most likely fish food by now. Come on, Harry. Get it over with quickly, or I will.�
Fear overcame Conner and he said, �For God�s sake, don�t let Sheila know that I�ve blabbed.�
�She�ll not find out from me, Harry. Now get on with it.�
Harry�s mouth suddenly became as dry as parchment paper and the words came with difficulty.
�They left late last night, about midnight. Three of them, there was, in one of those big panel vans � the sort that tradesmen who fit kitchens and the like use. They took our van as well.�
�Where have they gone to?�
�It doesn�t work like that. I�ve absolutely no idea.�
�Have they taken everything? I mean, it would usually follow that if they had closed down this site for good, then they would have killed you and Sheila before they left.�
If Conner had been frightened before, he was now visibly trembling with genuine fear. Until now he had not considered the possibility, but could see that Dillon was right.
�I�ve no idea where they went. They wouldn�t confide in me. I�m just a caretaker, and that�s what they pay me for each month.�
�But why would they take your van? Wasn�t there room in theirs?�
�Oh, there appeared to be ample room. I don�t know why.�
�Perhaps they left it close by to collect later and didn�t want you to know it was still here, otherwise they would have left it in the garage. Did they mention when they would return it?�
�They just said they�d be back, but didn�t say when.�
Conner was suddenly quiet, contemplating those past events that had now begun to make sense and which only added to his terror.
�Where would they hide it, Harry? Where would you hide it if you were them and didn�t want to use it straight away?�
�There are loads of places hereabouts, I don�t know.�
�Think, Harry. And you�d better be quick because your life may depend upon it. They could return at any time. Think man, for both your sakes.�
�They went to the end of the lane and turned left away from the coast. There are plenty of places they could have hidden it. That stretch of road has gateways that lead straight into lightly-wooded areas along it before it reaches the main road to Exeter in one direction, and Bridport the other. You would have to drive it, making sure you keep your eyes peeled, as the woods come right up to the edge of the road on both sides.�
Dillon stood up.
�I�d like to untie you now, but I don�t trust you and most definitely not Sheila. If things work out, I�ll come back and release you. Otherwise you�re on your own, but I will leave both the kitchen and living room doors open. At worst you should be able to shuffle your way through.�
Dillon ran back to the Porsche and pulled off the camouflage as fast as he could. He drove out of the wooded area and onto the lane, turned left onto the narrow country road and continued along it at a snail�s pace, keeping his eyes peeled for the small white van. Dillon felt like he was chasing the end of a rainbow again, but the taking of the van when they already had sizable transport made no sense. They wouldn�t be short of vehicles. And the fact that the Conners had been left, indicated that someone would be returning or that Trevelyan had a reason for leaving them where they were.
The weather was holding fine. The clouds of earlier in the day had all but disappeared, allowing shafts of sunlight to shine through the leafy canopy of the treetops. He slowed to a virtual crawl at each gateway, staring intently for anything that resembled a van, and then he caught the faintest suspicion of a reflection. The van had been hidden well but not well enough for his trained eye. He took the Porsche through the open gateway and onto a grass standing on the other side before climbing out to investigate what he�d seen.
There was no time for niceties. He was in full view of the road and had to throw caution to the wind. He whipped off the camouflage, uncovering the van so that he could get a better look inside. All the windows were closed and the doors locked. Dillon went back to the Porsch, got the small crowbar from the rucksack and approached the rear doors of the van. Before attempting to jemmy them open, he got down and took a thorough look underneath for any booby traps. He went round to the front and, feeling around for the catch, popped the bonnet open to see if the engine had been tampered with. Nothing had been. Moving back and forth down both sides, he checked for any wires that shouldn�t be there. Whoever had hidden the van had been either in a tremendous hurry or arrogant enough to think that no one would come looking for it.
He placed the flat tip of the crowbar in the gap between the two doors and then pushed against it until the lock snapped and the doors sprang open with the leverage. He laid face down flat on the ground, his arms protecting the back of his head in case of any booby traps. When nothing happened he climbed to his feet to look into the back of the van, sensitive to the slightest movement. He peered inside and immediately saw why it had not been left in the garage for the Conners to find. A wooden crate was pushed right up to the rear and, because of its size, had only just gone in on its side.
Still wary of any booby traps, Dillon grasped the crate and gently pulled it towards him. It wasn�t as heavy as he first thought and he was able to carefully lift it out of the van and onto the grass. He took the crowbar and with extreme caution prised off the lid. The crate was filled with polystyrene baubles that were concealing three large plastic bags which were shrink-wrapped and heat-sealed at one end. Pulling each one out slowly, he placed them onto the grass and, throwing caution out the window, opened each one with the blade of his knife. Each bag was filled with a single parcel wrapped in brown waterproof paper and bound together with natural string cord.
It was no time to relax. He ran his fingers all around the paper and found nothing to make him suspicious. He cut away the cord of each parcel and took his time to carefully unwrap the layers of brown paper from each of them in turn. When he had finished, there were three plastic containers in front of him, which he instinctively knew would have either cocaine or heroin inside. He peeled back the lid from the first container, dipped his forefinger in and then tasted it. Cocaine, cut and ready, with a street value he would not attempt to evaluate. He lifted all three containers and carried them to the Porsche, carefully placing them out of sight in the boot compartment. He put everything else inside the wooden crate and threw it back into the rear of the van, ensuring that the opened lid was facing outwards and then loosely closed one of the rear doors, but left the other deliberately wide open.
He drove back to Conner�s house as fast as he could, he could see no other vehicles on the lane up to the house and drove right up to the front door. He knew he was risking their lives, but too many people had already died and he didn�t want Harry and Sheila Conner on his conscience. He came to a sliding halt with the nose of the Porsche pointing back down the drive, running into the house, gun in hand.
Sheila had already reached the hall en route to find her husband, but it looked as though the extra tight knots were still holding. It would be too risky to release Sheila � he knew that she wouldn�t let it rest there. Dillon manhandled her back into the living room and shut the door behind him as she shouted four-letter expletives at him. He then went into the kitchen and untied Conner as fast as he could. He helped him up and held him against the wall.
�Untie Sheila and then get as far away from this place without delay. Are you listening, Harry? Your lives are worth nothing. Hide somewhere, anywhere, until it�s safe for you to get away properly. I�ll leave your gun in the porch � you might just need it.�
Dillon dashed out of the room, almost tripped on the edge of the hall carpet in his haste and went out of the front door at almost a full run, jumped into his car, and tossed Conner�s gun back into the porch. He drove off as fast as he could, leaving a cloud of dust and hoping that he had not left it too late.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Only when he had reached the main road, did his heart rate start to slow and the tension unravel itself from the muscles in his neck and shoulders. He had not been surprised to discover that the gold bullion and stolen works of art had already been moved to another location. Rather that it merely confirmed the suspicions he�d held for some time. Instead of being elated, he now felt only a deep sense of disappointment that there was very little doubt that Hart was inextricably involved with Trevelyan�s drug smuggling racket � although he had held this suspicion from early on in the assignment. The theory that he was only ever involved in the redistribution of stolen goods never really washed with him. If every crate that he had seen contained the same amount of cocaine, the total street value would be enormous. And if that were to be equated with a similar quantity at each of the other locations along the coast, he had uncovered a network of incredible magnitude.
He felt little or no satisfaction with what he had discovered, although he was now certain of it not really being the real issue. There were plenty of drug operations on this scale and much larger, but it was not what he had been searching for. Dillon usually felt optimistic about his ability to draw in all of the loose ends by the time he�d got this far with an assignment. At that precise moment he was feeling anything but optimistic. It was Hart who had interested him; Hart who had become almost an obsession with him; Hart, the enigma who somehow just didn�t slot into the world of drugs and funding terrorist activities. Clearly he had totally misjudged the man.
He felt deflated and at the same time knew it was far from over. Finding the house in Lyme Regis and the gold bullion in the secret room merely heightened those unexplained issues like why MI5 was involved. Was the gold really from the Brinks Mat robbery that took place more than twenty-five years ago? Or was he just being paranoid again? The security service was not in the business of busting a drug ring unless it was part of some political or a national security threat, and Dillon could still not see one here for sure.
He wasn�t sure when it had registered that he�d picked up a tail, except that he was on the fast stretch of dual-carriageway between Dorchester and Puddletown before he did. This was the second time in as many days that he had become convinced that he had one and thought he was losing his touch. The BMW 6 series had been sitting on his tail about four hundred metres back for some time, but made no move to catch him.
When Dillon changed down a gear and accelerated, the BMW moved with him. There was no attempt to close the gap, but when he moved out into the outside lane to overtake another car, the BMW also overtook. He was feeling irritated more than anything else and was never one to shy away from a spot of evasive driving if the need arose. If it was an attempt to intimidate him, the driver should learn something from Devdas Shah Zafar�s taxi driver in Delhi.
Dillon waited until the last minute and then left the dual-carriageway at the next turning off which led to villages that he had never heard of, and slowed right down. The BMW followed and there was nothing behind it on the quiet country road.
Dillon was now driving so slow that the other driver had no option but to try and overtake him. But as he did, Dillon accelerated hard up the road, spun the steering wheel hard round to the right and came to a sliding halt across the road, facing back towards the oncoming black BMW. The driver swerved, hit the grass bank and ploughed the front passenger side wing through the soft earth in order to move round and miss hitting the Porsche. As the BMW stopped, Dillon climbed out and sprinted over to the other car that was now half on and off the road. By the time he�d reached it he was convinced that it was not Trevelyan�s men who were following him.
�What the hell are you doing, you crazy idiot? You could have killed us both pulling a stunt like that.�
It was the passenger who had opened the car door and who was now yelling at Dillon.
�That is still a possibility if you keep on! You�ve been following me, which means you know where I�ve been and were so sure of it that you didn�t have to wait at the spot and were able to choose your moment to pick me up on the return.�
�You�re bloody barking, matey.�
�Maybe. But I�m sure that when Morgan reads your report he�ll find it very entertaining, if nothing else. Don�t forget to tell him that you completely fouled up because your friend there isn�t much of a driver. I�d get some lessons in basic handling techniques if I were you. Now, time is short and I don�t have all day to stand talking to you two. So if you�d be so good as to step out of the vehicle.�
�Piss off. We�ve got your number, matey. All we�ve got to do is call the police.�
�And tell them what, exactly? After all, you�ve had that option for some time, haven�t you?�
�Step out the car, or I�ll blow your effing heads off.�
As Dillon spoke, he produced the Glock, the reaction was what he�d expected as the two men complied with his request.
�You won�t get away with this, you lunatic. You can�t just wander around with a fucking Glock in your pocket. You�ll go down for this, matey.�
�You�re not very good at this undercover work, are you? �Glock�, �go down� � all words used by the police or the security service. My bet is MI5.�
�Piss off.�
Dillon laughed.
�I�ll give you this. You�ve kept up the pretence, albeit not very well,� he said as he moved around to the front of the car and without hesitation fired a single shot into the radiator grill. There was an immediate hissing sound and a moment later, green coolant fluid started to pool on the ground directly underneath. Dillon walked back to the Porsche and drove off. But he was now deeply concerned that they had most definitely followed him down from London. This meant that they also knew about The Old Colonial Club and the rented apartment in Lilliput.
He continued his journey, more concerned about Morgan�s lot following than the amount of cocaine he was carrying in the boot. At Ringwood he pulled off the main road and into the service station, parking the Porsche out of sight of the road, and went inside to call Havelock at his Whitehall office from a payphone.
�It�s Dillon. I�m on my way back to London with something I found here in Dorset. It�s in the boot of my car and I�m going to need to leave it somewhere safe for a while. I think the time is right for us to meet openly, and Brendon Morgan should be there too. I�ve just had a little run-in with two of his boys and a big black BMW. Unfortunately their car sprang a leak just outside Dorchester. They�ve no doubt been in contact with him by now, and they almost certainly know about The Old Colonial Club.�
Havelock�s voice sounded tired. �It�s Morgan�s job to know these things, Jake. And so what if he knows? It doesn�t really matter at this late stage in the game anyway.�
�Can we meet at your place? Say eight-thirty this evening. I won�t be going back to the club, just in case they�re waiting for me. And don�t say a word to Morgan about us meeting or he�ll have a team waiting. There�s something very odd about MI5 being involved. I don�t like it. Dunstan, just tell him that you need to have a little chat with him urgently. I�ll give you a call at eight o�clock to make sure he�s going to be there. Oh, and Dunstan, can you make sure there�s parking? I don�t want to waste time driving around trying to locate a space which turns out to be half a mile away.�
He disconnected the call before Havelock could argue and glanced down at his wristwatch � there were a few hours to kill before meeting Havelock, which he decided to fill by going into his office in Docklands. It was the only reasonably safe thing to do with so much cocaine stashed in the boot of the Porsche, and it would give him a chance to catch up with Vince Sharp. He could also check his emails to see if Paddy McNamara had been in touch.
He parked the Porsche out of sight in the Ferran & Cardini car park, walked back down the side of the building and stopped at the side entrance. He placed his hand over the biometric reader pad and waited for the outer doors to open and the lift to arrive. He was thinking what to do with the boot full of drugs, which LJ would raise an eyebrow at if he knew that the class-A was on the firm�s property. As he got out of the lift he was immediately thrown back into the world of Ferran & Cardini International. The noise level within the special projects department was always running at full volume, and today was no exception. Some of the younger members of staff looked up in awe from their monitor screens as he walked through the department on his way to see Vince. They knew who he was and what he did, but very rarely saw him in the building as he was virtually always field-based. Dillon was the most successful field operative that the firm had and because of the high-risk assignments he was given, the other members of the team were always shocked when he turned up. Alive!
LJ had gone off to a high level intelligence meeting in Scotland for two days. Which meant that Dillon wouldn�t have to write up a progress report for him or explain why he had destroyed an MI5 vehicle. He found Vince sitting at one of his workbenches with wires and circuit boards laid out in front of him. He looked up as Dillon entered the brightly lit room, and smiled at him.
�Well, what brings you into the building, chap?�
�Time to kill. And the spooks have discovered that I�ve been staying at The Old Colonial Club.�
�Hell. How on earth did that happen?�
�I reckon that someone who works there told them. Because they haven�t got the savvy to have worked it out by themselves.�
�You could be right there. I�ll dig around in the files at Thames House when I get five minutes. You never know � they might have already logged the details on your file. If they have, we�ll be able to see who received the information and from whom.�
�Thanks, Vince. I�m going to check my emails, and then I�ll be off again.�
�Good hunting,� Vince said, and went straight back to working on the heap of wires laid out on his workbench as soon as Dillon had left the room.
He had plenty to think about, but he needed some answers, and the whole assignment had taken too many directions. He always knew where he stood with men like Trevelyan. Usually they just wanted to kill him and that was pretty clear-cut; sometimes he could face it. But when the security service was involved, nobody ever seemed to know what it was they wanted � even someone like Havelock. They were a law unto themselves and their work; in their eyes always justifiable and, at times, crossing some strange boundaries. Some would say unacceptable. During his army intelligence days he sometimes had to liaise with them, but he was never comfortable working with them. And here they were again.
He left Docklands, giving himself plenty of time to drive across town to Havelock�s home. He had checked to make sure that the cocaine was still in the boot and placed all of the containers into another canvas bag. He took the back roads where possible, finding it comparatively quiet going at that time of the evening. The dim light of dusk was taking hold and he drove steadily towards his destination.
He pulled over in a side road not far from Dunstan Havelock�s home to make his call. This time he would be candid, as there was still a strong possibility that the call would be monitored, and said, �Dunstan, forgive me, I�m calling you a little earlier than I said I would. Everything okay?�
�He said that he�d be here.�
Dillon arrived at Havelock�s house at 7.45 p.m. He parked outside without any trouble, Havelock having placed police cones in the space for him. He suspected that Morgan would make his own arrangements and most likely be driven by one of his junior staff. He went up the path and rang the doorbell.
Rachel opened the door and throwing her arms around him, gave him a big hug as Havelock appeared behind her. Rachel closed the door and the two men shook hands warmly.
�You�re a bit early. He�s not due for another forty-five minutes.�
�I know. But it�ll give me time to check around the outside and offload that stuff I was telling you about earlier.�
Havelock looked horribly shocked. �I can�t have that gear in my house.�
�Well I can�t leave it in the car and I�m certainly not handing it over to Morgan.� Dillon caught Rachel�s quizzical expression out of the corner of his eye.
�Sorry, Rachel.�
�What�ve you got in the boot of your car? Drugs?�
Dillon looked at Havelock and the following silence suddenly made her realise that she was right.
�Oh, my God. What will we do with them?�
�Dunstan will know,� said Dillon. �It�s evidence and the drugs squad will want it.�
�I�m wondering why they�ve not been involved with this investigation, Jake.�
�It just doesn�t feel right. I suggest that you leave it where it is for the time being until we can sort something out.�
Dillon looked from one to the other in some despair.
�You do realise, Dunstan, that this is likely to turn out to be one of the greatest drug ring busts in European history, and all you can say is keep it in the boot of the Porsche? A type of car that the police pull over as a recreational pursuit. That�s absolutely priceless. Well I�m afraid if you won�t take it, I�ll leave it outside your front door. I simply can�t risk keeping it in the boot until this thing is over.�
�But, Jake, surely it�s over now that you�ve cracked the whole affair wide open.�
Dillon felt deflated. They were now standing in the kitchen.
�If I recall, Dunstan, you asked me not to look into drugs, but how Charlie Hart came by a priceless Vermeer painting stolen from the Isabella Stewart Gardner museum in Boston. We then progressed to looking at the man himself. I suspect that drugs are only one of his interests and certainly not the main one. I feel like I�ve been going around in circles from the minute I embarked on this assignment. Now if you�ll excuse me, I�d like to check around the outside for any stray spooks. I�ll then bring the stuff in.�
Dillon went out through the back door, down the garden and through a gate in the far wall. He then checked around the narrow street at the side of the property and ended up at the front of the house a moment later. Whilst Dillon collected the canvas holdall from the boot of the Porsche, Havelock stood at the front door watching him. He carried it up the path to where Havelock was standing and brushed past him. Havelock came inside and closed the door behind them. Dillon placed the holdall on the floor and unzipped it, took out one of the plastic containers and peeled back the top, revealing the white powder inside.
�That is what street-ready cocaine looks like. Now try, if you will, to calculate the extent of human misery that this lot could cause.�
Dillon took the holdall and placed it in the cupboard under the stairs.
Havelock was not at all happy about it, but until they met Morgan, could see no alternative. They went into the living room and Rachel poured drinks. Before Dillon sat down he said, �Rachel, would you mind pulling the curtains in all of the rooms facing the front of the property?�
�Do you think that Trevelyan�s men could have followed you here?� Rachel handed Havelock his drink.
�I�d be very surprised if Trevelyan knows I�m here. His problem is that he can only see what he wants to see. His mind gropes around in mist and the semi-darkness. I doubt if it�s ever seen the sunshine. It would never occur to him that I would know someone like you, Dunstan.�
�Who then?�
�Who knows? Dillon knew that he had confused Havelock even further. Havelock liked to keep it simple and always had difficulty in believing the depths that some people will sink to. He collected his drink from Rachel and then drifted over to the window overlooking the street. He went to one side and lifted the side of the curtain with a finger. He stood there for some time, his thoughts interrupted by Havelock asking, �Well? Is there anyone lurking in the shadows out there?�
�If they are, they�re not watching you.� Dillon raised his glass. �Here�s to us and the good times.�
Morgan rang the door bell at exactly 8.30.
Rachel said, �I�ll go and let him in and then disappear to the snug, and watch television.�
Morgan came into the living room with a rush of cold air, handed Rachel his coat and without invite, sat himself down in a vacant armchair. He saw Dillon but gave no sign of surprise.
�If that is your wife, Mr. Havelock, I must compliment you. She is a very lovely lady.�
�Thank you. Please call me Dunstan. After all, we are out of working hours. You�ve already met Jake Dillon, of course.�
�Oh, yes. He�s the chap who roams around England carrying a gun as if he�s the Lone Ranger, blowing holes in Government property and frightening the life out of my men who had been assigned to protect him. I suppose that�s your 911 outside. You�re getting lax, Jake.�
�Bollocks,� Dillon said with a smile. �If they�d told me, I might have believed them. As it was, they even denied that they�d been following me. They�re lucky that I only put a bullet in their radiator.�
Havelock, who knew nothing of the finer details, looked a little perturbed.
�Can I offer you a drink?�
�A brandy would be good, thank you.�
Morgan glowered at Dillon with something approaching a quiet rage.
�You virtually destroyed that car,� he accused. �They had to be towed ten miles to the nearest garage. Running around the countryside shooting at anything that takes your fancy, is not on. And I�ll wager that you�ve not got a licence for it either.�
�No. But as I�m officially down on record as a personal bodyguard to Sir Lucius Stagg, it�s never been an issue.�
Morgan�s features suddenly cracked and he couldn�t resist a smile. He took the drink Havelock handed him.
�You are a born bullshitter, aren�t you? What a load of rubbish. But you know that we would have a hell of a job to prove otherwise.�
His smile broadened and in a completely different tone, �Well done, Jake. You�ve done a brilliant job.�
Dillon placed his drink on the side table next to his chair.
�Well, I never thought you�d be gracious enough to say that.�
�I think that evens everything, gentlemen,� Havelock said as he sat down.
�Now, shall we get down to the real issue in hand?�
Dillon said, �Tell me, Brendon. How did you know? I�ve only told Dunstan, which means you�ve still got his office phone tapped.�
Morgan dismissed the very idea with a shake of his head.
�We�ve been involved with this affair for a very long time. It�s an ongoing investigation which first came to light after the nine-eleven atrocity and a few intercepted phone calls. All the agencies are caught up in it, but without much success. Until, that is, you came on the scene, Jake. Now that we have some pretty concrete evidence we can start to make moves to dismantle the whole enterprise. There are teams already being put together as we speak.�
�What are you saying? That what I discovered in Dorset is the first real evidence you have?�
�Well, you must admit it was well-hidden and you did have to look hard for it. It�s why we had to have you working with us. You can go where we dare not to tread. Unlike you, Jake, we have to work to the letter of the law.�
Dillon couldn�t help but laugh and Havelock had some difficulty in repressing a smile himself.
�So you�re admitting that a maverick gun-toting cowboy has his uses.�
�Obviously we could not condone your methods publicly. And in less experienced hands there could be real problems. You know this as well as anybody, especially as you�ve been threatening almost everyone you�ve come into contact with since embarking on this enquiry.�
�That�s because almost everybody has either been threatening or wanting to kill me. So where does this thing go from here?�
�There is nowhere to go. There are over forty remaining addresses which we have established as being used as part of the distribution pipeline for the stolen property and drugs. We already knew that Tommy Trevelyan was the catalyst who had brought some of the largest crime syndicates throughout Europe together for this project. Julian Latimer was useful in many ways to the enterprise, not least, in obtaining vital intelligence that would otherwise have not be available to them. Paul Hammer is able to move freely around the globe with his hotel chain. This is obviously the ideal cover to attend clandestine meetings with the syndicate partners. Charlie Hart � now there�s the enigma. We know that he has a global network of trading contacts and is still operating heavily in India. His organisation is so well-run and the people involved so loyal to him, that so far we have been unable to get anything on the man. Except, perhaps, that he owns an outstanding, yet dubious, copy of the most famous painting by Vermeer, which is hardly illegal, and it�s not a viable reason to arrest someone as wealthy and prominent as he is. The frustrating thing is that we�ve had all of these men under surveillance for many months and they�ve not made one single wrong move in all that time. The same goes for the locations, and until today we�ve not seen, sniffed or retrieved one ounce of any illegal substance. By the way, did you manage to bring any of the drugs you found in Lyme Regis away with you?�
Dillon had the distinct feeling that Morgan knew full-well that he did.
�Naturally. Otherwise there would be no evidence. But the majority of the stuff had already been moved to another location before I arrived down there.�
�How much did you get?�
�All that was left. It was in three plastic containers hidden inside one of the wooden crates. Each had around five kilos of cocaine in it. I left the crate there.�
�Do you think it was deliberately left behind?�
�Most definitely. They�d put it inside the caretaker�s van, which was then driven away from the house by Trevelyan�s men and hidden in woods about a mile away. The caretaker said that he heard one of them talking about hiding the van and then coming back for it later. But something he hadn�t thought about, was that they were almost certainly going to return later to kill both him and his wife, of that I�m positive. Once I�d pointed that out to him it was all it took for him to tell me where they were likely to have hidden the van. Anyway, after driving around for a bit I spotted it from the road. Thank God for amateurs, because in their haste they�d made a shabby attempt at concealing it.�
�I see. But why leave such a small amount behind? It seems a bit odd, doesn�t it?� Morgan asked.
�My view is that Trevelyan�s men were going to line their own pockets with it. And what better time to steal from your employer? Who�s going to miss one crate when there�re so many being shipped to God knows where?�
�So what have you done with it?�
�It�s safe. I�ve got a contact in the drugs squad, I�ll hand it over to him the moment I leave here.�
�You don�t have to do that. I�ll take it to them myself. Your job is done.�
�I don�t think it is. And anyway, drugs are not your concern.�
�Just what are you implying? And, damn it, Dillon. Aren�t you satisfied with your success?�
�No, not really. And as I say, Morgan, it�s not finished yet. I�m not one of your menials who you can push around, you know? I don�t work for you and you aren�t paying for my services, so you can piss off. You made your entrance long after I�d started on this assignment for whatever reasons. And you still haven�t given a sufficiently believable explanation as to why MI5 is so involved with what is evidently a narcotics investigation.�
Morgan�s voice took on an almost casual tone.
�Let me reiterate, Jake. We have been working alongside agencies from across Europe and the United States on this investigation. And, of course, their respective drug squads. This is far too big for any one agency or, come to that, any one country to handle. We are primarily concerned with the terrorist threat in the UK, of course. Our intelligence tells us that revenue is being generated from the sale of drugs, which will end up in some of the world�s hotspots to fund terrorist training boot camps.�
Dillon was taking a perverse sort of pleasure in seeing Morgan attempt to wriggle and squirm his way out of the situation he now found himself in.
�Does the drug squad know that they�re involved? I mean, if so many agencies and their highly qualified and experienced officers are tied up in this thing, why was it one person, an outsider, who was able to come up with the evidence where they had not? My instincts tell me that you�re talking a load of old bollocks, Morgan. I don�t believe a word of what you�ve just said and I reckon that you�re working alone on this whole affair. The only thing I�ve not figured out is why.�
Havelock was listening to this exchange, wishing he could break from the diplomatic protocol and niceties that he was bound to live his life by, like Dillon did so easily.
Morgan tried his best to sound reasonable and not at all peeved.
�Jake, call me what you like, but we only had your interests at heart once we found out where your investigation was taking you. We decided to let you run with it on your own because we all know that you get results. Quickly. If you still don�t believe me you can verify everything I�ve told you both this evening with Sir Lucius. He�s been behind you one hundred percent ever since you inadvertently discovered this very real threat to the security of this country. We all admire you, Jake. Hell, you might even get a bloody Knighthood for your roll in this. But believe me when I tell you that your part in this is now over. Mr. Havelock will confirm it.�
Dillon gazed across at Havelock as Morgan did. He shot him a quick look as a warning to not be intimidated into a hasty agreement.
Havelock was in a quandary. All his allegiance lay with Dillon who was right about who had engaged him. But even if he supported him now he knew that if Morgan represented the official line, he would have to comply. He tried for a compromise.
�You might have the authority you say, Brendon, but I cannot accept it without confirmation from a higher level. Preferably in writing from the Director General.�
Morgan shrugged. �Well you won�t get anything in writing and certainly not from the Director General. I�m surprised you even asked. I can phone someone now, if that will satisfy you.�
�I�m afraid that won�t do at all. After all, you could be calling anyone. And with respect, you�re no stranger to the art of deception, are you?�
�You surely don�t expect Dunstan to just take your word, do you, Brendon?�
Morgan turned to Dillon in fury. �I�ve already told you, Jake, that your input is no longer required. This is a matter for Mr. Havelock and me to sort out. Do I make myself clear?�
�I�m afraid not, can�t understand a bloody word you�re saying. It�s almost like you�re talking penguin or something.� Dillon was quietly laughing.
�And that nice guy fa�ade of yours is slipping a little, Brendon, old son. You were thanking me just a minute ago. But I knew that you�d have difficulty in keeping that one up. You�d better watch your lip and start treating Dunstan with a little more respect than you�ve been showing him. Or suffer the consequences.�
Dillon stood up and moved to the front window, leant against the wall and crossed his arms.
Morgan managed to regain control of his temper, well aware that Dillon was merely goading him. He turned back to Havelock. �Would a word from the Home Secretary satisfy you?�
�Of course. But you don�t intend to call him right now, do you?�
�First thing tomorrow. In the meantime, I�ll have to take the drugs back to Thames House. Obviously I�ll give you a receipt.�
�Oh, the drugs are not here in the house, Brendon.�
Havelock had told the lie with ease and without feeling guilty. He did not like Morgan�s increasing arrogance or his assumption that he could get the better of him.
Morgan tried to stare Havelock out, but the senior civil servant had now taken his stand and was not going to be intimidated. Morgan lowered his head, gazed at his drink for an instant and was silent for a short while.
�You do realise that I could have you both arrested for obstructing the law?�
�Well, you should know a thing or two about that,� Dillon said from where he was standing by the window.
Every now and then he eased the curtain to one side and took a look outside.
�I�ll tell you what I�ll do. I will leave here and drive straight to the drugs squad and hand the drugs over this evening. What could be fairer than that?�
Morgan said with tension in his voice, �What is your problem with allowing me to take the drugs? You know who I am and what my authority is. So what�s the big deal here?�
�The only problem is that the drugs are not here, Brendon. Nothing more and nothing less.�
Dillon was convinced by now that Morgan�s men had seen him lift the holdall from out of the boot of the Porsche and into the house, but Morgan couldn�t admit to it because he would then have to explain why Dunstan�s house was under surveillance.
�I see. Well I believe that the drugs are in fact here in this house.�
Dillon gave Morgan full credit for the way he was controlling his exasperation.
�So what are you saying? That we are both liars?�
Havelock intervened again. �Gentlemen, please. All that you are achieving is to display just how much you despise and dislike each other.�
He directed his comment at Morgan.
�I suggest that we leave this now and sleep on what has been said here tonight. I will await instructions from the Home Secretary in the morning. Obviously I will comply fully with whatever he says and that seems to be the fairest way to proceed. I cannot see any problem with this course of action unless you fear that the drugs may be stolen.�
Morgan had been beaten and was finding difficulty in accepting it. The power of the security service usually made most people very wary of crossing swords with them. Morgan knew that he had to tread carefully with Havelock, but Dillon was another story and it was to him that he now turned.
�I�m sorry I was abusive, but you seem to have a knack of winding me up. Whatever else I have said to offend, the fact remains that I meant what I said about respecting you. I can see I will have to take this to a higher level.�
He stood up. �Thank you for the drink and your hospitality, Mr. Havelock.�
He turned to Dillon. �I�ll be in touch. By the way, where are you staying at present?�
�The Old Colonial.�
�I thought you would have left there by now.�
�No. I�ve been using the staff entrance when your boys have been looking the other way.�
But Morgan having asked, merely made Dillon even more curious as to why he wanted to know. This also made up his mind that the drugs would remain safely hidden under Havelock�s stairs for the time being. Because once Morgan had possession of them there would be no proof that they had ever existed. It would be natural to let the drug squad have it, and have them fully accounted for. And that was the problem � men like Morgan were rarely accountable in the public eye.
Rachel came downstairs just as Havelock was showing Morgan out through the front door. Morgan said his goodbyes with good grace, but he looked tired when he left and didn�t look back as he stepped into the waiting car parked at the kerbside.
Once the door was closed Rachel said, �That is one very unhappy man. you must have given him a hard time.�
When neither replied, she said she would get some coffee and biscuits, sensing that they were far from finished.
�What�s he up to?� asked Dillon as they went back into the living room.
�I�m not sure. But I do know that I lied for you.�
He finished his drink. �And I don�t know why I did such a thing.�
�Because he�s up to something. Why is it so important to him that I�m sidelined after doing all of the donkey work? I have a feeling it has something to do with Charlie Hart. He�s the one he wants to keep me well away from.�
Havelock sat in an armchair, quietly reflecting, not too happy with what he had done.
�I think he knows that the drugs are in this house,� he said, after a while.
�I�m positive he knows. After all, his men are positioned outside. They would have seen me get the holdall out of the boot and bring it inside.�
Havelock sat bolt upright. �You mean they�ve got the house under surveillance?�
�I think it�s more likely that they were waiting for me to turn up. But I do think they�ve got your office line wired up again. They�ll still be positioned out there. I saw one of them when Morgan left a moment ago. I know they don�t trust me and I think I know why, but what I don�t know is the real reason behind it. Everything is pointing back to Hart. I must see him again, because he�s definitely the key to all of Morgan�s waffling. I think these drugs being left behind and then being found by yours truly is about to become a bloody great big embarrassment to Morgan. Anyway, all that said and done, I�ve got to make sure that when I leave here they see me carrying the holdall.�
�Well, you could just stay here tonight,� said Rachel as she came through the doorway with a tray of coffee and biscuits. She put down the tray and waited for Dillon to reply.
�Thanks, Rachel. But I suspect they have a full team out there, which means that they�ll still be there in the morning. And it�s far easier to play cat and mouse with them in the dark.�
Havelock didn�t like the sound of what Dillon was saying. He wanted to believe that apart from Morgan�s strange behaviour, it really was over and that only the loose ends had to be tied up. If Morgan had stationed a full team of watchers outside waiting to follow Dillon, it was far from being concluded and had suddenly taken on a more sinister aspect.
�It�s really kind of you to offer to put me up, but I�d better leave. There�s a strong possibility that they will have placed a tracker on the Porsche whilst I�ve been here. I�ll be able to check if they have, thanks to Vince�s little addition to my mobile phone.�
Dillon saw the look of puzzlement cross both their faces and explained, �He�s added a multi-frequency scanner to the phone, which can pick up any tracking or listening device within five metres. Now there�s something else that I need to do before I leave.�
Dillon went to the kitchen with Rachel and part-filled three plastic sandwich boxes with every ounce of flour that he could find, and then swapped them for the others in the holdall. As he walked down to the Porsche he made it appear heavier than it actually was. Havelock kept watch on the doorstep as he put it in the boot. Rachel came outside a moment later, after she�d put on another sweater against the cold night air.
Dillon got into the driver�s side of the car and before turning on the engine, took his mobile phone and entered the code for the scanning mode. Ten seconds later the screen lighted up like a Christmas tree and the tracking device was located just behind the front air dam. Dillon entered a series of numbers and then waited for the device to be spiked and immobilised. He got out of the car and went back to where the Havelocks were standing, gave Rachel an affectionate kiss on the cheek and shook Havelock�s hand warmly.
As he was about to walk back to the car, Havelock asked, �Are you sure you�ll be okay?�
The discovery of the tracker filled his voice with concern.
�I�ll be fine. After all, it�s almost an occupational hazard for me. Admitted, I don�t know what they have in mind next, because I�m not sure how useful I still am to Morgan now. So I�ll be expecting the worse and be ready for whatever they throw my way. But he must be up to something to pull a stunt like this, and only time will show us his true colours. See you both soon.�
�Take care, Jake.�
Rachel was holding Havelock�s hand tight, unable to hide her deep concern.
Dillon climbed into the Porsche and drove off.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Dillon was making it easy for them � playing it safe as he could see no point in driving around all night long, but wanted to see what they were up to. He headed south back into town, at Piccadilly Circus he drove around for a while before scooting off up Shaftsbury Avenue and heading for Charing Cross. At the first opportunity he turned left and headed back towards Whitehall, past The Ministry of Defence buildings and on towards Westminster Bridge.
There were two cars following � a black Mitsubishi Evo and the other a silver BMW M3 coupe. Both cars were keeping a discreet distance back but were within easy reach of him. He turned right at Parliament Square, took a left and was then driving along Birdcage Walk. All the time they stayed on his tail. As he passed Buckingham Palace and started down The Mall, they made their move. The Evo raced past him and the BMW remained on his tail, but came in dangerously close so that if he suddenly braked hard it would definitely pile into the rear of the Porsche Cayman.
As the front car slewed across he was forced to brake and the following car mirrored his actions and came to a halt just behind the Porsche. He now found himself sandwiched and he knew they would not waste time chatting about the weather. To prevent any passing police interest they had stuck blue flashers on the roofs of both cars to make it look like a plain clothes official job.
He sat back in the leather bucket seat and waited for them to come. Two men approached, one from either side and both were armed. Morgan must have warned them about him carrying a weapon. But Dillon remained cool. He didn�t make any move to get out of the Porsche, and instead lowered the window just before it was tapped. �Something wrong, officer?� he asked wearily. �Or is this one of those car-jacks one hears about, where you beat me over the head and steal my wallet and the car?�
Dillon was deliberately playing the fool for his own amusement.
�Open the rear boot, wise guy, or we�ll blow a steaming great hole in it.�
�Oh, goodness, please don�t do that,� Dillon said in mock horror.
He started to get out of the car � his instinct told him to goad them into making their move prematurely. But they waited for him to get out and then ordered him to face the car with his palms flat out on the roof and his legs spread. One of them moved in quickly, pressing the barrel of his 9mm Glock into Dillon�s back whilst he frisked him. They were somewhat surprised to find that he was unarmed.
�Okay. Now open the boot and be very careful how you do it. We know all about you, Dillon.�
He stepped away from the car and unlocked the boot with the remote control on the key fob, and without hesitation they removed the canvas holdall and carried it to the lead car.
�Stop! Come back! Help! I�m being robbed of my baking flour� he called out just as they climbed into their own cars.
Both cars drove off at high speed up The Mall. He watched them disappear and then closed the boot, climbed in and did a u-turn before driving off slowly. He changed direction back towards Knightsbridge along Constitution Hill. As he drove, he smiled to himself. He didn�t know whether they had another tail on him in order to find out where he was staying, but he still phoned Havelock and left a brief message that he was okay and turning in for the night.
He called Issy the next morning and told her, �I�ve uncovered an international drug cartel that looks as if it�s also involved in raising funds for terrorist organisations around the globe.�
He told her because she had a right to know, and as a corporate lawyer would see through any lie. Also, she was tired of his feeble excuses and reassurances of how soon the assignment would be concluded. Dillon was also fed up with having to tell her half-truths about what was going on � she had no idea of how things had digressed from the original issue of the Vermeer painting.
�There�s just one more thing that I need to clear up. It shouldn�t take me more than a day or two and then I�ll sort out that compensation claim you�ve slapped me with. I�m sorry about all of this, Issy, and I�ve really missed you.�
�Does this mean that you�re now out of danger?�
In fact he was in far more danger now than at any time before � Trevelyan would have by now found out about the missing cocaine and, if the Conners had done a runner without their van, might well blame him. As far as he knew, Trevelyan still had the open contract out on him. How the security services rated his well-being was far more difficult to assess, but he wasn�t sure of his survival rate if he continued on. But he had to continue and he knew that would bring danger back to Issy�s doorstep.
�Not quite, but I�m sorting that as well. It was mostly hot air and blustering, to be honest.�
What he wanted to say, was for her to find another place to stay. But that would merely heighten her anxiety and he did not want her worrying, especially as she still had the official protection of MI5, who would know the second she stepped outside.
�Well that�s a relief. Oh, I nearly forgot to mention that I�m back in my office, if you want to contact me during the day. Those nice security service men are never far away, so I feel completely safe and see no reason not to.�
�Good. Well, I�ll call you in a day or two.�
Dillon hung up and pondered on the problem of keeping MI5 sweet for a while longer. Although that might prove tricky, as they had three containers of flour in their safe room at Thames House.
Dillon left his rooms at The Old Colonial Club and drove to Saville Row. He paid an unannounced visit to his personal tailor, Thomas Porter. After fifteen minutes he left again, much to the distress of Thomas, with an off-the-peg navy blue pin-stripe suit, shoes, white double-cuffed shirt, and a tie with the crest of his old regiment on. He then drove back to The Old Colonial and purchased a newspaper from reception before taking a late breakfast in his rooms. All the time he mulled over what his next move was to be. When he had finished his second cup of black coffee, he scanned through the newspaper and a by-line heading on the fourth page caught his eye. �Mystery deaths in Dorset woodland.�
There followed a police account of the double shooting of Sheila and Harry Conner, who were discovered dead in woodland near to the couple�s Lyme Regis home. The neighbour, who discovered the bodies whilst out walking his dog, said that the couple were always very polite and friendly, but kept themselves private.
Dillon lowered the paper. He was shocked and disappointed that the Conners had not heeded his advice and got away from the house as fast as possible. Had Sheila not believed her husband about the very real danger they were in, and why was he feeling responsibility for their deaths? He continued to read on to discover that �the police investigation was well under way and it was thought that Conner had tied up his wife and then shot her through the head. He then turned the automatic pistol on himself and shot himself through the temple�.
Dillon screwed up the newspaper violently and threw it across the room into a waste paper basket. Harry Conner would have been terrified to the end. Dillon realised he must have missed Trevelyan�s men by a fraction. He genuinely believed that Conner and his wife would have been killed anyway, but the discovery of the missing drugs would not have improved their chances of survival. The cocaine was one thing that the killers could not report back to Trevelyan unless they could somehow blame them for it.
Dillon felt lower than he�d felt in a long time. The Conners were employed as the caretakers, but doubted they ever knew that they were guarding class-A drugs. As far as they were concerned, it was simply stolen works of art and the occasional consignment of gold bullion. They had been small fry and had died because of it.
He went downstairs into the main reception foyer and sat reflecting for a few moments. He needed to contact Estelle Bouchard at Interpol, but that would have to wait until later in the day. Meanwhile, he decided to drive down to Dorset.
* * *
The street where he had parked on his previous visit was full of cars and he had to drive around before he could find a space, which left a long walk back. It was nearly lunchtime and the drive down to Bournemouth had been fraught with tailbacks at some of the motorway junctions. When he left the Porsche, he was wearing the new suit, shirt and regimental tie. He reached the high street where Rosie Poulter lived and immediately felt all the usual warnings. He went past the caf� where he�d observed Charlie Hart sitting in the window, gazing across at the old florist shop. Two doors further on and he crossed the busy street, went to the other side and stood in a derelict shop doorway. He didn�t like the idea of just knocking on the door and hoping for the best, but knew there was a strong possibility that he would have to.
He wasn�t sure how long he had been stood there before the young woman came out. She was fairly well dressed, somewhere in her mid-thirties, carried herself well, and looked vaguely familiar.
On impulse he waited a few moments before following, crossing back to the other side of the street and keeping a safe distance behind her. He didn�t want to leave it too long before approaching her and willed her to turn a corner, which she did. He saw his opportunity and quickened his pace to catch up with her before she had a chance to jump into a taxi parked at the kerbside.
She had the door open and was about to step in, when Dillon called out, �Excuse me, but are you Sarah Poulter?�
The young woman turned to look back at him; she had one hand on the taxi�s roof and one foot inside when she stiffened. She gazed at him suspiciously and Dillon immediately saw that she was a striking looking woman.
�Why, who are you and why do you want to know?�
�Because I saw you come out of the apartment building where Rosie Poulter lives. And would like to ask you a few questions if you don�t mind, that is.�
She withdrew her foot from inside the taxi but left the door open. The driver looked around and gruffly asked if she wanted the ride or not, because there were other fares waiting. She didn�t bother answering, simply slammed the door and a second later he drove off.
�You haven�t answered my question. And, whatever you want, it had better be good. Because I�m giving a lecture in forty-five minutes.�
Her tone had hardened and she was obviously not that comfortable with talking to a total stranger at the kerbside.
Dillon spoke quietly and without any preamble. �Look, I�m not a perv stalking you, or a salesman trying to sell you something. I�m simply trying to unravel a mystery that might involve your mother. I think that she might be able to help me with some background information about a man I�m writing a book about. My name, by the way is, Jake Dillon.�
The young woman stood looking at Dillon for a few seconds, weighing him up and trying to decide whether he was being genuine or not.
Dillon added, �Look, I�m really not trying to waste your time. I simply want to talk to your mother about something that has possibly to do with her past. The problem I have, is not wishing to blunder in and inadvertently drag something up that may upset her. That�s why I�d like to talk to you first. If you�ve got a little time, that is.�
�There�s a pub around the corner. You�ve got five minutes and the meter�s already running.�
�Sounds good, thank you,� Dillon said.
In the pub, Dillon ordered drinks and they sat down at the bar.
�Look, I�ll come straight to the point. When I saw you coming out of that building, it was very strange. Because you have a remarkable resemblance to the man whom I am writing a book about. His name is Charlie Hart.�
She almost spat her drink across the bar and was clearly shocked by what he had just said. Dillon noticed a little colour blush her cheeks and a look of disbelief cross her face.
�Why have you come here? Is this some sort of bad joke?� It came out as a suspicious accusation.
�I really have come here to find out from your mother about Charlie Hart. Hopefully to find out about his relationship with her, and why he visits the caf� opposite your building on a regular basis, sits at a window seat and waits for your mother to appear, yet never approaches her or even attempts to talk to her.�
�What are you? A private detective or something?�
�Or something, I�m afraid. I�m actually a freelance writer.�
�Oh, a writer. Must be exciting.� She looked confused, but held herself together all right.
Dillon could see that she was disturbed and to say the least, a little distressed, by the mention of Hart�s name. But he pressed on regardless.
�Do you know who Charlie Hart is?�
She turned her head, eyes misted and retorted. �He was my mother�s long-lost younger half-brother, that�s who.�
�Why do you say that he was your mother�s younger brother?�
Sarah Poulter wiped the tears from her cheeks with a pristine white handkerchief.
�Because, when mum was just a baby she was given up for adoption by her mother who was seventeen and unmarried. She left mum in care and a few weeks later ran off to India with this bloke named Hart. You see, when you don�t know anything about your past you can�t look forward to the future. That�s why she�s spent most of her adult life trying to come to terms and discover her past. Finding out about Charlie was a lucky break. She had been searching the births, deaths and marriage records when she came across him. That was a monumental turning point for her. Can you imagine finding out that you had a younger half-brother? After that it was a case of tracing the Harts through the British Embassy in Delhi. It was from the embassy records that she discovered that the parents had been killed many years before.�
�Sarah, I can tell you that Charlie Hart is alive and kicking. He did leave India shortly after his parents were murdered by kidnappers when a ransom wasn�t paid. This was a long time ago, and he went to live in Hong Kong with his son for a while. They both travelled back to the UK and have been living here ever since.�
�Are you sure about this? Where?�
�Close by in Poole, I�ve stood about as close to him as we are now and talked with him. I�m sure, all right.�
�My uncle, living here, near Bournemouth? But why hasn�t he contacted mum? Why skulk about watching her?�
�At first I thought that there was some other connection they had. But you�ve squashed that theory. I really can�t tell you why he hasn�t made direct contact and I�ll not speculate about a family matter. I�ll leave that to your uncle when he eventually thinks the time is right to meet her himself. Now, I�ve taken up enough of your time and I really do appreciate you talking to me. You�ve been more than helpful.�
Sarah was now fully recovered. She had listened carefully to what Dillon had said and agreed that this revelation would be an enormous shock to her mother after so many years, and that it was best left to Charlie Hart to break the news.
�You�ve disappointed me, Mr. Dillon. I thought you had much more to tell me. Why am I left with the feeling that you have learnt more from me than I have from you?�
�If you get the opportunity to meet Charlie Hart, you�ll appreciate what a great risk I�ve taken just talking to you about him. He�s a very powerful and wealthy man. I�ll leave it there. Once again, you�ve been very kind and generous with your time and I appreciate that.�
Sarah frowned. �I still don�t wholly trust you.�
�Please believe me, Sarah, when I say that I have no intention of hurting you or your mother in any shape or form.�
Dillon slipped down from the bar stool and gave a wry grin.
�Have I been holding you against your will?�
He walked out of the pub with her and as they stood on the pavement, she turned to him and said, �No, but I�m still wondering what your real game is.�
�I�m sure your mother is very proud of you,� he said spontaneously.
�How can you possibly know that?�
�I don�t. But I�m sure she is and always has been.�
�I reckon you know far more than you�re telling. So, do I get to hear the full story one day? The truth?�
He stared at her and noticed how clear and steady her eyes were. �I�m sure you will. It�s been nice meeting you Sarah.�
Dillon shook her hand and was walking back to his car before she could say another word.
As he drove across town to the rented apartment in Lilliput, he couldn�t work out whether meeting Sarah Poulter had been good or bad luck. He had obviously held certain things back and perhaps he might have learnt more from her mother. At the same time he was glad he had met her. He had gone as far as he could � it was time to meet Hart again. But first he must contact Paddy McNamara and hope that he had been able to do the research he wanted.
Dillon parked the Porsche and went up to the apartment. He made himself a coffee and then made the call to McNamara, using his mobile phone. The two men knew each other sufficiently well enough to skip the usual niceties.
�Did you manage to get to the file?� Dillon asked eagerly.
�It�s a very sensitive subject matter, Jake. You�ve hit the mark in one respect. The file and all of its extensive sub-files are classified, and both the American and British Governments have given it the highest classification. It looks like a can of worms, mate. And from what I can see, it�s also still very active on both sides of the pond. One of the files that might interest you: satellite images clearly showing the locations of terrorist training camps in India and Pakistan. But more than that. In a sub-file there are bank statements showing transfers of money from a number of obscure and untraceable companies. Some of these are in the UK and the sums of money involved range from one to eight million at a time. That�s it, mate. Apart from one last thing. Watch your step. Because by the looks of it, there are a lot of different agencies from all over the planet working on this. And they won�t want you clambering all over their hard work.�
�Advice taken and duly filed in the caution tray. Be good, Paddy. And thanks for everything.�
�You�re welcome, Jake. Goodbye.�
Dillon hung up and had found out what he�d wanted. That MI5 were telling the truth and that the investigation was on a global scale. He pushed the speed dial button on his mobile and a moment later, Charlie Hart answered the call, but wasn�t sounding his usual self.
�I think it�s time to meet again, Charlie. The sooner the better.�
�I agree. The sooner the better, but it won�t be easy with MI5 all over me like a rash.�
�How long have they been chaperoning you?�
�Almost two months now. But I suppose you already know that as you�ve been working alongside them of late. Have you any suggestions?�
Dillon thought that Hart sounded battle-weary, even resigned, which disturbed him.
�I�m assuming that your very sophisticated security system has a personal panic button located somewhere?�
�Six, actually, one in every bedroom and one in the living room.�
�Good. Because I want you to hit one of them at exactly 9.30 p.m. Bring the local plod running to that very expensive locale of yours.�
�Are you mad? It won�t just be ordinary policemen, you know? It�ll be armed response and most likely dogs as well. I hope you know what you�re doing.�
�No. But just do it, Charlie. Trust me, because I�m all you�ve got at this present time.�
�I�ve known that for some time. Anything else?�
�You�re sounding tired, Charlie.�
�It�s the strain. It�s been with me for a very long time.�
�Well, take it easy and just do as I say. 9.30 p.m. exactly, and do not let anyone into the house except me.� Dillon disconnected abruptly.
He went out onto the balcony and stood at the railing. Across the water sailing yachts were coming back home into the harbour, passing Brownsea Island on their way to their marina berths and moorings. From his mobile phone, he called Frank Gardner to ask a favour. It was simple enough: anchor off Brownsea Island, and, from 9:30 p.m. onwards, keep his eyes peeled on Charlie Hart�s property. That organised, he went back inside and stripped down the Glock � not because it needed it, but to fill in time whilst he waited. He made sure the magazines were full, one in the weapon and three spares, all were loaded with hollow-point ammunition. He poured himself fresh orange juice from the fridge. If there was a time to stay sober, this was it. Dillon had realised for some time that the security service would rather kill Hart than let him get to speak with him again, and he had rather belatedly come to the decision that Hart was fast becoming an endangered species.
When it was time to leave, he drove off with plenty of time to spare. It wasn�t the distance he had to travel, but rather he knew that the parking on the roads around Hart�s home would be extremely difficult, even at that time of evening.
He reached the peninsula at 9.10 p.m., driving up and down some of the side roads in search of a parking space. When he couldn�t find one, he headed straight for the Haven Hotel, drove the Porsche into a vacant space and walked into the main reception lobby of the hotel. On spotting the concierge, he went straight over to him and had a quiet word before discreetly handing him a fifty pound note.
He walked slowly back along Panorama Road towards Hart�s house, passing by his driveway, all the time looking casually around for any signs of a surveillance team lurking somewhere close by. It all appeared to be normal � street lights, house lights, a spattering of people, cars pulling up or driving through. He reasoned that security personnel would be sitting in a van staring at monitor screens linked wirelessly to covert surveillance cameras positioned around the immediate area. And there it was parked in a side road � the only giveaway the blacked out windows.
Dillon was wearing a disguise he had found, and which actually fitted him, in the owner�s private dressing room. Because it wasn�t a bad fit it allowed him to wear the Glock holstered under his right arm, concealed by the blue and yellow sailing jacket he was wearing. He walked past the high entrance gates of Charlie Hart�s home, the collar of the jacket tipped up and the woollen beanie hat pulled down over his ears doing a good job of obscuring his face from anyone observing. Casually, he glanced down at his Omega Seamaster and then crossed the road and retreated up the side road where the surveillance van was parked; pushing his luck should anyone be watching him walk by.
He checked the time again. There was still ten minutes to go. It would seem like an eternity. He was satisfied that everything was as it should be, and that the presence of the security service would more than likely consist of two people, three at the most. He walked to the other end of the road which cut through the short distance from the harbour side of the peninsula to the other that met the English Channel, and which took him back to the Haven Hotel. He went past the hotel�s entrance and headed down towards the chain ferry and the water�s edge. He checked the time again. There was still five minutes to go. It was strange that waiting so often went with silence and that every small sound became an increasing intrusion.
He was tempted to go back up to Panorama Road to peer round the corner, but managed to refrain from such an amateurish action.
At 9.29 p.m. he pulled out a pay-as-you-go mobile phone that he had purchased from a man in a pub for twenty pounds, dialled 999, asked for the police, and spoke precisely. �I want to report a robbery that is taking place at Panorama Road.�
Dillon quickly reeled off Hart�s address. �I�ve also heard someone shouting and there are screams and what sounded like gun shots coming from inside the grounds, so you�d better be quick.�
He disconnected before the operator was able to ask him for his name and after switching it off, dropped the untraceable phone into the deep water.
Dillon knew that Hart�s sophisticated alarm system was connected to the nearest police station, and the moment it sounded they would dispatch officers to investigate � the anonymous phone call would merely spur them on. The shrill sound of the alarm started to sound thirty seconds later.
It was as if a small disaster had just occurred. The sound of police sirens in the quiet street shut out everything else. An ambulance turned up a moment later, which even made the security service men jump out of their van to see what was going on, but in doing so, gave away their location.
The police arrived within three minutes and suddenly the place was awash with uniforms and blue flashing lights. First on the scene were two marked police cars that blockaded the road fifty metres either side of Hart�s entrance gates. Moments later the armed response vehicle pulled up behind one of the marked patrol cars, and six black-clad figures jumped out of the side door and rushed to take up position. Each carried a Heckler & Koch MP5 assault rifle and Glock 9mm automatic pistols in their side holsters. At the same time, a silver Lexus IS250d saloon squealed to a holt and two plain-clothed detectives got out and went straight over to the armed officers. One of them spoke to the senior officer in charge, and the next moment one of the detectives moved in a low crouch towards the closed gates and the intercom panel. Before he could push the button, one of the security men ran up to join him, flashed an identity card and said, �I think you�ll find this is a false alarm. We�ve had this property under constant surveillance. Nobody has gone in and no one has come out. Now, do you think you could call your uniforms off and tell the armed response unit to stand down?�
The plain-clothed officer resented the interference and replied curtly, �No, I bloody well can�t. It�s not just the alarm that�s gone off at the local nick � we�ve also had a phone call informing us that there have been screams and gun shots coming from this property as well.�
At that precise moment, Dillon was making his entrance two doors away from Charlie Hart�s property. He had gained access to the neighbour�s home by flashing a fake police identity warrant card, he had acquired whilst hired out by the partners of Ferran & Cardini to work undercover with the internal affairs squad on a police corruption assignment. For obvious reasons, he very rarely used it.
He smoothly explained to the owner of the multi-million pound residence that he was an undercover police officer and urgently needed the use of their small dinghy to get around to Hart�s private berth. Two minutes later he was in the water, rowing towards Charlie Hart�s sixty-five foot power cruiser that was moored up at the bottom of his garden. The police and security men were still arguing amongst themselves at the front gate. Hart had kept his head down and was sitting in his living room drinking a large gin and tonic from a cut glass tumbler � just as Dillon had instructed him to do.
Dillon let himself into the luxury residence by the back door that had been left deliberately unlocked. He went up the stairs two at a time, and headed straight to the living room. Hart was sitting on one of the leather sofas, watching the plasma screen on the wall in front of him. The high-definition camera positioned over the front gate was being fed back through Hart�s elaborate system and onto the plasma.
Outside the detective and the security man were still arguing the toss as to whether the alarm was a hoax or genuine. Hart used the intercom to settle the argument. A moment later, he met the detective and the spook at the front door, and immediately demanded to know who they were and what was going on. It was the young plain-clothed detective who spoke first.
�Would you mind explaining what is going on here, sir? We�ve been led to believe that there is a problem. Is there a problem or not?�
�I�m afraid not. It�s all been a bit of a mistake, officer. My housekeeper set the alarm off accidentally � she still hasn�t got the hang of the security system and must have touched the panic alarm by mistake. I�m ever so sorry for having dragged you all out on a fool�s errand.�
�I see, sir. Well, can you explain the telephone call we received just before the alarm started to sound at the station? The caller clearly stated that he had heard gunshots and screaming.�
Hart looked surprised. �Not from here. For a start, there are no firearms on the property and I�m sure that my neighbours will verify that there have been no gunshots or screams, as you say. There are of course those dubious-looking men who have been sitting in that van out in the road for the last few days.�
Hart looked directly at the spook whilst he was talking. �I was going to call the police myself first thing in the morning to report it.�
�So it has all been a mistake, then?�
�I feel such an utter fool for not calling you immediately myself and explaining that it was a false alarm.�
�If I may say, sir, I suggest that you ensure your housekeeper is made completely familiar with your alarm system. Perhaps then this costly mistake won�t happen again.�
�Of course, officer. Point taken. I will of course phone the Chief Constable and explain that this was all a silly mistake. I will also send a donation to the police fund, as a way of making amends for wasting your time.�
�That�s very generous, Mr. Hart. But you really don�t have to go to all that trouble.� The detective looked embarrassed.
�It�s no trouble. The Chief Constable and I have known each other for many years and I will make sure he hears about the exemplary way that you and your men have handled this matter. Goodnight, officer.�
Hart closed the door before either the detective or the spook could say another word. Outside the police cars disappeared along with the ambulance and the armed response unit, and minutes later the scene reverted back to one of quiet and calm. Apart from the security service surveillance team in the van parked in the road opposite � they remained.
Dillon felt pleased. He had achieved what he had set out to do. He had got into Hart�s house completely unobserved and under the noses of those who did not want him anywhere near the property. He had also made the local force fully aware that there was a security service operation on their patch. This would raise a few eyebrows in certain high ranking quarters. The two men shook hands and went back upstairs to the living room.
�I hope I don�t have to do that again in a hurry. Playing out a situation without a script or any idea where it�s going is dangerous,� Hart complained.
�I know. But you did it well, Charlie. You see, it had to be that way and it was all based on one thing that is certain. The police hate being pushed around by the security service. Luckily, it worked on all counts and I could now use a stiff drink.�
Whilst Hart poured the drinks, he said, �Now that you�re in, how do you propose to get out?�
�Oh, you don�t have to worry about that, Charlie. It�s already taken care of. I�m surprised you even asked.�
Dillon gazed out towards the harbour.
Hart smiled weakly. �Perhaps I just wanted your reassurance.�
Dillon took his drink and when he was seated opposite Hart, he raised his glass and toasted, �Here�s to Rosie Poulter.�

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

�How long have you known?� asked Hart.
�Since earlier this afternoon.�
�How did you find out?�
�I followed you on a couple of occasions, observed you watching her from the window seat of that caf� opposite, and was intrigued � especially when you went through exactly the same motions on both occasions. From that moment on, I�ve tried to guess what the connection was. But I must admit, Charlie, one thing that never crossed my mind was that Rosie Poulter was your half sister.�
He studied Hart�s reaction for a moment, before continuing.
�Talking to her was something I hadn�t contemplated initially, but my curiosity got the better of me. I wanted to know what it was that connected and drew you to her.�
�I drove down from London early this morning with every intention of seeing her. But it was her daughter who opened the front door of that old rundown building they live in, just as I was about to ring Rosie�s doorbell. She was as wary as hell at first, but eventually believed that I wasn�t some pervert trying to pick her up with a weird angle on chat up lines. I didn�t spend much time with her, but she was a really nice girl. That�s when I found out, Charlie. I must say that even now I�m still confused and even more intrigued about why you go over there.�
Dillon lifted his glass to drink.
Hart said, �You�re the only other person on earth who knows about Rosie Poulter. I found out that she was my only other living blood relative, apart from my son that is, when I first returned to England. Did you know that she is an obsessive and has spent virtually all of her adult life trying to find out about her past? But that is by the by. She is not what she seems, you know? I discovered shortly after meeting her that she is nothing more than a drug-taking sponger who turns tricks with strangers in cars to generate cash to buy her next hit.�
He paused, �I feel very sorry for her daughter, having a mother like that. But I�ll give Rosie credit, though. She�s somehow managed to keep that part of her sordid life a deeply hidden secret from Sarah. She is not aware that her mother is a common street whore. And do you know what the sad fact is, Jake? I made the mistake of believing her sob story and tried to help her financially. I must admit that for me it was nothing short of a vain attempt to get her off the street. I threatened to tell Sarah, you know? Who, I might add, I to this day have never been allowed to meet. That was a very low period in my life and shortly after, she broke off all contact with me.�
�I only go over there now to make sure she�s okay and to remind myself of what my mother used to look like. Rosie has an uncanny likeness to her, but every time I go, I�m racked with a mixture of guilt, sadness and torment. Sorry, I�m straying away from the point. I�m still not sure how she found me even to this day, but she did. And although sceptical, I had my people check out her story. Needless to say I was extremely pleased when they told me that she appeared, on paper anyway, to be genuine. So I decided to meet her, find out for myself what my half sister was like and to get to know her. From that point on my life became a living nightmare for about a year and a half. At first I just assumed that she wanted to get to know her only living relative. But it soon became apparent that she only wanted whatever she could get from me, and that was large sums of money. I purchased that building she now lives in, just so she would always have a roof over her head and an income from the other tenants. The problem is, Jake, some people, and Rosie is one of them, simply don�t want to be helped.�
�Like you say, Charlie, it�s sad.�
�Sad. Yes, I suppose you�re right. It is sad, but at the same time it�s strange as well. Because after we�d met a few times, I became conscious of the fact that something was not quite right with her. I�ve always prided myself on being able to sum people up quickly. But she was good � kept the fa�ade going right up to the point when I confronted her with my suspicions.�
�Suspicions?�
�Tommy Trevelyan, Jake.�
�Trevelyan? What�s he got to do with Rosie Poulter?�
�He�s got everything to do with her and the reason why I�m still involved with that East-end lout. When I came to England I was all fired up and ravenous for success. Sure, I was already fairly wealthy, but greed does some very strange things to men. So I put myself about, heard a few rumours and then found out who was looking for big construction project investors in the city. That�s how I met Trevelyan.�
�I knew from the minute I set eyes on him that he was a villain of the worst kind, but he was also very persuasive and talked soundly about the projects he was personally involved with. He never made promises he couldn�t keep, and always paid top dollar for investment money. I could never have made so much money in such a short space of time if I�d just been wheeling and dealing as was the norm for me. Anyway, on completion of the first project he transferred over ten million pounds into one of my South American bank accounts, which I was obviously elated about, especially as my investment was no more than a million.�
He continued, �Of course, I�m not naive and kept my association with Trevelyan very quiet. I was fully aware that he was sucking me deeper into his hideous world with every project. I allowed that to happen simply because I�m not afraid of men like him and would have no hesitation in sorting him out � permanently. I was about to do that when two things happened. Trevelyan invited me to join his secret society that called itself The Hell Fire Club. He calls it his inner circle of trust. On the second Wednesday of each month we luncheon together and discuss topics of interest to us all. But as you�ve no doubt discovered, I�m not really a club sort of man, Jake. I like my own company too much. This is when I met Julian Latimer and Paul Hammer. Paul and I hit it off immediately, but Latimer was a very strange man in more ways than one. But that is of no interest now that he�s dead. Believe it or not, Trevelyan is on occasions a clear-thinking drug baron, who immediately focussed on how useful we all might be to him with our contacts. Hammer with his vast hotel chain, and my network of import and export companies all over the world. Jake, I�m not trying to justify anything here, or even trying to fudge the issues at hand. But both Paul and I were not aware of the terrorist funding element of Trevelyan�s enterprise. He was exceptionally clever in hiding that from us.�
�Did he recruit you all in this way?�
�Oh yes. I later discovered that from my dear friend Gideon Lihiri. He was also invited to join the club, by the way. He politely declined, but he did know that Trevelyan had chosen both myself and Hammer very carefully. He had been particular about certain elements of our social standing and wealth, as I say, for both of our international networks. But not so with Latimer. He�d known Trevelyan for many years and there was much vagueness surrounding their relationship. I for one always suspected them of being lovers, a thought that gives me the creeps and not for obvious reasons. No, I have no issues with that. It�s merely the thought of Trevelyan. Disgusting little man.�
�So, tell me about Rosie knowing Trevelyan. What�s all that about?�
�It�s a long time ago, Jake. I�ll give you the potted history, if you don�t mind?� Dillon nodded.
�She was down on her luck and looking for work, had lost her hotel job and went to work in one of Trevelyan�s clubs in Brighton. She didn�t know that he was a villain then, someone who has a huge network of runners, petty crooks, pushers and pimps. That�s how she got hooked on heroin, which led to her turning tricks to fund the habit. But she managed to cut herself loose and fled to Bournemouth. Not forgetting, of course, that she was struggling to bring up Sarah on her own. In between staying off the streets and keeping herself clean from the drugs, she did a bloody good job of it as well. And you�re right, she is a nice girl.�
He continued, �I�ll not bore you with the details, but when Rosie found me she didn�t immediately tell me about that side of her past. However, I was unknowingly about to lead her right back to Trevelyan and the life that she had escaped from. The man is paranoid about security. He has his men keep tabs on whoever Hammer or I meet, talk to in the street, or even who we go out to dinner with. That�s how he discovered the link between Rosie and me. After that it didn�t take him long to put two and two together, and then he found out where Rosie was living and was very specific about one thing: That if I should ever decide not to support his efforts with the drug distribution racket, he�d make sure that something fatal happened to both of them. Like I said, I�ve been living a nightmare ever since she came into my life and that�s one of the reasons. As family I cannot and will not let anything happen to either of them. So I simply bide my time with Trevelyan and wait for the right opportunity to arise. And it will.�
�So what is the motivator for Trevelyan to be involved with terrorist organisations, Charlie?�
�It�s simple, really. But first you have to keep in mind that this is a man who thinks in a very simplistic way. And I�m not making fun of him either. The fundamental problem for the likes of Trevelyan is that the West is trying to destroy Afghanistan�s opium growing capability, together with most of the Golden Triangle, which in turn will affect Trevelyan�s income potential.�
�But there�s more to this than just that. For Trevelyan this all stems back to the bad old days of the Northern Ireland conflict and the IRA. He worked alongside them, and some say that they even set him up in the UK as a fund raiser for them. That was some time ago, but just because you can�t see the IRA today, doesn�t mean they do not exist. Many of the hardliners who couldn�t accept the new ways are now working with the likes of Al Qaeda, or other similar groups, in their training camps. They train the young and the impressionable in the art of street combat, how to make bombs that can be used in cars, trains and anywhere else that will cause maximum damage and carnage. Then there�s evasion or how to fight those highly-trained military that are sent to kill them. It�s such a frightfully dreadful business. So many people killed or maimed, and at the end of the day, for what?�
�Freedom, Charlie. The right to live peacefully. That�s what.�
Hart suddenly finished his drink and went to pour himself another. He took a bottle of Sapphire Blue Gin and the tonic water and refilled Dillon�s glass. When he was re-seated he stared out of the window wall, at the view of the harbour, for a few moments before continuing.
�When I came to England it was with the sole intention of making a fresh start. To get away from the dirt and grime of Delhi. But I�ve always been involved in the drug scene. It�s how I made so much money at such a young age. The problem is that there�s no way back from it except for six feet down and only then after some physical inconvenience.�
Hart raised an eyebrow at his own macabre joke. He got up again, clearly restless. He walked over to the glass panel and sliding it back he brought the sounds and the salt air into his living room. He returned to his chair, looked over at Dillon as if seeing him for the first time, then picked up the thread.
�From those early days and most certainly now, I carry as much information about the Golden Triangle drug cartels, contacts, networks in India and Pakistan, as any man. It�s always been a favourable bargaining tool to me and has certainly kept me out of jail on a number of occasions.
Dillon looked surprised. �Do you think that Trevelyan intends to have you killed?�
�It would solve his problem, wouldn�t it? I can blow the lid off his entire organisation and every racket that he�s involved with. He would be livid if he knew that we were meeting like this. But I daresay the security service would be equally as pissed off if they found out. You see, Jake, your story could be so easily brushed under the carpet. You could never prove any of it. I can. It suits me not to. To do so would be to chance having Rosie, Sarah and Daniel killed, all for the sake of confirming it all to be true.�
�What about the drugs?�
�If there are any, the police will hang onto them as part of their case against Trevelyan. I made the arrangements to have everything shipped over to France and from there all over Europe. By now they will have been split up into a thousand separate consignments. I�ve been very fortunate to have been one step ahead of you. Which I thought was rather clever of me. All thanks to our late departed Hell Fire brother, Julian Latimer, who also played his part in making sure of that. He had a very useful contact inside MI5 who fed him any information regarding your movements or conversations with anyone inside the security service. The idea of using random properties and caretakers across the south of England to act as drug distribution centres, was all mine. All of the local distribution was taken care of by Trevelyan�s string of nightclubs and bars as well as Paul Hammer�s hotel chain.�
Dillon said, �They tried to take the drugs I lifted from the house in Lyme Regis, which I�ve been assured will end up in the hands of the drug squad.� Dillon watched Hart�s reaction before asking. �Which department is it you work for, Charlie?�
�Department?� Hart paused, staring at Dillon, waiting for anything further forthcoming.
When none came, he said, �How clever of you, Jake. No particular department, as a matter of fact. Sometimes MI5 and at other times MI6. They both call me from time to time. It�s usually for information, and you know what it�s like. As I said, the knowledge I carry around in my head is invaluable. I simply trade off with them. I must say that it�s a good arrangement at the end of the day. And they protect me from all sorts of unwelcome attention.�
�How long?�
�From the moment I arrived in the UK, Jake. They pulled me in the moment Daniel and I stepped off the Cathay Pacific flight from Hong Kong. Daniel was whisked off to a five-star hotel in the city and I was put in a nine-by-twelve room with no windows at Heathrow Airport.�
�That�s why the surveillance on this place. It�s not to watch you; it�s to watch out for you. They can�t afford anything to happen to you, because you�re too bloody valuable to them.� Dillon suddenly laughed. �And I thought it was you trying to top me, you sod.�
Hart grinned widely for the first time. �I�ll admit they were some pretty harsh warnings, but once I�d had you checked out as one of the okay sorts, you were never in any real danger, as you should have learnt from your trip to Delhi. It was Trevelyan who did all of the killing, Trevelyan who panicked, Trevelyan who got rid of people who were seldom a real danger to him. And it was Trevelyan who made all of the dangerous attacks on you personally. I tried my best to stop him, but you see, he saw that as his part of the business and you as part of the machine trying to stop him going about his illegal business.�
�The surveillance team and most likely Trevelyan�s men will still be out there, you know?� as if Hart needed reminding.
�I know. They will be on high alert after that little stunt you pulled earlier. I�ve never met Sarah. Was she shocked when you told her that I lived so close?�
�Obviously. But she had no idea about that, and Rosie had only told her the barest details about you. I filled her in on one or two things, of course. Told her that I was a freelance writer researching you for a new book I�m writing about your life as a successful businessman. She was sceptical at first, but warmed to my charm. One thing that was quite evident, Charlie � she�s looking forward to meeting you.�
�That may be, and the time will come when we do meet. But first we�ve got to get out of here and you�ll have to trust me.�
Hart suddenly stood up and stretched his back straight.
�I�m going to disappear for a while. I�ve been preparing for some time. Wherever I�ve been, I�ve always had an escape plan ready and I have one now. However, this time it will have to be for some time. I need a favour, Jake. There are certain things that will need to be taken care of, and I�d be greatly pleased if you would take care of them for me.�
�If it�s within my scope and not illegal, Charlie, of course I will.�
�Firstly, I�d like to sort out your current car problem. My sources inform me that you�re driving around in a hire car and that your Porsche was beyond repair after the bombing outside that old building you�re having restored. When you get back to London, go and see the sales manager at the West End Porsche Centre. I�ve already set up a facility that will allow you to purchase a new 911 with the specification of your choice. I would also like to make a donation to your theatre restoration fund. I know you�re well off, Jake, but I�m awash with the filthy stuff. I�m also reliably informed that you�re not restoring that old building merely for your own amusement. It�s commendable that you�ve set up a trust fund to help underprivileged children get off the streets and into theatrical projects instead. But that is going to require vast sums of money just to give it a sporting chance � money that I have and would like to donate to your project.�
�But why, Charlie?�
�There�s no catch. Except for one. I would be extremely grateful, Jake, if you would look out for Daniel. Of course he�s most likely able to look after himself at his age. Although, I�d feel a lot happier knowing that you were there should he need someone. Your girlfriend can handle the legal side, but a power of attorney in your favour has already been drawn up and signed. I know I�ve been presumptuous and please forgive me for being so. But you see he took an immediate liking to you when you paid him a visit at Cambridge. I�m afraid that he saw straight through your cover story, but that didn�t matter, because he found you very easy to talk to. There will be provision for Rosie and Sarah � they�ll be puzzled, but they�ll be okay. There is also more than adequate funds for disbursements and fees along the way, and I think that I�ve thought everything through.�
�Just how long are you going away for, Charlie?�
�It could be a few months or even a few years. I might have to build up another history background. I won�t be able to administrate my affairs if I�m to be untraceable, not even the Internet will be safe.�
�What am I supposed to tell Daniel?�
�I�ve already written a personal letter to him.�
Hart went to a writing bureau and produced a thick envelope from the drawer. He walked back to where Dillon was sitting and handed the package to him.
�Have your girlfriend go over the contents � she�ll know what to do. Everything is in there. Everything. Keep it safe and guard it with your life. The zoo life outside would love to get their grubby little hands on it, most likely expecting you to turn up, so I hope your exit plan is a good one.�
Dillon slipped the brown envelope into the inside waterproof pocket of his sailing jacket.
�So what happens now, Charlie?�
�My best chance of safety is not to be seen leaving the house.�
Hart walked out on to the balcony. He gazed across the harbour, and without turning said, �You are aware that they may be watching on the harbour side as well?�
�When surveillance teams are watching you can always bet that they�ll have all sides of a property covered. It all depends on how many they are. I would say that there are no more than four of them from the security service and maybe a couple more from Trevelyan�s crowd. Neither knows about the other, but I know where they are and how I�m going to get past them.� Dillon got up. �But more importantly, how are you going to get out?�
�Well it�s me they�re watching and they won�t be expecting me to try anything. My plan is very simple, Jake. The best ones always are. But I need you to create a small diversion before you leave, if you wouldn�t mind?�
�What are you thinking?�
�I�m assuming that you�re carrying a gun?�
Dillon nodded.
�Good, because I�m also assuming that you�re leaving by water. And if that�s so, I want you to leave the back door ajar and fire off a couple of rounds once you�re outside. That should hopefully bring them running up the driveway and around the back. It is extremely important that they do, or my plan won�t work.�
�They should do. But it will depend largely on where the shots are fired from. So what�s the idea, Charlie?�
�Once they hear the shots, they�ll come running in. And by leading them around to the back entrance that will give me plenty of time for what I have in mind.�
�And what do you have in mind? Once they�re inside, how do you propose to get out and away without being spotted?�
Hart offered a secret smile. �This house was built to my personal and very exacting design.� He crossed over to shake Dillon�s hand. �If only we could have met in different circumstances. I shall miss you, Jake.�
�Likewise Charlie,� Dillon said sincerely.
�So, enough said. But there is just one more thing that I need to impart to you. Details of the entire drug operation and the stolen works of art racket. It�s all in there stored on a memory stick. Along with every scrap of information that I�ve ever chronicled about Trevelyan, Hammer and the late departed Julian Latimer. I�m going to start again, but this time I want to be free of all that crap. There are separate copies for the drug squad, the anti-terrorist unit and the Police Art and Antiques Unit. Do not under any circumstances give anything to MI5 or MI6. The Vermeer, by the way, has been sent to the museum in Boston. As to whether it�s a truly remarkable fake or the genuine article, well�� He paused, this time a little awkwardly, and then said, �I�ll try to get in touch some time.�
Dillon was about to leave, hesitated, then turned back to Hart and said, �What about the gold, Charlie?�
�What about it?�
�Where did it come from?
�Brinks Mat, just as you worked out, Jake. That was Latimer�s one and only major contribution to the Trevelyan business empire, and why Trevelyan put up with Latimer�s annoying idiosyncrasies for so long.�
�The bars that I found in Lyme Regis � were they the last?�
�God, no. There�s a mountain of the stuff still hidden around and about.�
�Blood Alley for instance, Charlie?�
Hart studied Dillon for a moment, and then said, �The wonderful thing about gold is that it can be kept forever and it will not decay, or deteriorate, even under the most harsh conditions. Blood Alley is just over there, Jake.� Hart pointed towards Brownsea Island. �Now, I wonder which little birdie told you that?�
�Does it really matter?�
�No, not really. Not now, Jake. But it is the reason why I moved here, paid five million pounds for a derelict building and after knocking that down, had this house built for the same amount of money. You see, I could easily afford it, but living here allowed me to dive at my leisure from the shore at night. And yes, the gold bullion is down there all right. I found it after my third dive. It�s so well-hidden that I�ve only ever brought back to the surface what I need, one or two bars at most. The rest is still there, about fifty bars. It�s yours, Jake. And I won�t tell anyone if you don�t. Call it a personal gift from me to you. Something for a rainy day.�
Dillon didn�t comment, simply turned and went down the stairs, hesitated in the hall. He looked back up, but there was no sign of Hart. He went through to the rear of the house, opened the back door just a fraction so that he could see if there was anyone outside, looked back once more and stepped out onto the decking, leaving the door wide open as Hart had instructed. Nothing stirred around him.
From inside the house there was a single un-silenced pistol shot. The sound was like the crack of a bullwhip breaking the otherwise quiet night air, carrying out to where Dillon was standing in the rear garden.
Dillon had covered the ground quickly, running across the lush green lawn and was laying prone at the water�s edge by the time the two men appeared down the side of the house. He eased himself silently into the cold water of the bay and started the swim away from shore. Every now and again he looked over his shoulder, had a clear view back to the now fully illuminated house. He stopped about twenty metres from the shore, treading water for a moment, watching as dark figures ran lightly to the back door as Hart had predicted. They paused at the open doorway before entering the house, weapons drawn, safety catches off. Only then did Dillon realise he had been duped by his own kind of wordplay. He had believed Hart. The coldness which now seized him told him he should not have done that. He was feeling sick to the core and knew for a certainty that Hart had at last escaped the world he�d come to despise so much.
One of the security service men came running out again and shouted for someone to call an ambulance. Dillon looked back one last time as more dark-clad figures appeared, and then sirens sounded from the road outside Hart�s luxury home.
At the same time he could hear the low throbbing of twin inboard diesel engines nearby. Frank Gardner�s sleek power cruiser slipped out of the darkness, and seconds later Dillon was grabbing hold of the rear ladder, pulling himself out of the water and onto the dive platform at the stern.
He leant back against the bulkhead, legs leaden, mind numbed. He slowly closed his eyes and was almost unaware that the boat was now powering away from the shore at high speed, back towards Salterns Marina.
And then, through a mist of melancholy that had descended upon him, almost as if Charlie Hart himself had planted the thought there and then, he decided that it was time to take a much needed break. Somewhere he could recharge his batteries and get his head together, without the constraints and pressures of everyday life.
THE END
Until next time�
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