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      Evening Press (York)
      

      
      The Playroom

      
      ‘A gripping and unusual police procedural’

      
      Sunday Telegraph

      
      ‘Top notch’

      
      Daily Record

      
      ‘A fast-moving police procedural by a writer who knows his stuff’

      
      Good Book Guide

      
   
      
      
      John Connor is a former barrister and writes full time. During the fifteen years of his legal career he prosecuted numerous
         homicide cases in West Yorkshire and London. He advised the police in a number of drug-related and organised crime operations,
         many involving covert activity. He now lives in Brussels with his wife and two young children. Falling, a part of the Karen Sharpe series, was shortlisted for the prestigious Portico Prize for Literature.
      

      
   




A CHILD’S GAME


John Connor


[image: image]



      

      
      For Anna

   
      

      
      Very special thanks to Yvette Goulden.

      
      Thanks again to John Markham, Ray Dance,

      
      Max McLean (West Yorkshire Police).

      
      Thanks to Sue Hogg (BBC), Phil Patterson

      
      and Luke Speed (Marjacq Scripts).

      
      And thanks again to Rachel Leyshon,

      
      for so many excellent suggestions.

      
   
      

      
      Friday, 31 December 1999

      
   
      
      

      
      ONE

      
      Stijn could feel the man shivering. After they had poured the petrol over him the look in his eyes had changed. He had known
         then that there was no point in trying to shout or struggle. Shouting just meant the gag would be tightened until he choked,
         and Stijn doubted he had strength left to struggle. Akhtar, the kaffir he had been told to use as local help – the man now
         cursing and swearing from the far corner of the apartment – had beaten the man so badly he might die anyway. Akhtar had used
         a broken chair leg, lashing out at the man’s head and face before Stijn could get it off him.
      

      
      Stijn had asked him if he could handle violence before they set off. Akhtar had smirked, as if insulted by the question. That
         was three or four hours before they got here. But within seconds of it starting, Stijn had known he had made a mistake.
      

      
      He doubted Akhtar had hit anyone in his life. His movements were too full of fright – thrashing around without aiming, anxious
         to get it over with. Stijn had told him not to cause injuries that would bleed. Yet he had picked up the chair leg and struck
         the man’s head, retching as he did it.
      

      
      There was a lot of blood coming from a gash at the crest of the man’s skull. Some of it was running over Stijn’s hand, irritating
         him. The man was going into shock; his breathing was rapid and shallow, his pulse slowing. Shock alone would kill him, if
         they left him to it. But that wasn’t what he had been told to do.
      

      
      So now everything reeked of petrol fumes and he would have to discard all his clothing, scrub down and bathe to eliminate the odour and the evidence. It was a typical kaffir thing,
         he thought, to want the man burned. In this case there was good reason, but he had heard they went for it anyway, regardless
         of reasons. In Pakistan the favoured form of political violence was pulling people off trains and setting fire to them. He
         didn’t like burning people. The odours were unpleasant. But in South Africa he had smelled worse things in common jails.
      

      
      As a child he had watched roebuck in the veldt, caught in metal snares, struggling for hours on end, dislocating their bones,
         tearing apart sinew and muscle as they tried to escape. But when the time came to take them out and kill them they would just
         lie there, a helplessness in their eyes, completely calm; partly because they were exhausted, partly because they were just
         animals. Because they had no real conception of death they could reach a point where there was no longer any fear, just the
         waiting. That was where this man was now. Waiting.
      

      
      He had been an animal when they had first bound him – something mad, without any capacity for reason or ability to control
         his fear. It had sickened Stijn to witness the loss of dignity – the pleading and begging, the whimpering as they struck him,
         calling out someone’s name. Susie – maybe she was his wife, or his mother. He had read that dying people shouted for their
         mothers, though he had never seen it before and couldn’t imagine doing it himself. But he had hardly known his own mother.
      

      
      The petrol fumes had put things in perspective. Now the man was just shivering; he knew what was going to happen. To fight
         was pointless – Stijn had his hand on the back of his neck, a hand so large he could practically close it around the throat.
       The man had been overpowered even before Akhtar had botched it with the chair leg. Stijn looked down at him. He was small, perhaps half his size and weight,
         with the same soft, helpless eyes he had seen on the roebuck.
      

      
      It made Stijn uneasy. Perhaps he should say something to the man – to help him out. But that was impossible. The man was alone
         now; no one could help him. Besides, it might start him struggling again. Sympathy weakened people. The man stank – of sweat,
         fear, piss, of blood and desperation, of petrol. He needed putting out of his misery.
      

      
      ‘You should have paid your debts,’ Stijn said to him, regretting it immediately. The bastard probably couldn’t even hear him.
         He was slumped on a high-backed chair, legs bound tightly at the ankles, hands tied behind his back. The gag was a dishcloth
         of some sort. Where it was pulled into his mouth there was blood bubbling over it, a bright frothy blood that must have been
         coming from his lungs. Akhtar had stamped on his chest with both feet, long after he had been capable of doing anything to
         protect himself.
      

      
      Stijn looked over to Akhtar, angry with him. He was at the sink, panicking, trying to stop his hand from bleeding. Somehow
         or other he had cut himself as he struck the man. It would need stitches. Stijn had already told him that, expecting him to
         just wrap a rag around it and leave it at that. But Akhtar was running water on it, looking for medicines or bandages in the
         cabinet above the kitchen sinks. He had already pulled the bathroom apart to no avail.
      

      
      Stijn checked his watch. It was 3.57 a.m.

      
      ‘We have to go,’ he said quietly. ‘You’ve messed around for long enough.’

      
      Akhtar looked over to him, fear in his eyes. ‘I am leaving my blood all over this place—’

      
      

      
      ‘It’s too late to worry about that. We will burn it as we leave. Write the note, like I told you to.’

      
      ‘Burn the place? But what about him?’ Akhtar pointed at the man.

      
      ‘Write the note,’ Stijn said. He had told Akhtar the bare minimum, but the kaffir was afraid of him. He would do as he was
         told.
      

      
      When the note was in the metal safe in the bedroom closet Stijn told Akhtar to watch the man. Then he walked through the main
         room of the apartment and opened the sliding doors leading to the narrow balcony. He stood for a moment in the freezing night
         air, looking out at the city. Intermittent traffic noises mingled with the sounds of drunken youths.
      

      
      It was a penthouse apartment and they were nine floors up. Below him the place called Leeds lay in an asymmetrical pattern
         of light. To the north low wedges of darkness cut into it. He guessed they were hills, but the night was too black to be sure.
         The sky was thick with low cloud, obscuring the moon. The building he was in was one of the highest in the city centre.
      

      
      He walked to the parapet – about two feet wide – and looked over the edge, feeling the tingling in the backs of his knees
         which had once signalled a fear of heights. The drop was straight into a narrow alleyway, filled with garbage containers.
         Not high enough to guarantee death, as he knew from the mistakes of others. People had lived and spoken of it after dropping
         from almost double this height.
      

      
      There was a short ladder fixed to the wall beside the sliding doors, leading up onto the flat roof. He climbed it and looked
         over the top, just to make sure no one was there. Then he went back in.
      

      
      

      
      ‘Take one,’ he said to Akhtar, pointing at the three plastic petrol containers standing by the door. ‘You do the office downstairs.
         I’ll do up here. Douse the desks and paperwork. Don’t bother with the walls. Lead a line up the back stairwell into the bedroom
         through there.’
      

      
      ‘Is it safe to do this?’ Akhtar’s voice was high-pitched. Stijn knew he wanted to ask about the man again, but didn’t dare.

      
      ‘Don’t light it yet. Just spread it. And be quick – the fumes are noxious.’

      
      He watched until he had disappeared through a doorway leading to a short stairwell, then checked the man. His eyes were closed
         now, the breathing irregular. He left him, unscrewed a cap from a container and began to lay thick lines of petrol from all
         the combustible objects in the room back towards the doorway. The floor was expensive parquet and the liquid spread quickly
         across the varnished surface.
      

      
      The flat was in a development which Stijn guessed would count for prestigious in this part of the world. In the heart of the
         city centre, the single tower overlooked a relatively new shopping complex with a glass atrium, through which he could see
         crowds of young people still busy with alcohol, even at this early hour. The top floors of the block were office space for
         the financial and legal sectors in the city. He knew because he had checked the place carefully. The flat they were in was
         connected to one such office on the floor below, but was the only residential letting in the building. It would have come
         at a price.
      

      
      Yet there were few items of furniture for Stijn to set alight: an austere leather sofa; a wide-screen TV; the chair he had
         sat the man on, another he had broken during the struggle, a couple of tables, a wooden double bed in the bedroom – without
       sheets or quilt – a set of wardrobes containing only the (empty) safe and some old newspapers; on the walls there was just one picture – ironically, a view of
         Cape Town and Table Mountain at dawn; in the bathroom no toilet roll, soap or toothpaste. There weren’t even pot plants or
         bookshelves.

      
      He finished before Akhtar and took hold of the man by the legs, pulling him off the chair and onto the floor. The back of
         the head banged sharply off the ground. Stijn dragged him by the feet to the sliding doors, then bent down and took out his
         clasp knife. He pressed the point gently against the man’s throat, getting no response at all. Quickly he cut the plastic
         ties binding the hands and feet, then sawed through the gag and pulled it from the mouth. He carefully pocketed all three
         items. The man began to gasp a little, but his eyes were closed now. Stijn took hold of his feet again and dragged him onto
         the balcony.
      

      
      The outside air already felt fresh by contrast. As a precaution against the fumes Stijn pulled the sliding door shut behind
         them. Then he hoisted the man by the shoulders until he was leaning forwards, over the parapet, bent at the waist. He thought
         he could hear him saying something, but the mouth was too damaged for it to make sense. His arms dangled over the side.
      

      
      Stijn stepped back, took out his Zippo and lit it. Without pausing he held it to the jacket the man had on, waiting a second
         for it to catch. It ignited with a percussive rush, like a gas ring lit after being left on, the blue flames flashing momentarily
         into his face before blazing yellow and orange, so hot Stijn felt his eyebrows singe. He stepped back and watched, fascinated.
      

      
      The flames spread quickly. They had caught the layers of clothing beneath the jacket and were wriggling through the man’s
       hair before he began to react. As he tried to move Stijn quickly picked up his legs and heaved him forwards. The torso caught on the parapet and Stijn saw the head twist
         towards him, eyes open. The expression was one of confusion, not pain. Stijn could see him trying to focus even as the flames
         raced around his head. He opened his mouth, gasping at the air like a goldfish. The flames had caught in his trousers now
         – within seconds he would be completely engulfed. His arms came to life, flailing at the air around his head. Stijn stepped
         back and kicked him. The body jerked backwards, tilting over the edge. The hands were still slapping at his burning hair as
         he went over. There was no attempt to stop the fall, no noise, no screaming. Just one moment he was there, the next he was
         gone. Where he had been leaning against the parapet he left a small cloud of acrid smoke and a whiff of burned skin.
      

      
      Stijn didn’t look over the side to check. Ducking quickly back through the doors he ran into Akhtar coming in the other direction,
         terror on his face. He was shouting at him: ‘What have you done? ’
      

      
      Stijn walked past him towards the door. ‘You started this,’ he said. ‘These are your consequences.’

      
      Akhtar looked paralysed, torn between wanting to go out onto the balcony to verify what he had seen and the urge to run from
         Stijn.
      

      
      ‘We have to get out of here fast,’ Stijn said. He checked that the door back down to the office was pulled open, checked the
         line of petrol that Akhtar had trailed through it. It would be better to set the fire on both floors, but he had no time now.
         He opened the main door to the room – the one leading to the fire exit and lifts – then took out the Zippo again. In the room
         the petrol fumes were suffocating. He stepped out into the hallway and called back to Akhtar.
      

      
      

      
      ‘It’s going to get uncomfortable in here. You coming?’

      
      When Akhtar was past him he slid the burning lighter across the floor.

   
      
      

      
      TWO

      
      The alarm clock beside her bed said 4.35 a.m. It took Liz Hodges a few moments to work out why she was looking at it. The
         knocking sound she could hear wasn’t in her dream. Someone was at her front door.
      

      
      She pulled on a dressing gown and walked to the bedroom window. She lived in a cul-de-sac on the outskirts of Gargrave, just
         west of Skipton. Gargrave itself had less than two thousand inhabitants and there were only five other houses on her street.
         It was hard for people to make a mistake about what house they were looking for. She felt nervous as she peered carefully
         around the side of the heavy felt curtains she had brought with her from London three years ago.
      

      
      There were two cars parked up on her driveway. One of them wasn’t hers. From her position she couldn’t see below the porch
         to her front door, so had no idea who was standing there – or how many there were. But the car pulled up behind her own –
         blocking it in – contained two rear-seat passengers. They looked male, though the nearest streetlamp was two houses away.
         She reached for her phone and listened again to the knocking. A gentle, polite tap, nothing urgent or alarming about it. Except
         the time. She watched lights go on and curtains twitch in the houses of the Armstrongs, directly opposite, and the Byfields,
         next door but one. She felt slightly reassured.
      

      
      She had suffered no problems since she had moved to Yorkshire, but she had left a lot of problems behind. It was always possible
         that one of them would catch up with her one day. The phone was a cordless model with a memory. She skipped down through the numbers until she had the emergency
         number they had given her when she had first arrived. Below her, on her front path, she saw a male step out of the darkness
         of her porch and look up to her windows. She kept still.
      

      
      He appeared to be looking directly at her, though she doubted he could see anything other than a dark gap between the curtain
         and the wall. Liz thought he looked very definitely official. She exhaled a little. He was wearing a smart trench coat, the
         collar not turned up and, beneath that, a suit and tie. His shoes looked polished. His face was young, hard.
      

      
      Suddenly the phone in her hand began to ring. She started slightly, then looked down for the number. It was withheld. She
         stepped back into the shadows and answered it.
      

      
      ‘Miss Hodges?’ A quiet male voice.

      
      ‘Yes. Who is that?’

      
      ‘Francis Doyle. Do you remember me?’

      
      She tried to think. The name rang bells. She stepped up to the window and peered out again. The first man had been joined
         by a second. He had his back to her and was speaking into a mobile phone.
      

      
      ‘I don’t think I do,’ she said.

      
      ‘I brought you up here. Three years ago.’

      
      She recalled now. She smiled slightly, relieved. Of all the people whose hands she had been passed through he had been the
         most sympathetic. She had needed sympathy.
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ she said.

      
      ‘I’m standing outside your house. Are you in?’

      
      She had a moment of relief, quickly replaced by confusion. What were they doing here?

      
      

      
      ‘I’ll let you in,’ she said.

      
      Doyle had aged. She watched him scrutinizing her from the doorstep. His stockier colleague hung back in the shadows.

      
      ‘What’s the matter?’ she asked.

      
      ‘We’re looking for Karen Sharpe.’

      
      She frowned. ‘At this time of night?’

      
      ‘Yes. Is she with you?’

      
      ‘No. Why would she be?’

      
      ‘You’re a friend of hers.’

      
      ‘I was. I haven’t seen her for over a year. Why are you—’

      
      ‘Can I come in?’

      
      ‘Of course.’

      
      She let him walk past her and waited for the other to follow.

      
      ‘He will stay there,’ Doyle said. ‘Just shut the door on him. It’s OK.’

      
      She led him through to her sitting room. He looked around, listening, as if he might find Sharpe behind one of the sofas.

      
      ‘When did you last see her?’ he asked.

      
      ‘I don’t recall. Has something happened to her?’

      
      He turned to face her. ‘I hope not. But she may be in danger. Can I look upstairs?’

      
      She felt herself becoming annoyed. ‘Why? Don’t you believe me?’

      
      He held his hands up, shrugging. ‘I just have to do my job. You know how it is.’

      
      ‘Well, maybe I should see some ID,’ she said. ‘It’s very late.’

      
      He smiled at her, reaching into his jacket pocket. ‘But you know me. You know who I am.’

      
      ‘I know who you said you were three years ago. I don’t know who you are now. I don’t even know who you work for.’
      

      
      He held a strip of plastic in front of her face. ‘I still work for the police. For Witness Protection.’

      
      She looked at the ID. It was an ordinary Metropolitan Police warrant card. She nodded. ‘OK. Look upstairs. If you have to.’

      
      It didn’t take him long. She sat down on the sofa and waited. She had been about to offer him a tea before he had asked to
         search the place. She heard him opening cupboards and doors, pulling down the ladder to the loft and climbing up.
      

      
      ‘It’s a nice place you have here,’ he said, when he returned. He brushed dust off his coat – a cheap-looking anorak, not like
         the more expensive thing the man outside was wearing. ‘Is everything OK with you?’
      

      
      ‘Everything’s fine,’ she said. ‘Is Karen a witness, then? A witness you’ve lost?’

      
      ‘Not a witness, no.’ He dug around in his wallet and produced a business card. She took it and read ‘Sergeant Francis Doyle:
         Diplomatic Protection Service’. She didn’t think it worth querying the two different IDs. She had learnt that three years
         ago. He was never going to say who he really worked for.
      

      
      ‘If you hear from her, give me a call.’

      
      ‘I already have your number.’

      
      ‘You have Sutherland’s number. Call the one I’ve given you. It’s quicker.’

      
      ‘So she is lost?’

      
      ‘Lost?’ He frowned, as if he didn’t understand the word. ‘We need to find her quickly. That’s all.’

      
      ‘I thought she was with you lot. I thought that’s why she disappeared.’

      
      ‘Did she disappear?’

      
      

      
      She scowled and stood up. ‘You know she did. You should have been watching her. She has a child with her. She’s your responsibility.’

      
      He looked uncomfortable for a moment. ‘I’m just doing what I’m told to do,’ he said. ‘If she contacts you, call me. Even if
         she asks you not to. She probably doesn’t realize how much danger she’s in.’
      

      
      From the front door she watched the car pull off the driveway and turn around. She waved at Fred Armstrong – still at his
         upstairs window, watching out for her – letting him know everything was all right, then she went back in to think about it.
      

      
      DC Karen Sharpe had been her local police contact when she had first arrived here. Karen wasn’t from North Yorkshire Police,
         who covered Gargrave, but from the larger West Yorkshire force, just to the south. North Yorkshire police had been told nothing
         about Liz.
      

      
      Karen had befriended her, looked after her. Not as part of her job, but because someone had asked her to, someone from a world
         she had once been part of. Someone Francis Doyle would know. Karen had understood what Liz had been through because she had
         endured a similar situation herself. By happy coincidence her daughter, Mairead, had also been in Liz’s class at the local
         school. Or maybe not such a coincidence, since the people Doyle worked for had virtually set up the teaching job in the first
         place. In those days Karen had lived only five minutes’ drive from Gargrave. Through that and other things Liz had got to
         know Karen well, but not as well as she had thought.
      

      
      She walked up the stairs to the room she used as a study and sifted through an envelope full of photos. She was wide awake
         now. She found one of Karen, Mairead, Pete Bains and herself, and checked the date on the back: January 1998. Time had passed quicker than she thought. It was in fact nearly two years since she had last seen Karen Sharpe.
         Just over twenty-one months since Karen had so suddenly left them. She looked at the image of them all smiling, together.
         Karen was bending over slightly, face in profile, saying something to Mairead. She looked worn, but still happy. A tall figure
         with too-thin limbs and shoulder-length dark hair, almost as tall as Liz herself. She had a pair of jeans on, so her legs
         were covered, but Liz could remember clearly the still healing gunshot wound to her right thigh. The photo had been taken
         six months after the shooting, but the injury had still given her trouble. Pete had one arm over Karen’s shoulder, the other
         holding Mairead’s hand. Liz was standing a little to the side. She had placed the camera on a rock and taken the picture on
         a timer.
      

      
      She selected Pete Bains’s mobile number and called it. He answered almost at once.

      
      ‘Pete?’

      
      ‘Liz. What’s wrong?’

      
      She paused. Things had moved on a little since January 1998. Something was developing between Pete and herself, something
         intimate and relatively new. She wasn’t clear what it should be called, wasn’t comfortable with the idea that they were ‘together’,
         but there was definitely something starting. She had met him through Karen though, and neither of them could forget that.
         Around the same time the photo had been taken Karen had sold her house and moved into Pete’s place in Bradford. When Karen
         had walked out on them Liz had lost a friend, but Pete had lost much more than that. Even if he were over Karen, Mairead had
         been like a daughter to him. Liz had to be sensitive.
      

      
      ‘Have you had a visit?’ she asked.

      
      

      
      ‘A visit?’ Bains sounded confused.

      
      She remembered the time. ‘Sorry. It’s early. Were you asleep?’

      
      ‘No. I’m at the Bridewell, still on duty. I’ve been trying to get away all night. A visit from who?’

      
      ‘Witness Protection. They just left me. They were asking for Karen.’

      
      ‘Witness Protection?’

      
      ‘That’s what they said. But they’re never who they say they are.’ She listened to the silence on the other end. ‘They thought
         I might be hiding her.’ Still silence. What would she feel if Karen were with him, if he were to tell her that? ‘So I thought
         maybe—’
      

      
      ‘I haven’t seen her,’ he said, reading her thoughts. ‘Have you?’

      
      Despite herself, for a moment she felt relieved. ‘No. I’m calling to warn you. They will come to you next, I think.’

      
      ‘Then I’ll tell them the truth. She walked out twenty-one months ago and I’ve heard nothing from her since. You know that.’

      
      Liz paused, thinking about it. He thought she had called to accuse him. Maybe she had. ‘I’m worried about her,’ she said finally.
         ‘They say she’s in danger—’
      

      
      ‘She made choices, Liz. She took her daughter with her. She’s not our problem.’

      
      ‘I know, but—’

      
      ‘No buts about it. She made a choice. We can’t help. We’ve moved on.’

      
      They both listened to their thoughts for a while. She heard someone calling for Bains.

      
      ‘I have to go, Liz,’ he said. ‘I’ve got a death in. Someone jumped from a fire in a nine-storey block in the city centre.
         They say he was burning as he fell. I’ll try to ring you later.’
      

      
      

      
      She nodded silently, trying to ignore the chewed-up morsel of his working world he had innocently dropped into her mind.

      
      ‘OK?’

      
      ‘OK,’ she said.

      
      ‘Remember: she’s not our problem.’

   
      
      

      
      THREE

      
      Anna Hart dreamed she was floating. She had this kind of dream often. Tonight she was submerged beneath a deep stretch of
         profound blue ocean. She had no difficulty breathing. She was on her back, skimming through the water, moving without effort,
         weightless. She wore no clothes, but the water was warm, moving gently around her skin, supporting her. She could hear whale
         noises in the distance and far, far above her she could see waves rippling the surface. As she turned to slide upwards the
         water was fractured by bright shafts of sunlight, slanting down towards her. She felt ecstatic.
      

      
      Something kept pulling at her though – a voice, a noise. Still half asleep, she turned away from it and pulled the quilt above
         her ears. Too late – she had registered the sound: a telephone was ringing and someone was shaking her shoulders. She opened
         her eyes. Her eleven-year-old daughter was standing by the side of the bed, holding the phone. She groaned.
      

      
      Rachel’s brow was creased with worry. ‘That was the alarm call. It’s five o’clock.’

      
      ‘Alarm call? For what?’

      
      Then she remembered. She sat up. They were in a hotel just west of Leeds/Bradford airport. They had arrived the night before
         in order to make an early start. She had booked an alarm call for 5 a.m. and the taxi would be here in half an hour.
      

      
      She pushed herself to the side of the bed, waiting for the sleep to clear from her eyes. Rachel had that intense look that
         schedules of any sort provoked in her.
      

      
      

      
      ‘It’s all right,’ Anna said. ‘I’m awake. Stop worrying.’ Her daughter was already dressed. ‘Did you wash?’

      
      ‘I showered.’

      
      ‘And I didn’t hear?’ Anna rubbed her hands through her own cropped blonde hair. She felt she needed another four hours. ‘I
         don’t know whether I can be bothered—’
      

      
      ‘Mum! We have to get going now!’

      
      Anna stood up. ‘I’m joking, Rachel. Why do you get so panicky?’

      
      ‘I’m not panicky. I’m excited. I don’t want to miss the plane—’

      
      ‘It’s a charter plane. It can’t leave without us.’

      
      ‘Not that one. The one at the other end.’

      
      The other end. The references to their unknown destination had long ago become tiresome. Her daughter had been obsessed with
         this trip ever since Nick had announced it two weeks ago. Anna herself had shared the excitement originally – at least in
         some small way (Rachel had been so keen it was difficult not to get excited) – and she could understand why Nick would want
         to increase Rachel’s interest by keeping their final destination secret, but she had long ago ceased to understand why he
         couldn’t tell her. She was thirty-nine years old.
      

      
      As a surprise gift he had specially chartered a Lear jet to fly them direct to Paris, from where they were to board a scheduled
         flight to a destination he would not disclose, to see in the ‘New Millennium’. Anna guessed they would be flying east to get
         closer to time zones where the Millennium would first arrive, but it was difficult, from what he had given them of the itinerary,
         to work out where. They had to leave early in order to fly a long distance, she supposed, but it couldn’t be too far, otherwise
         they would miss midnight altogether. Not to the South Sea Islands, for instance.
      

      
      

      
      She wouldn’t have chosen this trip for herself. Not at her age, perhaps not even when she had been younger. Nick knew that,
         of course. He was ten years older than her and it wasn’t something he would have chosen either. There was something excessive
         yet cheap about it – flying thousands of miles just to see in a New Year. Last year they had opted to join a small group of
         friends at Tiny Chadwick’s place in Argyle; a low-key and relaxing affair. But this was a case of putting Rachel first and
         both Anna and Nick having to make the best of it. The destination would at least be comfortable and tasteful. She consoled
         herself with the knowledge that other parents had to endure trips to places like Disneyland. At least that sort of thing had
         never interested Rachel.
      

      
      Originally Nick should have been with them, and they should have flown out a week earlier. Anna had an opening at her gallery
         in York on 4 January 2000 so the trip couldn’t be prolonged into the New Year, but the week before, including Christmas Day,
         had been clear. Two key estate sales in Northumberland had messed things up. Because of them, Nick couldn’t get away at all.
         Wherever they were going he was set to arrive separately, flying by different routes, once he had closed the deals in the
         north.
      

      
      As she stepped out of the shower Rachel presented her with an ugly-looking cup of instant coffee, made from the facilities
         left in the room. She could see it was instant because there were small lumps of the stuff floating on top of the puddle of
         UHT milk muddying the surface.
      

      
      ‘You’re a star, Rach,’ she said, appreciating it nevertheless. She sat down on the edge of the bed and sipped at it.

      
      ‘Your mobile bleeped as well.’ Rachel handed her the phone. ‘It’s the same message you had six times yesterday.’

      
      Anna took it off her and read the text message on the screen: ‘TIME TO CHANGE YOUR MOBILE. CHANGE YOUR MOBILE URGENTLY.’
      

      
      ‘The mobile company again,’ she said.

      
      ‘The number wasn’t Orange. It was withheld.’

      
      ‘So?’

      
      ‘So why would they do that if they were just trying to sell you something?’

      
      ‘You think it’s not someone trying to sell me something?’

      
      ‘I don’t know, Mum. I just think you should think about it.’

      
      Anna frowned at her, still half asleep.

      
      ‘Shall I go to the foyer and wait for the cab?’ Rachel said.

      
      ‘What good would that do?’

      
      ‘In case he arrives and we’re not there.’

      
      The cab had been booked at the last minute – something which had also preoccupied Rachel (she had developed a view that last-minute
         things were all unreliable). They had driven to the hotel in Anna’s Range Rover the afternoon before in order to avoid driving
         in the dark on roads that might well have been icy in the early hours of the morning. Their home – Black Carr Hall, on the
         outskirts of Reeth in Swaledale – was no more than forty miles from Leeds/Bradford airport, as the crow flies, but the road
         through Swaledale was poor and treacherous in winter conditions. So much so that they would normally use the airport in Cleveland
         if they needed to fly anywhere. Nick had insisted Rachel and Anna stay in a hotel near the airport and travel down during
         daylight hours. Then he had called near to midnight from Newcastle, worried about them driving even the short distance to
         the airport during the early hours and urging them instead to hire a minicab.
      

      
      

      
      ‘The hotel might be locked and he might not be able to find us,’ Rachel insisted.

      
      ‘There’s someone on reception all night. I checked.’

      
      ‘If we’re not ready he might go.’

      
      ‘He wouldn’t earn much money like that, would he?’ Anna said.

      
      ‘Can’t you drink the coffee and get dressed at the same time, Mum? We’ve only got ten minutes.’

      
      Anna looked at her daughter. The twitchiness over deadlines and schedules was a relatively new development in her life and
         usually nothing more than curious. She would run ahead to call the lift in Harvey Nichols, for instance, then be visibly agitated
         at the prospect of the doors closing before her mother had caught up. Or be ready to meet the man they employed to drive her
         to school at least fifteen minutes ahead of time, each and every morning, but only by omitting to eat breakfast.
      

      
      But under conditions such as these, the fear of missing something, of not quite being on time, could threaten to upset her
         so much it would spoil everything. Just last week Nick had managed to wind her up so much about being late for a school concert
         that she had begun to cry.
      

      
      ‘We will make it, Rachel. We’ve an hour in hand once we get to Paris.’

      
      ‘But we have to check in.’

      
      ‘We’re in business class. It will be quick. Come over here.’ She waited until Rachel was standing in front of her. Anna was
         tall – just over six feet, without heels. If anything her daughter was going to be taller; she was easily the tallest member
         of her class at school. Her facial structure was impressive; high cheekbones and thin features that would tend to the bony
         if she ever lost her appetite.
      

      
      ‘Are you excited about this trip?’ Anna asked her.

      
      

      
      ‘Of course. I just don’t want to—’

      
      ‘So am I. So trust me and relax. Think about it. Think about what you are worrying about. Will I get you there or not?’

      
      She watched her consider it. She looked intelligent, Anna thought, though the impression might have been triggered by no more
         than the crease in the centre of her forehead. Nick liked it (he had one too) but Anna thought she frowned too much and had
         even had her sight tested, just in case. Her eyesight was perfect, the cause being nothing more than concentration. At least
         she did try to concentrate, Anna told herself. She ran a hand through Rachel’s hair. It was thick and at the moment jet-black
         (she had dyed it three weeks before, without telling Anna she was going to). This morning it was hanging loose and long, pushed
         back over her ears and reaching almost to the middle of her shoulders.
      

      
      ‘Will I get you there?’ Anna asked again.

      
      ‘Well, we missed the train in Amsterdam in June because you slept in longer than—’

      
      Anna smiled. ‘I’ve learned from that mistake though. You gave me so much shit it could never happen again.’

      
      Rachel frowned at her. ‘You need to get ready.’

      
      ‘A kiss?’

      
      Rachel gave her a quick hug and pecked her cheek. As Anna let go of her she could tell her daughter wasn’t in the slightest
         bit reassured.
      

      
      She dressed quickly in stretchy black Swaine moleskins, soft calfskin Tod’s, a plain white T-shirt under a buttermilk suede
         jacket and a pale cashmere throw. She folded her big mohair winter coat unceremoniously into the Tote. If it were cold in
         the cab she could put it on. Aside from the coat her clothing wasn’t too practical for UK winter conditions, but one of the
         few things she had managed to get out of Nick was that it would be warmer where they were going.
      

      
      In the end they arrived at the foyer on time and exactly as the taxi was pulling in to the turning circle outside. The driver
         looked tired. Anna stood in the freezing early-morning air, trying to wake herself up, as Rachel fussed around with the baggage.
         The hotel was built on a chalet model, with low buildings hidden in a newly planted birch forest. It was practical, clean
         and close to the airport. They had only had to put up with it for one night.
      

      
      The entrance was surrounded by the more mature woodland which led up to the Otley Chevin, about a mile away. She looked at
         the trees flanking the driveway, dark lines obscuring the view to the country road beyond. Her car would remain parked here
         until they returned. Anna shivered and listened uneasily to the night silence.
      

      
      She didn’t like darkness. What she craved was light – bright, bruising Mediterranean light and heat, afternoons full of dust
         and silence, drenched in sunlight. Her taste in art was the same. Though most of the works she exhibited were modern, the
         styles she really liked were those that fed on the heritage of Corot or Pissarro. Everything came down to light. They had
         a house in Provence, where the light was just as she wanted it to be, but getting to it was a hassle requiring a good two-week
         break. She couldn’t afford the luxury of that much time off.
      

      
      Through the branches of the trees the sky was black, filled with low cloud, not a star in sight. The ground was covered with
         a crisp frost, but so far there was no snow. It was still too early for the birds and when the taxi driver switched off the
         engine of his Mercedes the silence was almost total. Almost. Anna’s breath puffed out in front of her face as her eyes followed
         the driveway back into the trees and she picked out the source of the noise spoiling the quiet: a faint red glow deep within the trees, probably the brake lights of a parked car on the country road. Evidently
         they were not the only ones leaving early. She fished around in her pocket for her cigarettes.
      

      
      ‘Let’s go, Mum! You haven’t got time for those filthy things!’

      
      She sighed and put them away. Her daughter would never let her smoke within the confines of the taxi.

      
      The car was too warm inside, the heating on full blast, the windows steamed up. She sat in the back, beside Rachel.

      
      ‘Sorry to get you up so early,’ she said to the driver as he started the engine.

      
      ‘No problem. I work nights. This my last trip now.’ His English was heavily accented. There was a pennant of some sort hanging
         from the rear-view mirror, with swirls of Arabic script in gold on a green background. He looked about fifty years old, and
         was dressed in white traditional clothing, with a tight round headcap. His skin was a leathery colour, the beard on his cheeks
         neatly clipped. ‘Where you want to go?’ he asked.
      

      
      ‘Just to the airport.’

      
      ‘Manchester airport?’

      
      ‘No, Leeds/Bradford. I told them that when I booked you. It’s only five minutes away.’

      
      She watched his eyes scrutinizing her in the mirror.

      
      ‘We have an early flight,’ she said.

      
      He shrugged and started off. She rubbed her hand across the window to her right, clearing it. As they drove up the driveway
         she looked for the car she had seen parked up, but it had gone.
      

      
      ‘What time is your flight?’ he asked her as they turned onto the country road. ‘They don’t have flights this early.’

      
      ‘It’s a specially chartered flight,’ she said.

      
      

      
      He shrugged again. ‘Don’t matter. They’re not allowed to take off for another hour at least.’

      
      She looked at her wristwatch. Five thirty-four. The flight was chartered for six. ‘This one will,’ she said.

      
      ‘I don’t think the airport will be open,’ he persisted.

      
      ‘My daddy has booked the flight specially,’ Rachel said. ‘The airport will have to be open.’

      
      Anna saw the pride in her expression give way to confusion. She reached out a hand and patted her leg, mouthing, ‘Don’t worry’,
         then glanced behind.
      

      
      ‘What are you looking for?’ Rachel asked.

      
      ‘I saw a car,’ she said. ‘I was just …’ Headlights came into view on the road behind. She looked forward and saw that the
         driver had seen them too. A dry-stone wall and trees slipped past them. In the narrow headlight beams of the taxi the air
         looked as if it were full of tiny particles of glinting frost. She could see a junction coming up.
      

      
      She turned back to look at the headlights again. They were catching up too quickly. She could even hear the car’s engine now.
         She was about to make a comment when the driver began to swear. She twisted in her seat again. There was no doubt about it.
         The car behind was travelling too fast. Either it would have to brake sharply or run in to them. The single-lane road was
         too narrow for it to pass. As it closed Anna turned away from the headlights, now too dazzling to look at. Facing forwards
         she felt a surge of adrenalin in her neck.
      

      
      ‘It’s going to hit us,’ she said to herself, then shouted it out loud, ‘It’s going to hit us!’ She saw Rachel staring up at
         her (saw that she was wearing her seatbelt) and yelled the words again: ‘It’s going to hit us!’ Panic flashed in Rachel’s
         eyes. Anna was reaching out a hand to her when the vehicle struck.
      

      
      The noise was tremendous, a massive clash of metal on metal. She saw Rachel snapped forwards against her seatbelt, a thousand tiny pieces of glass erupting over head. She felt
         the car beginning to spin. The driver was shouting from the front. Rachel began to scream. Behind them she could hear the
         squealing of brakes, an engine bigger and louder than their own at full revs. The initial impact turned into a grinding sound.
         The two cars were jammed together, skidding across the road. She felt herself flung to the side, her head banging off the
         window. She could see the dry-stone wall hurtling towards them.
      

      
      The taxi hit the wall rear end on, spun through 360 degrees then stopped dead in the middle of the road. Anna’s body sprang
         back against the seat, jerking her head backwards. As she fell forward in the seat she caught a rush of freezing air through
         the shattered back window. Then silence. She couldn’t even hear Rachel breathing.
      

   
      
      

      
      FOUR

      
      Francis Doyle sat in the warm interior of the Volvo and felt the dread filling his gut. Everything was moving too slowly.
         No one was taking this seriously enough, not even Sutherland, who had told him Karen Sharpe was AWOL. He thought she was probably
         back with Pete Bains. But Doyle kept people alive by assuming the worst. They had put out numerous Priority One Recalls and
         she had failed to respond. That should have meant ‘immediate recovery’, using all the manpower they had spare.
      

      
      But Sutherland wouldn’t do it. Doyle had argued with him, but got nowhere. Either Sutherland was allowing Sharpe’s volatility
         to cloud his judgement, or something else was going on. He had given Doyle only three men, each of them so clumsy that Doyle
         couldn’t risk letting them loose alone.
      

      
      Outside the car, one of them – Brian White – was in front of Bains’s house, hunched over the locks to the front door. He had
         been struggling for over ten minutes. Luckily the place was a detached house, well back from the road and screened by trees,
         with enough room on the gravel driveway to conceal both the cars from neighbours. Doyle had already knocked on both rear and
         front entrances and decided that Bains wasn’t home.
      

      
      ‘Why doesn’t he just fuckin’ kick it?’ Kirk asked, sitting beside him in the driver’s seat.

      
      Doyle extracted a cigarette from a battered pack, lit it, took a tentative mouthful of fumes and looked at Kirk. Until recently
         Kirk had been someone he had known only from the car pool at Marylebone, a driver. Sutherland had seen fit to elevate him a little (though only a little) and the move had gone to his head. Kirk’s new job entailed (amongst
         other things) telling Sutherland everything Doyle was doing. Kirk thought that gave him authority. Doyle was thoroughly sick
         of it.
      

      
      ‘Because I told him not to,’ Doyle said.

      
      ‘If she’s got any sense she’ll hear him and be out the back door.’

      
      Doyle wound his window down and blew smoke into the darkness. ‘Robbins is round the back,’ he said wearily. ‘And Sharpe isn’t
         in there.’
      

      
      ‘We don’t know that. And even if she isn’t, Bains might know where she is.’

      
      Doyle rubbed his hand across his forehead. He could feel the creases there deepening. It was like being with a five-year-old.
         Kirk wanted to chatter, all the time. Doyle ignored him, took another drag on the cigarette and felt the smoke catch in his
         throat.
      

      
      ‘He could be hiding her somewhere else,’ Kirk said. ‘They could both know where she is – Liz Hodges and Pete Bains. I reckon
         there’s something going on between the three of them.’
      

      
      Doyle coughed, then cleared his chest and spat out of the window. ‘Is that what you reckon?’

      
      ‘It’s my opinion.’

      
      ‘And I value it highly, Kirk.’ He coughed again, a deeper rasp this time. It wasn’t that long since he’d been off work with
         a chest infection.
      

      
      ‘You should give up those things. They’re filthy,’ Kirk said, a smug smile on his thin lips.

      
      ‘Just like you did?’

      
      ‘That’s right. Two years ago. Forty a day I was—’

      
      ‘But you were smart enough to make a choice?’

      
      Kirk turned to stare at him. White finally signalled that he had the front door open. Doyle opened the car door and began to get out. Kirk did the same.
      

      
      ‘No. You wait here,’ Doyle said.

      
      ‘Why? It will be quicker if—’

      
      ‘You wait here. Do as you’re told.’

      
      He shut the door on him.

      
      At the front of the house White was messing around with a collapsible cosh.

      
      ‘It took you long enough,’ Doyle said, pushing the door open in front of him.

      
      ‘Sorry, boss.’

      
      ‘Follow me – and put that thing away.’

      
      ‘Sharpe might be dangerous.’

      
      ‘She’s in danger, not dangerous. We’re here to help her.’

      
      He stepped into Pete Bains’s darkened hallway. They should have seen this coming, he thought. Fifteen months earlier, in October
         1998, he had warned them about Karen Sharpe, warned Sutherland specifically, when she had failed to call in for two weeks.
         At the time they had thought she was living in a house in Stainforth, just outside York, along with her then ten-year-old
         child, Mairead. The placement required her to live there as herself, Karen Sharpe, but by day to run an art gallery in one
         of the more upmarket streets near the centre. Doyle had checked the house in Stainforth and found it empty and up for rent.
         When he checked the local school for Mairead Sharpe he discovered she had not returned for the new term. The information had
         triggered a minor panic.
      

      
      He switched the hall lights on now and looked at Pete Bains’s home. In the silence he could tell already that the place was
         empty. ‘She’s not here,’ he said, turning back to White. ‘You go ahead and check. I’ll wait here. Don’t touch anything.’
      

      
      

      
      White crept forward, his hand still on the cosh in his coat pocket. Doyle stepped back through the open front door into the
         porch. In the car Kirk was straining to see what was happening, eager to join in anything that might involve his fists. That
         was his other specialism. Doyle turned away from him and continued with his cigarette.
      

      
      Sharpe had surprised him fifteen months before, in more than one way. Sutherland had spoken about her, of course. It was clear
         he didn’t like her, didn’t even trust her perhaps, but he held a grudging respect for what she was capable of. So Doyle had
         been forewarned. Sutherland had told him all about her past. He had even let him have access to the file. But the changes
         had still taken him off guard.
      

      
      He had met her maybe four times prior to that day in October 1998 to arrange the rental of the art gallery. The owner of the
         place had been an ailing widower genuinely keen to give it up. But nothing else about the transaction had been real. Doyle
         had been called David Morris then (a solicitor from Scotland, friend of the prospective tenant), the funds had come from Her
         Majesty’s Government (one way or another) and Karen Sharpe, the new manager of the place, had been called Anna Hart.
      

      
      That was her new name. But he had met her as DC Karen Sharpe before that. They had even had lunch together in Bradford. So
         she knew him. Consequently, he had been expecting her to react when she saw him at the gallery. That was his first surprise.
         She had looked through the top panel of the glass door, squinted at him, unlocked the door and pulled it open.
      

      
      ‘Hello. Please come in. I’m sorry about the locked door, but we were burgled last night.’ She had smiled pleasantly and stepped
         aside for him to enter. Not even the faintest glimmer of recognition.
      

      
      

      
      He had stood rather awkwardly in the gallery space, a converted Victorian town house. Sharpe walked past him towards an ornate,
         mahogany desk at the rear of the long room; he had watched her with unease. ‘Fortunately they only took small change,’ she
         said, her back to him. She looked completely unlike the woman he had first met six months before.
      

      
      The clothing was all different, of course. She was kitted out in expensive designer gear now – a long, loose-fitting skirt
         by Lauren, a pastel New and Lingwood shirt, Loboutin shoes with a red heel, some kind of diamond necklace at her throat –
         a far cry from the ordinary jeans and T-shirts she had worn as a police officer. She looked like a wealthy, pampered housewife
         who ran a little art gallery for fun.
      

      
      Her hair was styled to match. Karen Sharpe, Doyle knew, had naturally dark hair, but Anna Hart had short, bleached-blonde
         hair, dyed perfectly to the very roots, with not a millimetre of her own colour showing through, and cut so as to look stylishly
         ruffled.
      

      
      But the clothing and hair were just the tip of it. Almost every aspect of Sharpe had been subtly changed. The woman in front
         of him had spoken with a different voice – the inflections and accent, the way of trailing off sentences slightly at the end,
         even the vocabulary – and she had walked with less swing to her hips, more grace and poise in her step. In fact, all her movements
         were altered, her gestures more gentle, her expressions understated where they had once been emphatic. These were tiny, almost
         imperceptible differences, but taken together they built a powerful impression of an entirely new personality.
      

      
      Six months before Karen Sharpe had been edgy, ill at ease and nervous. They hadn’t told him what was going on in her life
         to make her like that, but everything from the deep crease in the centre of her forehead (how had Hart managed to get rid of that?) to the tight-lipped way she had spoken
         to him, had conveyed an impression of barely restrained anger. Anna Hart, by comparison, looked comfortable, relaxed and calm.
         It was effective and uncanny. He felt as though he had only just met her. And the look in her eyes was genuine. She was looking
         at him as owner of the gallery, as Anna Hart.
      

      
      There had followed a ridiculous exchange about whether or not he wanted to buy a painting. He could scarcely believe it at
         the time, but she had even looked him up and down, noting the cheap Marks & Spencer suit, the shabby green anorak pulled over
         it, the scuffed shoes, and he was sure she was trying to assess his worth, judge whether he would have enough money to afford
         a painting from her gallery.
      

      
      ‘I want something for my wife,’ he had said. The temptation to play along, to see how far she would go, was overwhelming.
         ‘She complains I never buy her flowers. I thought I might get her a painting with flowers in it.’
      

      
      ‘Well, we do have some still life works,’ she had replied. ‘But I’m not sure they would be what you had in mind. As you can
         see,’ she waved a hand around the walls, ‘we tend to concentrate on contemporary styles. They’re not very literal.’
      

      
      Not something he would understand, she had meant.

      
      After that he had dropped it and introduced himself. Surprise number two: his name had meant nothing to her. Or at least that
         was how it had looked. Normally he was good at telling whether people were lying.
      

      
      Mentioning Sutherland’s name had produced a more promising reaction (a flicker of fear?) but when he had gone ahead and explained
         that Sutherland had arranged the burglary of the night before, precisely in order to sweep the place clean of listening devices just so that Doyle could speak with her as herself, as Karen Sharpe, she had immediately
         become agitated. Pressing the matter had brought tears to her eyes. She seemed to have forgotten who she was. It was the tip
         of a psychological iceberg and he wasn’t equipped to cope with it. He had the distinct impression that if he were to push
         things she would break down.
      

      
      He was almost relieved to hear the gallery door open behind him. A young girl and a man entered, the girl calling out as she
         came forward, ‘We’re here, Mum!’
      

      
      That was his third and greatest surprise, which he had focused on in his report to Sutherland. Sharpe’s kid – Mairead – had
         come in with Hanley. With Nicholas Hanley. Doyle had struggled not to react. Sharpe had quickly wiped her eyes and ran to
         meet her daughter, pushing past Doyle, but both the child and Hanley had already picked up that something was wrong. Doyle
         had volunteered then that he was from the local police, there in connection with the burglary. That had taken the tension
         out of it.
      

      
      ‘Miss Hart got upset thinking about the break-in,’ he said to Hanley. ‘It’s not surprising. Especially considering that so
         many of your own paintings are hanging here.’ That was a slip.
      

      
      ‘Do I know you, officer?’ Hanley had asked immediately, shaking his hand with a grip that had hurt.

      
      ‘No, but I know you, sir. I’ve seen your picture in the local newspaper.’ It was the best recovery he could muster. Not bad,
         since he remembered that Hanley’s picture had been in a local paper – he’d been showing his paintings at some charity fair.
      

      
      Hanley then bent his ear at length about local thugs, druggies and hooligans, and all the while Sharpe stood behind him, her eyes firmly fixed on Doyle’s. He recognized her expression then, the suppressed anger glinting at him, exactly
         as he had seen it the first time he had met her.
      

      
      Within ten minutes Doyle had the picture and he had spelled it out clearly in his report to Sutherland. History (if Sharpe’s
         file was accurate) was repeating itself. Without telling them, she had moved in with Hanley. Worse, her emotions for him seemed
         genuine. She held his hand in front of Doyle, spoke to him as if he were a lover. Hanley, with some slight embarrassment,
         had responded in kind. And all the time, standing between them, an arm linked through both of theirs, the kid had looked up
         at him with a happy, healthy smile.
      

      
      ‘They looked like a fucking family, for Christ’s sake,’ he had said to Sutherland. ‘Even the kid has lost sight of it. You
         have to pull her out of there.’
      

      
      But Sutherland had only smirked. ‘Pull her out? She’s doing what she does best. That’s why we use her.’

      
      ‘I saw her. I don’t think she knows who she is. If you leave her in place she could end up cracking. The same thing will happen
         as last time.’
      

      
      ‘Are you a psychologist now, Doyle?’

      
      He had turned to leave Sutherland’s office, angry and confused.

      
      ‘I know what I’m doing,’ Sutherland had called after him. ‘You should trust me.’

      
      Doyle had turned back. ‘I’ve already put the report up to psychiatric services.’

      
      ‘Of course. That’s sound procedure, Doyle. Well done.’

      
      But that had changed nothing.

      
      He heard Kirk calling to him from the car. Control had come through. Doyle dropped the cigarette outside Bains’s door, stubbed
         it with his foot and left it. From inside the house he could hear White’s feet creaking the boards along the first floor. He walked back to the car.
      

      
      ‘Liz Hodges phone?’ he asked Kirk, once he had the door closed.

      
      ‘Yes. She called Bains as soon as we left. I knew she would do it.’

      
      They had put in a request to log all traffic to and from Liz Hodges’s numbers, mobile and fixed.

      
      ‘Where is he?’

      
      ‘Milgarth police station. We should tell Sutherland. She warned Bains we were coming …’

      
      ‘That hardly matters.’

      
      ‘… Sutherland should know.’ There it was again. Sutherland’s little spy.

      
      ‘I don’t think so.’

      
      ‘He asked me to warn him if—’

      
      ‘I’ll tell you when and who you can warn, Kirk.’

      
      ‘But she tipped Bains off.’

      
      ‘So fucking what? Did she know where Sharpe was?’

      
      Kirk shook his head.

      
      ‘I thought not. What about Bains?’

      
      ‘Nothing.’

      
      ‘Damn.’

      
      He leaned back in the seat. Kirk was right. He should tell Sutherland now. Why was he reluctant? If she wasn’t with Bains
         it was serious. He could feel it like a weight, the crushing weight of experience; all his years pulling people out, putting
         them in, pulling them out again. He bit his lip.
      

      
      ‘Shit,’ he said. ‘She’s in trouble. I know it.’

   
      
      

      
      FIVE

      
      She reached over to Rachel, closing her hands either side of her face to examine her. Rachel was dazed, but her eyes were
         open and she was breathing. There was no blood. Anna brushed pieces of glass from her hair.
      

      
      ‘Are you hurt?’ She unfastened her seatbelt and undid the catch on Rachel’s. She needed to get her out. She could hear nothing
         of the other vehicle now, but it could not have passed them. She knew what had happened. They had been rammed at speed, deliberately.
         Turning to look through the broken rear window she could see that both cars were positioned across the middle of the road,
         blocking it.
      

      
      ‘Are you OK, Rachel? Tell me if you are OK?’

      
      Rachel nodded. From the front Anna could hear the driver cursing in Urdu. She heard the catch on his door click.

      
      ‘No,’ she shouted. ‘Don’t get out. Drive on.’ But already he was stepping out. She began to panic. ‘It wasn’t an accident,’
         she shouted. ‘It was deliberate.’
      

      
      The driver began to shout at someone in broken English. She caught a glimpse of violent movement through his open door and
         heard him gasp. Inside her bag her hand found her mobile and brought it out.
      

      
      She reached to open her door but it was opened from the outside before she had the chance. The shape of a man filled the frame,
         turning a flashlight into her face, then Rachel’s. She shielded her eyes from it, trying to make out the features behind it.
      

      
      ‘Get out now. Both of you.’ The voice was a deep rasp, like a shouted whisper. In her confusion she couldn’t identify the accent. She saw a hand reaching inside to take hold of
         her and shrank back, cowering so far into the seat that he had to lean into the vehicle to seize hold of her coat. The mobile
         slipped from her fingers. She began to shout at him, wriggling from his grasp and leaning over Rachel to open the door on
         her side.
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