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			One

			Everyone said the security at Barnabas was a joke.

			Folded gracefully into an irregular space at the back of the High, Barnabas Hall is one of the prettiest Oxford colleges. It possesses many features of outstanding charm: the sixteenth-century buildings in Old Court, for example, their low slate roofs blown by age into gentle waves, their brick facades a shade of rust; or the chapel with its late-medieval stained glass and Elizabethan brass lectern in the shape of a swan. But the exquisite wrought-iron gate at the end of Butter Passage doesn’t close properly, and the Victorian ‘castle’ gate in Logic Lane, with its unpredictable locking mechanism, can usually be opened with a brisk shove. The main gateway itself, elaborately decorated with scenes of Christ in the wilderness, is manned by a slow-moving elderly porter almost as picturesque as his lodge.

			It seems the undisturbed dream of an otherworldly mind. But this is deceptive. Like all Oxbridge colleges, it is a high-value business, linked to corporations and governments round the world, a hub in a global network of high-speed information, its professors and scholars selling their specialised expertise to a hundred different enterprises. Which is why, on a damp evening in the middle of November, with cold drizzle coming down and jelly-like water hanging on the college’s carved stone lintels and sills, the Provost of Barnabas was in the Burton Suite making conversation with his distinguished guest, Sheikh al-Medina.

			The Burton dining room is one of the glories of Barnabas. Situated at the top of staircase IV in the north wing of Old Court, it appears at first sight to be carved from a single piece of timber, blackened and hardened by age. The plaster ceiling is intricately mazed with Dutch strapwork and supported by warped beams of oak; the fantastically historical floorboards creak if you so much as breathe on them; and around the walls the painted faces of the college’s founding fathers – pale, stern men in Tudor bonnets – float against the lacquered darkness of the panelling, sober businessmen all.

			It was these paintings, or the figures in them, that the Provost was attempting to make interesting to the Sheikh.

			‘Cropwell,’ he said, peering. ‘Bishop of Winchester to Henry VI. He was the king who went mad, as I mentioned before. His is a curious case.’

			The Sheikh said nothing.

			The Provost was a short man, his ponderous bald head speckled with age spots, his voice smooth but nervous. Formid­ably well educated, a geographer by training, he was lacking in common sense and not averse to using outright aggression to conceal the fact. His short-fingered hands made heavy shapes while he talked. The Sheikh was large and stooped, with a fleshy nose, hooded eyes, and a habit of disconcerting stillness. He was the Emir of the least well known of the seven United Arab Emirates, a multi-billionaire, of course, and for three years the Provost had been trying to induce him to fund the university’s new Institute for Peace Studies. He did not yet know if he was likely to succeed. The Sheikh was enigmatic. Also, controversial; persistent rumours linked him to human-rights abuses in his own country and acts of atrocity in others. In the university, there had been fierce opposition to his patronage.

			It was half past seven. The Provost was anxious. Conversation with al-Medina so far had been stilted. Earlier in the day, there had been a tour of the grounds, a viewing of the college’s collection of Islamic art and a recital of English fantasias, played in the chapel by the organ scholar. But the Sheikh had appeared unmoved. He had been the victim of a recent assassination attempt in Istanbul, and when he spoke it was usually to ask some question about security arrangements; he had noticed, for instance, the rudimentary nature of the college’s CCTV. For his part, the Provost, a man with little interest in such matters, suspected that his reassurances had not been wholly effective. As he talked now about the sour-faced Bishop of Winchester, he was uneasily aware of the Sheikh’s bodyguard, a handsome man with anxious eyes, pacing up and down at the top of the staircase outside.

			Making the slightest of gestures with a hand half-hidden beneath his white robe, al-Medina excused himself from the Provost’s historical lecture and went to confer again with his bodyguard; and the Provost took the opportunity to make a phone call.

			 

			In the lodge adjoining the main gate, the porter, Leonard Gamp, was sitting with a mug of tea, looking at the roadworks outside the entrance, which had temporarily closed Merton Street. Leonard was seventy-four, a cockney veteran of the Royal Gibraltar Constabulary and the British Metropolitan Police force. He had the impeccable footwear and scrupulous hair of a man of strictly traditional views. His respect for the institution of the university, which he had served now for nearly twenty years, was boundless. When the lodge phone rang, he answered it in his usual suave ‘lodge’ voice: ‘Barnabas Hall, porter’s lodge. May I be of assistance?’

			The Provost’s voice said impatiently, ‘Leonard, have you seen Dr Goodman this evening?’

			‘Can’t say I have, sir.’

			‘Do you know if he’s in college? I’ve been trying his rooms.’

			‘He was certainly in earlier this afternoon; he came across to check his pigeonhole. I haven’t seen him go out. Would you like me to run across and see?’

			‘That would be kind. I can’t go myself; I’m in Burton, with our guest.’

			‘Of course.’

			‘He might still be in the collections room. You could try there, as well.’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘Another thing, Leonard. We’re waiting for our drinks from the buttery, but something seems to have gone wrong. We were expecting them at least half an hour ago. And they’re not answering my calls.’

			‘Shall I go and enquire, sir?’

			‘Yes, please. A sherry and some sparkling water – the Blenheim, preferably. And, Leonard, do try to instil in them a little urgency. They know how important our guest is.’

			‘I’ll go right away, sir.’

			That buttery, Leonard thought to himself as he hung up, doesn’t know its arse from its elbow. There’s the Provost with Sheikh Camel-bollocks, and they’ve forgotten all about him. He put a cardboard Back Soon notice in the window, went out through the empty porch into the wet gleaming darkness of New Court and hurried stiffly in the direction of the buttery.

			 

			At that moment, carrying a tray containing a schooner of sherry and a bottle of Blenheim sparkling water, Ameena Najib from the buttery was lost in one of the labyrinthine corridors between the medieval Stable Yard block and the new Fitzgerald Conference Suite. She had been employed by the college for only five weeks, the first beneficiary of the college’s Syrian refugee programme, and everything was still unfamiliar to her. England itself was unfamiliar, and in many ways unsatisfactory. In Syria, she had been a law graduate; here, she was a kitchen porter, someone who could be given any menial task, to clean the ovens or take out the rubbish. This evening, for example, like a common household help, she had to collect a bag of clothing for charity from the porch of the Provost’s lodge.

			Tonight was going to be different, though.

			She had a narrow face and judgemental eyes. Her dark brown hair was hidden under a close-fitting hijab, navy blue, to match the college kitchen jacket, which she wore over her jeans and T-shirt. Glancing from left to right, she went rapidly along the corridor with her tray. She did not need reminding how important the guest was. The defiler Emir Sheikh Fahim bin Sultan al-Medina was well known to her, though she had never imagined that one day their paths would cross. It was not a coincidence, however. God was the dispenser of all opportun­ities. Also, she had received a message from a compatriot who monitored al-Medina’s movements from a safe place in the city of Dubai.

			First, she had to navigate her way out of the conference suite. The college’s only brand-new building, a tasteful addition by a distinguished French-Moroccan architect, it still smelled of carpenter’s oil and overheated glass. Few of the rooms had yet been fitted with notices of their functions. Looking for the passage which connected the new suite with Old Court, she went quickly down the corridor, past blank doors, to another corridor, where she found yet more blank doors, and went past them to a final blank door, on its own, at the end. For a moment, she listened at it, then reached for her keys, before realising she no longer had them with her. She tried the door anyway – and it opened.

			She saw at once that she had made a mistake. It was not the connecting corridor she was looking for, not a corridor at all, but a room lined with glass cabinets containing archaeological objects and hung with paintings and tapestries. Crouching on the floor in the middle of the room, a man wearing large round glasses was busy with a packing crate. Vaguely, she recognised him as a ‘don’ – a tutor. Phone squeezed between shoulder and chin, he was telling someone not to worry. He smiled at her, and the smile was so unexpected and cold, so full of difficulty and, above all, so English, that, without saying anything, she nervously backed out of the room and hurried away down the corridor. It was quarter to eight and she was later than ever.

			 

			In the Burton Suite, the Provost and al-Medina resumed their one-sided conversation. Mentally cursing the buttery for taking so long with the drinks, the Provost tried to think of a way to turn the conversation from the Burton portraits back to the more promising subject of Arabic art. He knew little about it, but the college’s collection of Islamic pieces, the bequest of an alumnus who had been a director of the Iraq Petroleum Company in the 1930s, was impressive, and he had been prompt to show it off to al-Medina. He had also taken the trouble to mug up on the history of one of the illuminations, from a late-medieval Persian album in the collection, depicting a sultry young lady reclining after a bath, a reproduction of which hung in the Provost’s own study. But he was unsure how to raise so sensual a subject with the Sheikh, whose religious views he could not determine.

			He ventured a smile, which seemed to be absorbed without trace in al-Medina’s answering expression of utter impassivity.

			Before the Provost could speak, al-Medina received a call. Withdrawing his phone from his robes, he looked at the Provost in his usual heavy-lidded way, without speaking.

			‘Please,’ the Provost said, ‘take it, by all means.’ Gesturing, he added, ‘If you’d like some privacy, perhaps you’d be comfortable in the other room.’

			Without reply, the Sheikh went into the small office next door, closing the door behind him, cutting himself off from both the Provost and his own bodyguard.

			 

			By this time, Ameena Najib had made her way into New Court. She stopped and looked round. Through the misty darkness, the chapel appeared in front of her, an enormous stone snail patterned with faintly luminous plum-coloured windows. It would be empty, she knew; its purpose was decorative. To her right was Cranmer Library, throwing lozenges of fuzzy-edged light across the darkened quadrangle lawn. She was in the wrong place. Turning sharply, almost spilling her drinks, she reversed through the cloisters, went round into Old Court and saw, at last, the north wing ahead of her.

			By force of will, she focused her thoughts on the Emir Sheikh waiting for his refreshment. As she went, she pictured him in her mind, a heavy, sleepy-looking man, famous in her country for biding his time, for awaiting the right moment. And for other things. She imagined his face photographed against a background of smashed grey buildings and the smoking rubble of Kafr Jamal, which she had once called her home. No such photographs existed: the Sheikh was famously elusive.

			But God had found him out.

			In the mild, damp darkness of an English town, she felt suddenly at one with her lost family, and with those still living, somehow, among the ruins of their homes. She was weak, but luckily not alone. She saw the Sheikh as God saw him, with implacable judgement. She saw him as her sister Anushka might have seen him, if only she had lived. Under her breath, she began to recite.

			Allāhu akbar, God is the greatest. Ana la ‘kafr Jamal’, I can’t forget Kafr Jamal.

			It was nearly eight o’clock. But now she was ready.

			 

			Standing alone and irritable between the dinner table and the portrait of Bishop Cropwell, the Provost called the buttery again. No response. He called Dr Goodman, the college curator, and this time the man answered.

			‘Where the hell have you been?’ the Provost hissed. ‘I thought you were joining us.’

			Goodman said, ‘No. I’ve been busy. The tour of the collection this afternoon has created a lot of extra work. I shall be there for the dinner, if I can finish up here in time.’ His tone was openly hostile.

			‘You better be,’ the Provost said rudely. ‘And, this time,’ he added, ‘I expect you not to mention the bloody Koran. If you think . . .’ he began angrily – but Dr Goodman had rung off, and the Provost sat there, staring furiously at the phone. The Farquar Koran was part of the college collection, one of ­Barnabas’s most valuable antiquities, but the Saudis wanted it back, and Goodman, the college’s only Arabist, was sympathetic to their cause. The Provost was anxious to avoid it being mentioned again at dinner. His temper, never good, was aroused.

			Glancing at the shut door of the office where the Sheikh was talking on the phone, he checked his watch and, to pass the time, went over to the dining table and began to check the glassware and silver cutlery, brought out specially for the occasion. The plan was to impress his benefactor with the sort of relaxed, intimate, intellectually high-powered gathering for which Oxford was famous, a final act of persuasion in the effort to secure the Sheikh’s commitment to the new institute. But he could not stop fretting. In particular, he wished that his guest would stop complaining about security. It spoke of a negative attitude. The bodyguard had inspected the Burton rooms for nearly an hour before allowing his employer to enter, and had visited the kitchens to question the staff and examine the food. Several times the Provost had been on the point of telling the man that he ought to realise he was now in a country with the rule of law.

			He was released from these troublesome thoughts by the much-delayed arrival of the drinks.

			 

			The young woman came in carrying a tray.

			‘Thank God!’ the Provost exclaimed, and did not notice her frown. ‘Has there been a problem?’

			Ignoring him, the girl said, with a heavy accent, ‘There is man outside, question me.’ She was flushed, her chest heaving as if she’d been running. An attractive girl, the Provost thought, noticing her figure. She did not look at him as he eyed her, but glanced around the room, as if searching for something, continuing to mutter to herself under her breath, rhythmic syllables he did not catch.

			The bodyguard appeared in the doorway behind her, and the Provost, exasperated, ignored him, ushering the girl inside. ‘Don’t worry about that,’ he said to her, curtly. ‘The amontillado for me, thank you. And the sparkling water . . .’ He gestured towards the other room. ‘Our guest is on a call. Take it in and leave it on the table. Please don’t disturb him.’ He waved her through.

			Ameena Najib took a breath, went quietly into the antechamber and closed the door softly behind her.

			The defiler was sitting in a swivel chair, facing away from her, talking on his phone in Arabic, oblivious to her presence only a few feet from him. His shoulders were visible to her, and the top of his head vulnerable under his white keffiyeh. She took a cautious step towards him. Then, hearing the sounds of her own language, she hesitated; an expression came over her face, a listening trance.

			Suddenly, as if he had felt her presence, the Sheikh stopped talking and spun round in his chair towards her, and they faced each other in silence.

			 

			The thought came to him at once: At last, they have found me.

			The girl was nothing – merely an instrument, a face without a meaning.

			He was tired suddenly. Exhausted.

			The girl said nothing, nor needed to. Eyes fixed on his, she seemed to be willing him to read her mind and hear the words she spoke there. He could imagine them.

			Last wahida, I am not alone. Tdhakkar annak batmut. Remember you will die. And other slogans, other taunts.

			He watched her intently, immobilised by fear, but intensely curious to see what she would do. She would have instructions from her associates. What was concealed under that uniform? Still she did nothing. What was her role?

			For a long, agonising moment, neither of them did anything.

			Then her eyes suddenly widened, she sucked in her breath, and, as if dismissing him forever from this world, she turned abruptly and went quickly out of the room.

			 

			The Provost did not at first notice the Sheikh’s agitation as he emerged, immediately after the girl, from the study. He beamed as he raised his glass of amontillado. ‘Better late than never,’ he said. ‘Cheers.’

			‘Who is that girl?’ the Sheikh asked.

			The Provost looked at him curiously. ‘From the kitchen? She’s new to the college. Aneesha, I think. Or Anika, perhaps.’

			The Sheikh clapped his hands and his bodyguard came rapidly across the room.

			What was his interest in the girl? the Provost wondered as he sipped his sherry, watching them talk. Al-Medina had unexpectedly cast off his sleepiness; he spoke now to his man in abrupt bursts of Arabic, as if seized by some excitement. The Provost knew nothing about al-Medina’s private life, but allowed himself to imagine that the Sheikh had many wives. He had once been told intimate details about Arab princes’ sexual arrangements by a salacious diplomat, whom he had not discouraged.

			Al-Medina ended his speech on a note of command and the bodyguard ran out of the room and quickly down the stairs.

			The Provost was puzzled. ‘She’s a refugee,’ he ventured, ‘from Syria. We have an aid programme, just up and running. She’s only been with us since noughth week,’ he added. ‘I think she’s finding it hard.’

			The Sheikh did not respond.

			‘Noughth week,’ the Provost said helpfully, ‘is the week immediately prior to the beginning of term. Michaelmas term, I mean,’ he went on, after a moment, ‘which always begins on the Sunday after the Feast of St Michael and All Angels.’

			His explanation made no impression. He frowned. Perhaps the difficulty lay in some aspect of al-Medina’s foreignness. He tried to remember the arcane differences between Shia and Sunni Muslims, about which he was vague.

			The Sheikh turned and glared at him. ‘How did she come to be here?’

			The Provost was taken aback by the ferocity of his tone. He said, ‘I don’t remember off the top of my head. Doubtless her journey was very difficult.’

			‘Who are her associates?’

			What was he to do with such a wild question? ‘I think her experiences have made it hard for her to make friends easily,’ he said.

			He was beginning to feel browbeaten. He noticed how pale al-Medina was, how intent his manner. Now, the Sheikh rephrased his question: ‘Are there others of her kind here?’

			Belatedly, the Provost understood. The man was frightened of the girl, he thought she was plotting something against him. What paranoia! He said, with dignity, ‘She’s been thoroughly vetted, of course. Thoroughly.’

			But the Sheikh ignored this. He said in a low voice, ‘Who did you tell of my visit? Who?’

			Feeling, now, the subject of an unfair accusation, the Provost said, ‘No one at all. Beyond those who needed to know,’ he added.

			The Sheikh’s only response was to prolong his stare. With a nausea-like feeling of fear, it struck the Provost that the Sheikh was about to walk out – taking with him upwards of thirty-five million pounds of funding. Indeed, as the Provost stood there helplessly, al-Medina made an impatient gesture of dismissal – but, at that moment, to the Provost’s relief, the other members of the dinner party arrived up the stairs, led by his wife, and he immediately began introductions, talking rapidly. His wife, who had suffered a stroke three years earlier, limped forward with a strained expression, accosting the Sheikh with a smile her husband recognised as forced and engaging him brightly in conversation. The guests were followed by a waitress with two bottles of Mumm and a little silver platter of hors d’oeuvres. The bell of Barnabas struck half past eight and al-Medina was engulfed by his hosts, preventing his departure.

			 

			Outside, Ameena Najib watched the bodyguard approach, head swivelling, walking quickly in the direction of the kitchen. Half-crouching on the gravel strip that ran around the Great Hall, she pressed herself against its wall as he drew level with her, slowing down, peering into the shadow. He came nearer, and nearer still, and stopped. His eyes met hers, a brief moment of recognition passed between them, then he turned away and walked briskly on. She lifted her face to the mild, damp sky, feeling herself tremble. Tested, she had come through. The first part of her task was over. Taking out her phone, she hurriedly composed a text.

			Hadha huwa. It is him. Ihna jahizeen. We are ready.

			But, before she could send it, she heard her name called from nearby – ‘Ameena! What you doing in there?’ – and she turned in alarm, caught with the phone in her hand, text unsent.

			 

			In the Burton Suite, the champagne was being poured. Besides the Provost and his wife, there were four other guests to entertain the Sheikh. Humourless Dr Goodman, the necessary Arabist. The Dean of the college, whose silvery, smooth looks were familiar from his many television appearances. A zoologist called Arabella Parker, dressed in a bright flowing kaftan. And a junior visiting fellow from the States, called Kent Dodge, an art historian from Harvard, who had once spent a semester at the University of Abu Dhabi and had already been useful during the tour of the college collection, earlier in the day. All of them noticed how uneasy the Sheikh was, but none was able to rouse him from his introversion, which persisted through the preprandial drinks. Disengaged, he refused all conversational gambits from his lively, intelligent hosts – questions concerning the Middle East, witty chit-chat about orientalism and the discontents of globalism. When his bodyguard returned, he engaged in a long, agitated conversation with him, ignoring everyone else. It was a relief when the meal was served and they were able to take their places round the table.

			Hoping, now, for a fresh start, the Provost stood, with an anxious smile on his flushed face, to propose a toast of fellowship between Barnabas and the house of al-Medina, and to the continuation of their joint efforts to promote peace in all parts of the world. But the polite echoes of his colleagues and their light applause could not divert attention from the unresponsive expression of the Sheikh, who remained impassive and immobile, and there was a hint of panic in the Provost’s voice as he sat down and immediately began to repeat to his guest all he had learned about the picture of the reclining girl from the Persian album in the college collection.

			 

			Stepping out of the shadows, Ameena stood in front of Jason Birch, the college handyman, who nodded at her. He was a thickset young man, with big hands, gingery stubble and a default expression of glazed friendliness. He took an interest in foreign girls and Ameena had caught his eye. She made him nervous, but he remained hopeful. He hadn’t expected her to be working so late.

			‘Won’t get no signal in that hidey-hole,’ he said, grinning. His accent was broad rural Oxfordshire, all lazy vowels and muddy consonants.

			She said nothing.

			‘Just saw you,’ he said awkwardly. ‘That’s all. Need a hand with anything?’

			She shook her head. ‘I must go.’

			‘You alright? You look a bit, what’s the word?’

			‘I have been lost.’

			He ignored her curtness. ‘Easy done, place like this. Where was you trying to get to?’

			‘Burton Room.’

			‘Ah. I bet you was in the north side. Next to the chapel. All them little old corridors.’

			‘No,’ she said impatiently. ‘Conference building.’

			‘Even worse, then. All them little new corridors. Sure you’re okay? People treating you alright?’

			He could tell this was a conversation she did not want to have, but he believed in his good-natured appeal, and in fact he was rewarded, because, as if she suddenly felt a need to express pent-up feelings, she began to speak quickly: ‘No,’ she said. ‘People do not treat me.’ Gesturing, she told him about the Provost, the way he spoke to her, the way he looked at her.

			Jason, pleased to be confided in, made exaggerated dis­approving expressions with his rubbery face. ‘No surprise there. He’s got a reputation, he has. All touchy-feely.’

			And there was a man in the room of treasures who frightened her just with his smile. She made a gesture with her hands to indicate glasses.

			‘Collections room? That’s Goodman, that is. He’s a weirdo. To be honest, this place is full of them. Now you’re here, you got to be careful how you go.’

			To his surprise, her eyes filled with tears, and he took a protective step towards her. ‘What is it?’

			She went on, emotion fracturing her voice. ‘In Burton Room . . .’

			Jason’s mouth fell open a little as he leaned forward, agog. ‘In Burton Room, what?’

			‘The Sheikh Emir,’ she whispered. ‘The defiler.’

			She was pale with fury or fear, Jason wasn’t sure which. The word ‘defiler’ made him feel suddenly out of his depth.

			‘That man,’ she said, musing to herself. ‘What was he talking about on the telephone? What was he doing?’ Raising her voice, she said loudly, ‘He is a defiler of the Holy Book.’ She glared at Jason.

			‘Oh, right,’ he said, after a moment. He peered at Ameena nervously. ‘You don’t have to worry about him,’ he said at last. ‘He’s just a bloke, same as everyone. Don’t matter how many wives he’s got,’ he added, without meaning to. He made a sympathetic clucking noise and blew out his cheeks, rummaging in his mind for something else to say. ‘Tell you what, though,’ he said at last. ‘I been thinking. Security in this place is something shocking. Anyone can just waltz right in. What if something happens? You know, to old Emir.’

			She looked at him sharply. ‘Why do you say this?’

			‘No reason. Just that I—’

			‘I have no time to talk with you,’ she said. ‘What do you do here?’

			‘Nothing. I was just—’

			‘I have things to do. You have made me late.’

			He watched her sadly as she hurried across New Court, then turned and went the other way. He did not see her pass through the archway into the Fellows’ Garden, nor stop in the shadow of the library, carefully looking around her, to finally sent her text.

			There, she sighed with relief. The garden ahead of her was hidden in darkness, the path around it dim in the lamplit mist, but, for a moment, she thought she saw someone in a kitchen uniform disappearing round the far side, towards the Provost’s lodge. She frowned. The only other member of the kitchen staff on duty, apart from the chef, was Ashley Turner, and she would be busy in the Burton Room. It puzzled her. Heart thumping, she set off in the same direction.

			 

			Meanwhile, in the Burton Suite, the dinner was a disaster. The Provost’s attempt to coax the Sheikh into a distracting conversation about the picture of the reclining girl in the Persian album ended in personal humiliation when his wife jovially corrected him on a basic point of detail, which he was afraid to dispute. Conversation slackened, died and was replaced by the scraping noise of the silverware on fine china. The foie gras came and went, then the lobster ravioli – but, before the Herdwick lamb with vegetables ‘navarin’ could be served, the Sheikh suddenly announced his decision to leave.

			It was only nine forty-five. There was general embarrassment.

			Helped to his feet by his bodyguard, he stood, heavy but still pristine, and for a moment he dispassionately examined the other guests, who had all fallen silent. He inclined his head, briefly lifted his arms, and, in English, wished them goodnight.

			From across the table, the Provost’s wife said, ‘Must you go? Such a shame.’ Her partial paralysis gave her face a sour expression, but her tone was sincere and encouraging.

			The Sheikh ignored her. He conferred with his bodyguard. His departure was premature; arrangements would have to be brought forward.

			The bodyguard approached the Provost. The Emir’s car would arrive in twenty minutes’ time. How near to the college entrance could it park? Merton Street was closed because of the roadworks.

			The Provost was in no mood to be helpful. He sensed that the three years he had spent soliciting the Sheikh’s money had been a waste of time. He could hardly bring himself to look at the man.

			‘Get your driver to park on the High. You can walk up Logic Lane to meet him.’

			The bodyguard asked if the lighting was good in the lane.

			‘Not particularly.’

			The bodyguard asked for a better option.

			The Provost struggled to suppress his exasperation. ‘Use the gate on the other side of the Fellows’ Garden, then. It lets you out virtually on the High. I’ll give you the exit code. It’s a bit rickety, but you just have to give it a push. You can manage that, I suppose.’

			The bodyguard conferred with al-Medina, who grudgingly accepted this new arrangement. He still appeared uneasy, however. Ignoring the Provost and making an ambiguous gesture with his hands, he retreated with his man into the antechamber to wait for the arrival of the car.

			Not knowing quite what to do, the other guests continued to sit, talking in low voices, the Provost standing apart, silently contemplating the ruin of his plans.

			After a moment, he went over to his wife.

			‘I can’t stand this,’ he said to her in a low voice. ‘I’m going out for a minute.’ Before she could remonstrate, he left the room and went down the stairs.

			He felt a familiar urgent craving.

			Outside, the rain had worsened. He hurried through clinging drizzle along the side of the north wing and ducked under an archway into Benet’s Yard. Here, in the wall of an outhouse, next to Butter Passage, was a recess hidden by shadows. He stood in its shelter and, with trembling fingers – strictly against college regulations and, worse, against his wife’s express wishes – lit up a Parliament Light, desperately needed.

			 

			On the opposite side of Old Court, in other shadows, Ameena Najib had been waiting all this time in the damp chill. She could not stop shaking, though more from a violence of emotion than the damp. Her feelings would not be still. At last, she saw movement at the bottom of the far staircase, across the oval lawn, and, without hesitating, sent another, final text.

			Han al-waqt. It is time.

			It was done. Her part was finally over. It had been a far more difficult night than she had expected, but she had come through.

			With great force of will, she turned her mind away from individual sufferings and fixed it on important things: death and judgement, heaven and hell. She had asked God for justice, and He would not fail her. She was free to go. Arranging her face in an attitude of calm, keeping a wary eye out, she left her hiding place at last.

			 

			In his damp alcove, the Provost sucked in smoke and held it deep inside his lungs until the longed-for moment of stillness came over him. Then again. And then again.

			Finally, he began to relax.

			Several minutes passed. He stood there, drained, staring blankly at the darkened yard in front of him, letting his thoughts drift. He remembered moments from the long, difficult day, irritating gestures the Sheikh had made, the disdain in his face while the Provost attempted to make conversation with him about the picture from the Persian album; above all, he remembered the constant carping about the supposed lack of security in college.

			Quietly smoking, the Provost let the image of the girl in the Persian picture come into his mind. As always, it comforted him. He had often gazed at it as he worked at his desk, admiring the woman’s careless beauty. Nestled inside a concertina of golden rectangles, she lay half-sleeping, her hips draped with a blue cloth decorated with golden ducks, white breasts pendant, one ear exposed in a cascade of thick dark hair. It was an erotic image over which he liked to superimpose the faces of various junior research fellows. He sighed through his nose, gazing unfocused into the drizzly darkness of Butter Passage, out of which four figures wearing black balaclavas and ski masks quietly appeared from the direction of the badly fitting wrought-iron gate, jogged past without seeing him, and disappeared in single file, through the archway, towards Old Court.

			For several moments, the glassy-eyed Provost did not register what he had just seen; he smoked on, dreaming. Then, with a sudden belch, he spat out his cigarette. Four masked men, heading towards Burton!

			In a sudden flux of terror, he stood rigid, thinking helplessly of the Sheikh’s persistent questions about security. Then, with a jolt, he lurched out of the recess, turned sloppily on the wet gravel and began to run after them.

			 

			Meanwhile, in the Burton dining room, conversation was con­tinuing as before – awkwardly. The Provost’s wife, talking to Kent Dodge about his experiences in Abu Dhabi, had adopted an inappropriately teasing tone; the young man was easily embarrassed. He never knew which part of her face to look at – her eyes, which had an unnatural fixed shape, or her lopsided mouth. The Dean and the zoologist were arguing in a low, elegant murmur about some imminent elections to the senior common room. Dr Goodman sat apart in bitter silence; his tenure at the college was coming to an end and the Provost had made it clear to him that he would not be missed. He watched the others.

			They were all taken by surprise by the sound of footsteps coming rapidly up the stairs. Several people, it seemed, accelerating with intent. Kent Dodge instinctively shrank back, and the Provost’s wife, alarmed, got to her feet as her husband appeared in the doorway, staggering and purple-faced, looking wildly round the room, making inarticulate noises.

			‘What on earth?’ his wife said.

			Flapping angrily at her to be quiet, he pointed at the antechamber. Gasping, he made a long, disjointed noise, which they eventually interpreted as ‘Is he safe?’

			His wife frowned. ‘The Emir? He left a few minutes ago.’

			‘But . . .’

			‘His car arrived early. I gave him the code to the gate. I thought that was alright. My only worry was that the Fellows’ Garden is so dark they might lose their way. But perhaps they’ll run into someone to assist them.’

			For a second, the Provost just stared at her. Then, wrenching himself around with another cry of pain, he staggered back down the stairs, leaving them looking after him with astonishment.

			 

			The Fellows’ Garden lies north-east of New Court. One side is flanked by the chapel, another by an end of the library, a third by a tall municipal building facing the High. The fourth side is bounded by the low rubble wall that runs along Logic Lane as far as ‘castle’ gate and the neoclassical Provost’s lodge. A gravel path leads round the garden in that direction.

			Along this path, al-Medina and his bodyguard cautiously proceeded. Once they had left New Court, it was unexpectedly dark. There were no more than two or three antique lamp posts along the way, shimmering dimly. It was a clouded night. Mist and drizzle further obscured things. Ahead of them, they could see nothing much beyond the wavering inky outlines of bushes and trees in the small park-like garden.

			They walked close together, in silence, listening. Occasionally, the bodyguard put his hand on the Sheikh’s arm to bring him to a halt, before making an all-clear signal and going on again in the same wary way.

			Since his encounter with the girl from the kitchen, al-Medina had grown increasingly perturbed. His mood of fatalism had passed; now, he wanted to survive whatever threat faced him. His irritation with the basic failures of security in the English college had grown into a fearful anger.

			Near the final bend, his bodyguard stopped him again. He had heard something pattering in the garden. For several minutes, they stood there in the damp darkness, peering across iron railings at a small copse of ornamental trees, black and dripping in the gloom. Then, cautiously, they went on again.

			At last, as they rounded the bend, the lodge and gate came into view. At the same moment, the last lamp post ahead of them flickered and went out, casting the path into near-total darkness.

			They stood there in confusion.

			Al-Medina spoke in an undertone: ‘What is happening now?’

			The bodyguard took a moment to reply. ‘Only an electrical fault. Nothing works in England.’

			‘This place,’ al-Medina said contemptuously. ‘No one loves us here. Let us go on.’

			For a moment, neither of them moved. Darkness surrounded them, very thick. But, slowly, through the mist, they discerned gleams of light from the windows of the Provost’s lodge, ahead, where the gate was. They began to walk towards it. For twenty yards or more, there was no sound except the crunch and scrape of their feet on the gravel path and al-Medina’s heavy breathing. And then, hideously, the quiet was broken by sudden violent cries and the sound of running feet.

			‘Quickly, now!’ al-Medina cried, and they lurched forward together.

			 

			The Provost was aghast to see them running away from him. Still crying out ragged noises of warning, unintelligible as the howls of animals, he staggered faster down the path behind them, waving his arms.

			But he was too late.

			As he watched, four masked men leaped out of the undergrowth in front of al-Medina and blocked his path.

			‘No!’ the Provost cried, one last despairing shout.

			Confusion ensued. The bodyguard leaped forward, yelling, to shield al-Medina, who went down like an elephant on his knees, and everything blurred and whirled in the darkness, shadows leaping in a long and ragged moment of panic, until finally the scene came clear – and, to his horror, the Provost saw the four figures bending over, mooning at the Sheikh, their pale arses gleaming in the faint light from the windows of the lodge.

			 

			When his wife finally caught up with him, she found him speechless, sitting on the ground against the garden railings, and assumed he had suffered some sort of fit.

			She arrived with Kent Dodge, whom she had persuaded to help carry certain items of silverware and porcelain which needed returning to the lodge. They fussed intently around the fallen Provost, until he waved them away and got to his feet.

			‘What happened?’ his wife asked. ‘Did you fall? Are you ill?’

			He looked at her with fury. ‘Fucking students,’ he said in a choking voice.

			His wife drew him away from Kent, who hung back, embarrassed.

			‘What on earth are you talking about?’

			Tight-lipped, he explained. ‘It’s not funny,’ he added.

			‘I’m sorry. Was he very put out?’

			‘Put out?’ He rolled his eyes. ‘It wouldn’t surprise me if he had us all killed. Or our hands chopped off. That’s what they do, over there, to people who violate their sense of honour.’ Turning petulantly, he tottered towards the lodge. ‘At the very least,’ he added bitterly, ‘he’s sure to pull out of the institute.’

			‘Really?’

			He turned and glared at her. ‘You didn’t help.’

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘At dinner. Contradicting me about that picture.’

			She knew better than to reply. Turning, she went with some effort up the stone steps to the portico of the lodge and the outer door to their rooms, blushing Kent Dodge following self-consciously with an armful of silverware.

			‘It’s over now,’ his wife said, over her shoulder, to her husband. ‘You can relax.’

			He muttered to himself.

			‘Relax,’ she said. ‘He’s gone. Safe. Nothing can happen to him now.’ She tried the door; shook it. ‘That’s odd.’

			‘What is?’

			‘The porch door’s locked.’

			‘What’s odd about it?’

			‘You always leave it open.’

			He glared at her again. ‘In point of fact, I generally lock it.’

			‘So, you locked it this evening?’

			‘I must have done, mustn’t I?’

			Again, she bit her lip. Sighing, she unlocked the door with her own key and they went into the porch, pausing there together while she unlocked the inner door, and finally into the house. Kent carried the silverware, as directed, into the dining room. The Provost slumped against the dresser in the lobby.

			‘I’m not happy with the state you’re in,’ she said to him. ‘Think of your heart. You need your medication.’

			‘I’m alright.’

			But his tone was conciliatory. It was, in fact, a huge relief to be in the familiar surroundings of his home. The furniture was his, the decor – a comforting scheme of classic wallpapers and pale carpets – the paintings along the wall.

			‘Come on. The tablets are in your study.’

			He nodded feebly. Everything had been too much. He gave in to his wife’s ministrations and allowed himself to be supported down the hallway.

			His study was a square room, elegantly decorated. There were long drapes of grey chenille at either side of the French windows, a mahogany desk and leather chair. Along the walls, papered in pale cream, were several pictures, including, to one side of the desk, a framed print of the reclining girl from the Persian album, the source of their disagreement at dinner. But neither the Provost nor his wife looked at the picture.

			They looked at the floor.

			On the pale grey carpet lay a young woman in T-shirt and jeans. Her T-shirt had ridden up, exposing her midriff. One of her shoes had come off and lay apart on the carpet. Sprawled on her back, head twisted sideways, she glared at the wall, her face bloated and discoloured in the puddle of her dark brown hair, her mouth stretched wide, as if forced open by her protruding, swollen tongue.

			It was obvious that she was dead.

			Kent Dodge came up behind them to say goodnight, and his mouth fell open too.

			The Provost’s wife looked at her husband. Controlling her tone, she said at last, ‘Well, I see I was right about the picture. But I agree with you. Once this gets out, you can kiss goodbye to the Arab’s money.’

			From behind them, there was a sliding noise and a crash. Young Kent Dodge had fainted away.

		

	
		
			Two

			Four hours later, five miles away, in an untidy room in a nondescript brick house in Bayworth, a mobile phone began to ring. It lit up in the darkness where it twitched on the floorboards, bumping to the beat of the ‘Bad and Boujee’ ringtone, and an arm stretched out from a mattress and groped around. At last, the ringtone stopped. Eyes closed, a thin-faced youth with shiny traces of scar tissue down his left cheek slowly brought the phone to the side of his head and breathed into it for a moment before he spoke.

			‘What?’

			A voice told him that something had gone wrong.

			‘What’s gone wrong?’

			The voice said that a new job had come up.

			‘What job?’

			The voice explained.

			‘What, now?’

			The voice gave him perfunctory details and rang off.

			The youth sat up, head bowed, and groaned. He rubbed his itchy scar with the ball of his thumb. Holding his phone close to his face, squinting, he read the time.

			‘You’re shitting me,’ he said out loud.

			He dialled a different number, eyes closed again until it was answered.

			‘Yeah,’ he said, yawning. ‘Listen. I got to come round. Yeah, now. Yeah, I know it’s the middle of the night.’

			Hauling himself off the mattress, he stood for a moment, awkward and angular, in his Carling Black Label T-shirt, scratching his groin, looking out of the uncurtained window at the Oxfordshire farmland rising beyond the road to the crest of the hill, where corrugated cattle sheds stood silhouetted against the agricultural night. Everything was silent and still.

			There was a washbasin in the corner of the room, and he went over and rinsed his face and gargled, pressing his hair down flat with his wet hands and wiping them dry on his T-shirt. It was cold in the room and he shivered as he began to put on his clothes. A jumper over his T-shirt, a pair of trackies, his Nike trainers. His Loop jacket.

			Yawning again, he went over to a chest of drawers and took out a gun, a Glock 26, black and plastic-looking, small and light enough to fit in his jacket pocket. Then he went quietly out, along the landing to another room.

			This room was different. There was chunky colourful furniture and a freshly painted frieze of teddy bears round the edge of the yellow walls. In a small bed, covered with a duvet patterned with red tractors against a green background, a blond-haired boy of about two lay sleeping, and the youth reached down and lifted him out.

			‘Wake up,’ he whispered. ‘Wake up.’

			The boy made a mewling noise and pushed his face against the youth’s arm.

			‘Oi, Ry. You got to wake up. Daddy’s taking you to Auntie Jade’s. Come on, now, there’s a good boy.’

			But the boy wouldn’t wake up. He was boneless with sleep. It took nearly quarter of an hour for the youth to patiently insert him into his coat, shoes, hat and gloves, and it had gone three thirty before, at last, he carried the sleeping child downstairs and out to the Peugeot 306, parked on a patch of waste ground in front of the house.

			 

			The noise of the engine seemed enormous as he drove up the dark, silent lane to Foxcombe Road and turned right, past the mansions of the nouveau riche, towards town. Northward, across the dim undulations of fields, the city below came into view, tiny under the cloud-filled sky, a nest of dim, speckled lights. The engine banged as he accelerated along the empty road.

			‘Hear that?’ the youth said conversationally to the sleeping child next to him. ‘This car’s a piece of shit, mate.’

			He checked his phone: three messages already.

			He accelerated down Hinksey Hill to the roundabout, over the ring road to the turn-off and past Hinksey Point trailer park, comatose in its circle of garbage. He went clanking up the long straight ribbon of Kennington Road, humped every hundred yards with speed bumps to deter the joy riders, and came at last to Kenville Road, a short side street of untidy semis.

			His sister was waiting in the kitchen in a short, towelling dressing gown, a petite young woman with the same overlarge nose as the youth, her blond hair scraped back over her scalp.

			‘Not even four,’ she said bitterly.

			He said nothing.

			‘You never said nothing before about four o’ bloody clock in the bloody morning,’ she said.

			She put her arms out to take the boy and the youth handed him over.

			‘You get the call, don’t you?’ he said. ‘That’s how it works. They call, you go. You don’t get to chat about it.’

			‘What is it?’

			‘You know I can’t say.’

			She looked disgusted. ‘Don’t fuck it up, then. Like last time.’

			He shrugged. He stooped, kissed the back of his son’s bonneted head and walked away towards the door.

			His sister said, ‘When you picking him up, then?’

			‘Not late.’

			‘Not later than five. I got work.’

			‘Alright.’

			‘After you get back, you’ve got to go and see Mam.’

			‘Yeah, yeah. Tomorrow.’

			‘Today. You promised. He’s been at her again.’

			Muttering, he turned and went out into the quiet street.

			She shouted after him, ‘Don’t fuck up, knobhead!’

			He lifted a lazy finger backwards as he went. In the car, he took the Glock out of the glove compartment and put it in his trackie pocket. It felt awkward and he took it out and put it in the waistband instead. It still felt awkward. He put it in his jacket pocket, where it hung loosely against his thigh.

			‘Fuck it,’ he said quietly. He put it back in the glove compartment.

			He put the car in gear and set off, engine banging, back down the Kennington Road.

			 

			In the porter’s lodge of Barnabas Hall, Leonard Gamp limped up and down with a mug of tea, reviewing the situation. Although he had been on full alert for over five hours, he wasn’t tired. On the contrary, he felt something of the old pep and certainty that had sustained him in his younger days during emergencies in Gibraltar town and Tottenham.

			He had received the Provost’s call at half past ten. His first task had been to assist the Provost and his wife, and, more particularly, the young American, who was in a state of shock and needed some minor medical attention (small gash to the forehead). Americans, in his opinion, tended to lack gumption. To his disappointment, Leonard had not been invited into the room where the body was, but the Provost had taken him into his confidence with a full description. He had even asked Leonard’s advice, though he had not listened for an answer. The man was, naturally, distracted. Twice, strangely, he had addressed Leonard as ‘security’. Leonard had been struck by his appearance, his eyes enormous and wandering, his voice hoarse. In the end, the Provost’s wife had put her husband in a chair with a glass of brandy and sent Leonard back to the porter’s lodge to make the all-important first call to the authorities. After that, Leonard had been constantly busy, first with the night-duty officers who arrived to secure the crime scene, then, for an hour or so, with the forensics team, all the while continuing to provide updates for the Provost and his wife, who had vacated their lodge and were now in the Provost’s new office in Old Court, awaiting the arrival of the investigating detective, who was unaccountably late.

			Sipping his tea as he walked, Leonard told himself that it made no material difference that he had not actually seen the body. He had gathered from the Provost’s detailed, if sometimes incoherent, comments that the young woman had been garrotted and trussed, and had something terrible wedged into her mouth. Perhaps, he mused, it had been some sort of sexual game. He had heard of such things. Fruit, he thought, was often involved – though, why, he could not guess. He fingered his jaw nervously as he thought about it, and winced. It would come down hard on the Provost, he knew that. In his own study! There were rumours about the Provost’s marital relations. And, now Leonard thought of it, there had been something hard – betrayed, almost – in the way the Provost’s wife had avoided looking at her husband as they stood together in the study, communicating the awful news to him. If the Provost had seemed shrunken and confused, she had been fiercely herself.

			These thoughts invigorated him. Sipping his tea, he felt calm and alert. Then, he glanced over towards the porch, and frowned. What now?

			He stumped over and rapped smartly on the window. ‘Oi!’ he called. ‘Oi, you!’

			A youth was standing there. He seemed to have come in to shelter from the rain. He was skinny and white, sloppily dressed in the manner of the idle poor, in white Adidas trackies, a garish jacket and unlaced Nike trainers. His fairish hair was plastered against his forehead. His nose and chin seemed too big for his thin face. There was something on his cheek – Leonard thought it was tears, until he realised it was a scar of some sort. Brazen as you like, he stood there sipping from a can of energy drink and fiddling with his phone.

			Leonard slid open the window. ‘College is closed,’ he said loudly. ‘It’s the middle of the night,’ he added.

			The youth ignored him.

			Leonard felt a surge of masterful anger. ‘Nothing to say, eh?’

			The youth took another drink. Glanced across, looked down again.

			‘Not surprised,’ Leonard went on. ‘I know your sort. I dealt with your sort at Broadwater Farm in eighty-five. Don’t matter. I’m seventy-four,’ he added. ‘I’m going to call 999.’

			The youth spoke: ‘101. Non-emergency.’

			Leonard hesitated.

			‘841148, if you want to report antisocial,’ the youth added.

			Confused, Leonard Gamp said, with dignity, ‘I’ve no doubt you’re known at both of those numbers, but I’ll call who I want. And that’s the police.’

			He hesitated, however, as the youth pushed himself off the wall and sauntered towards him, scratching himself, pushing his hand around in his baggy tracksuit pocket. For a sickening moment, Leonard thought he was going to expose himself. But instead he took out some sort of passport and held it up in an oddly familiar manner.

			‘Already here, mate.’

			Leonard’s face lurched at the sight of the well-known badge.

			The ID read: Ryan Wilkins, detective inspector, Thames Valley CID.

			The youth wiped his nose with a finger, while Leonard stared at him in horror.

			‘Get your head on, Gramps,’ Ryan said. ‘There’s been a murder. Thought you’d be expecting me.’

			Leonard found his voice at last – his formal one, slightly shaky: ‘The Provost and his wife are waiting in his office.’

			‘Crime scene first. You should know that.’

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘Broadwater Farm, you said. With the Met, were you?’

			Leonard swallowed. ‘Fifteen years.’

			‘Get in gear, then.’

			‘They’ve been waiting hours already.’

			‘Going to be waiting longer, then, aren’t they?’

			Leonard clenched his jaw. ‘Very well. I’ll escort you to the lodge.’

			‘Can’t you just point me in the right direction? What’s the matter? Think I’m going to nick something on the way?’

			Leonard breathed. He said slowly, as if with difficulty, ‘Most people find the layout of the college complicated.’

			‘Well, lucky for you, I’m a fucking homing pigeon.’

			The world suddenly seemed a far more unsatisfactory place to Leonard Gamp. This sort of thing would not happen in the Royal Gibraltar, nor, indeed, at the Met. Limping badly, he emerged from the lodge and reluctantly began to give Detective Inspector Wilkins directions.
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