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Saturday, 29th May, 2010


It took them just over an hour and half to get there, Paul driving fast, well over the limit all the way. It was still dark as they left Halifax – a chill, cloudless night with a full moon – but the sky turned grey around four thirty, and by the time they were past York it was blood red out to the east, shading into daylight above them.


The light made things worse. It had been about fourteen hours since the beating, leaving Paul’s face bruised, one eye closed and a tooth broken. Despite that, and because the roads were empty, they had made good time on the motorways up to York, only having to slow on the narrower, twisting road across the moors.


The twenty miles across the tops, from Pickering to Whitby, then north to the tiny village of Silton, took an eternity, the huge bare hillsides stark in the periphery of his restricted vision, all his concentration tight on the thin band of tarmac. As they came out of Silton, dropping towards the coast, they sank into a thick fog, blotting out the weak dawn light. Paul switched the fog lights on and kept his eyes on the twisting stream of gleaming cat’s-eyes.


Nearer the house, as they came over a rise, the fog thinned enough for them to glimpse the chimneys and bunkers of the chemical works, off to the left. So he knew he was on the right track. There was a mine, on land which had once been part of the Rathmore estate, and next to it a small industrial complex owned now by a multinational. Eight years ago, when Paul had first come here, the place had still belonged to the Rathmore family and had been operating at full capacity. Even at night he could remember it spewing out a yellow gas, polluting the darkness with halogen light and the grinding noise of heavy machinery. The real Rathmore. In darkness it had looked like a vision of hell – belching flames and fumes. Now it was all but shut down, in the process of being sold again, or decommissioned.


The road fell away from it about two miles out from the house and climbed another hill, up towards woods. They took a dirt track running between high hedges shrouded in mist. If the hill hadn’t been there then you would be able to see the entire chemical plant from the front of the house. As it was, the hill and woods screened everything off, making the house difficult to find if you didn’t know it was there, even with a car. Paul was navigating from memory because the satnav showed nothing but a blank space.


The main building stood by itself, isolated, woods to both sides. From the end of the dirt track it looked empty and unused, looming at them out of the fog. The woods were over four hundred years old, a mix of conifer and oak, towering over the gables so that the place was buried in their shadow. No lights on, no signs of life. Paul stopped the car in the gravel semicircle beyond the front door and stepped into the cold, damp air. He could smell the sea.


He waited for his eyes to adjust, at first keeping his torch switched off and concentrating with his ears. Past the edge of the gravel, where the neglected flower beds straggled into the woods, he couldn’t see much. No movement though, no indication there was anyone out there besides himself. There was enough light for him to see that the front door was wide open. That set his pulse off.


It had been eight years since he had last stood where he was now and he’d been with Chris and Lara then. They had all been sixteen years old. The place looked only a bit smaller than he remembered. The central part, with the flight of eighteen stone steps up to the gaping door, gave onto two symmetrical wings, which curved back towards the woods. Twenty bedrooms over four floors, everything made of Portland stone. There were tall ornamental pillars either side of the door and according to the stone above one of them, they’d been there since 1826. Chris always called the place Rathmore – just the single, simple name – but the words carved by the date above the door were actually Rathmore Hall.


Paul switched the torch on and looked behind him to where the policeman – DS Andy Macall – had got out and was standing by the open passenger door of the Focus. ‘They’re not here,’ Macall said, voice too loud, disappointment obvious. ‘No one’s here. The place is deserted.’


‘The car could be round the other side,’ Paul said, whispering. ‘You check. I’ll do the house.’


He set off without waiting for agreement. He should tell Macall about The Boat House, he knew – warn him. But in his head he was still trying to work out whether he was going to let Macall go down there. He was still trying to work out whether he could trust Macall at all. If Chris and Lara had come back here then they wouldn’t be in this place – the collapsing nineteenth century pile – they’d be down below, at the bottom of the cliffs, in the newer place.


In 2001 – when they’d first come here – only the ground floor of the great house was still accessible. The structure was already decaying, plaster coming off the walls, ceilings sagging, the roof leaking, weeds growing up the exterior, some of the windows broken. It looked worse now. The ground floor windows were boarded up, the upper floor window panes broken, graffiti low down on one wall. There was a prominent alarm box to the right of the door, but it couldn’t have been working. Phil Rathmore – that was Chris’s dad’s name, the same name as the house and the chemical companies – had wanted to sell the place as soon as his elder brother was killed, but there were complications to do with tax liabilities and grants. Meanwhile he had let Chris use it every now and then. Part of the price of buying his silence. At least, that was how Chris had put it. Maybe that had been true, maybe not, but that’s how they ended up there: Chris, Lara and Paul. Three sixteen-year-old kids from suburban Manchester let loose on an abandoned country manor. Absurd. Maybe Chris and Lara had been used to it, but Paul had felt like a burglar just standing in the hall.


Out the front, beyond the terrace and lawns, there was a twisting path through a mile of woods to cliffs, then rickety wooden steps down to a cove with a short private beach and a boat house. That’s what they called it – The Boat House – though there were no boats there. It was a proper house, with five rooms, but it was a thirties’ design, partly on concrete piles – like a pier – extending towards the beach. That was where they had stayed. There were beds and cooking facilities, even a bar. The beach was rocky and boulder-strewn, sloping away at a steep gradient, but the pier part of the house ended right over the edge of it, so that the tide would come in at night and if it was really high the water would be close enough to wake you.


Paul got his mind back to the open front door. He had an irrational feeling of dread as he went up to it. Enough to stop him and make him look back at Macall, still fumbling in the car for the other torch. Then, as he turned back to the opening, the smell hit him – faint traces of it reaching his nose before he could even see inside. Not something overpowering, but a very particular smell.


A freaky juxtaposition. Standing in North Yorkshire, in that place – a place he knew so well – but with a smell like Afghanistan in his nose, the noise of his heart in his ears. He stepped up and moved the torch beam through the space beyond the door, but he didn’t need it – it was gloomy inside, but there was enough light to see this. He switched the torch off. He felt the ice run into his blood.


An unmistakeable, disgusting, stinking mess. The mess that killing leaves behind – at least that kind of killing – hands-on, protracted, violent. It took time and strength to put someone down like that. He could read how much time and strength it had taken by looking at the trail left behind: spattered up the walls, across the carpets and sheeting, footprints smeared through it, finger marks clawing at the walls and floor where the victim had tried desperately to escape. And all the time the heart pumping out blood – litres of it; a slippery, congealing slime of black and red that even after a few hours begins to reek enough to make you gag.


But this was fresh. What he had in his nose was the specific smell of a stricken human who had recently bled to death. Pulse racing, heart in his mouth, he picked out the trail, took a deep breath, then stepped over the threshold. Ears straining into the silences, he followed the trail through the cavernous, empty rooms.


The path of spilled blood led right up to a shape lying at the very back of the place. Whoever it was had managed to get through the hall and two rooms, right to where a set of tall, arched, glass doors opened onto a terrace with a view across an ornamental lawn. Maybe they’d thought to get out there, to smash the glass. There were streaks of blood down the pane, as though a hand had slipped across it. Paul looked through the glass. Outside the fog was shifting and stirring. He began to shiver, then tried to step forward.


But he couldn’t move, couldn’t get any nearer.


He was terrified. Because in his head all he could think was that it must be Chris, or Lara. He started to take huge, gasping breaths, his heart pounding furiously. He was caught in a split second of suspended time, with all the chaos and insanity of the last seven days rushing around him. This was where it all led. To this moment. To Chris, or Lara, to one of them lying here.


He had a sudden, unwanted image of them as they had been eight years ago. Down by The Boat House, still alive and laughing. They were sitting on the rocks, the tide out, drinking the mad cocktails that Chris invented, chatting, reading, listening to music. They had the limitless sense of time that only young people can have. He could feel it, as if he were actually back there, in the skin of the person he had been. The room around him faded, the sun flashed into his eyes. The weather was fantastically hot, high summer heat, the kind you only get in distorted memories. The water was the North Sea – always too cold to swim in, unless you were really out of your head – but Lara was standing at the edge of the pebble beach in a white swimsuit, threatening to try it, shouting for Chris to dare her. Paul was on a deckchair, back near the house. He was just sitting there, watching her, completely fixated by the way she was standing, the way she held herself. It was the first time he had seen her in a swim-suit, the first time he had seen so much of her. He was transfixed. The complete lack of self-consciousness, the open, easy way she laughed. That morning they had walked along the beach and she had held both their hands, Chris and he, one each side of her. He could still feel her hand now, feel its tiny warmth against his fingers.


The stench jolted him out of the past. The image cut and his feet moved. He walked forwards like an automaton. Then stopped again, a few feet short of the body, his mind desperately searching the empty, aural space surrounding him. Had he heard something behind him? He turned and looked, moved the torch across the high, ornate ceilings, the crumbling stucco. Nothing. He stepped over to the corpse, legs trembling. He bent over and looked.


It wasn’t either of them. Not Chris, not Lara. It was a man – middle-aged, dark skin, lank hair, slightly fat. He was on his front, head twisted sideways, jaw open, loose, broken and hanging from the rest of the face, smashed teeth sticking out, eyes swollen shut, nose crushed flat.


Paul heard the breath rushing out of his own lungs. Relief. This wasn’t anyone he knew. He started to laugh about it, out loud. But then his stomach turned and he retched, the bile coming into his mouth before he could stop it. He swallowed hard. The battered head was resting in a thick pool of jellied blood, exposing the fatal injury. Behind the ear there was a wound so devastating there were shards of skull jutting through the clot-soaked hair.


Automatically, Paul stooped and touched the skin on the back of one of the hands. The warmth went through him like electricity. He recoiled. Only minutes ago this man had been alive, crawling, desperately trying to get away. Which meant Paul had walked into the middle of something, something that was still going on.


He caught his breath and looked frantically around him. They had to be here. Not here in this room, not here in this building. But somewhere near. Down there, by the sea, in the other place.


That meant he was here also. Pasha. He was already here. That was all it could mean. He had been here when Chris and Lara arrived. He had been waiting for them.


Paul stood and started to run, out through the echoing rooms, back to the open front door. As he came out into the diffuse light he started to shout for Macall.
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Saturday, 22nd May, 2010


Seven days before. Paul was in London, where he’d been living since getting back from Pakistan in mid April. He was still trying to adjust to the odd mix of convenience and discomfort, still trying to convince himself he somehow belonged in this suffocating crush of commodities and people. He found himself missing things he had once hated – the desert, the heat, the interminable views to distant mountains. At the time the jagged peaks had seemed like a wall, hemming them in a killing zone full of unidentifiable threats.


That Saturday, like any other since he’d got back, had started early: out of bed and into a cold shower, just after five. The boiler was faulty – he’d complained already – and could just about manage to get the water hot by midday, but Paul couldn’t lie in bed that long. Force of habit. He needed coffee in his system and his eyes wide open by six.


He was living in a one room apartment in Bow, not much more than a bedsit, but it was way above the standard of accommodation he’d become used to – luxury compared to sleeping in the back of a Humvee in northern Pakistan, which was where he’d been just over a month before. The flat came as part of a job. After leaving the army he had passed a year doing private security ‘in theatre’ and then another six months in Pakistan, but this was his first job since coming home. The man he was working for was living in a new development about a mile away; a gated, guarded and more exclusive place. It was close enough for Paul to get there on foot, in under thirty minutes, which he was required to do on demand, in an emergency, and by ten o’clock each and every morning, seven days a week.


The building Paul was in was a converted townhouse and the remaining floors were taken by three eastern European families, each with a swarm of kids and an unceasing stream of new arrivals burdened with massive wheeled suitcases. They were connected to his employer in some way, since he owned the block, but Paul was trying to keep a blind eye to all that.


The job was a straightforward security job, organised through an agency that specialised in placing ex-soldiers, and it wasn’t any of Paul’s business to work out what his client did. Cheap foreign labour, drugs, prostitution, people trafficking? It didn’t really matter, provided he didn’t see any of it. All he had to do was drive the man around and watch his back. He’d been told he was there because of a ‘general criminal threat’. It wasn’t a professional level of information to work on, but then Paul didn’t regard this kind of work as professional. If they came at the car with guns, or in numbers, he’d be the first to leg it. A higher level of dedication would require a higher level of remuneration than one and a half grand a month and a shitty bedsit with a broken boiler.


Today, the change in tempo started with one of those vivid memory episodes that now periodically disrupted his waking hours. He was passing Bow Road tube, just after nine thirty-five, on his way to the client. He had the earphones in and the iPod working through a playlist of recent D’n’B material he’d put together online, without paying a penny. The track was something by Breakage, from a new album. He was wondering whether he wasn’t too old for this drumfunk thing— when the memory slotted right in there, out of nowhere. Then he couldn’t hear the music at all. His mind was a million miles away. Or several thousand. In a tent, a long way behind the notional front line, a laptop on his knees, programming the movements of an unmanned recon drone with a wireless controller not very unlike the sort of thing kids used on an Xbox. Except this wasn’t a game. He had just identified a set of structures and delivered coordinates. The drone had been on station all morning and the process had taken him forty-seven seconds. A record for him. The result – six minutes later – had been a one minute barrage from three howitzer batteries dug in over eight miles away. He couldn’t see them, but he had heard them clear enough. The morning had been full of that sound.


There were twenty-two casualties, thirteen killed instantly. In one minute. The most accurate piece of observation he had ever pulled off, and it was all done with an eight-hundred-thousand-dollar remote machine that was not much larger than the RC planes he had played with as a kid. At the time he had thought of it with satisfaction. Seven minutes forty-seven seconds from request to ordnance delivery. There had been lots of backslapping and handshaking. The drone was a relatively new resource for his spotter unit and it had worked. It had been less dangerous than crawling around in the dirt to get a line-of-sight fix.


Thirteen dead. The word, and the number, meant nothing said just like that – out loud, whilst standing in the middle of a London street, the sweat pouring off him, people looking at him as if he were mad. It meant nothing as he had looked down on it all afterwards from two thousand feet, through the drone’s powerful twin lenses. He had been able to see the bodies then, the ‘civilians’ running with them, the frantic struggles to get people out of the devastated structures.


But now he was here, two years later, trying to understand it. He had brought a set of cross hairs over a complex of buildings in some unknown village – just one little stage in a bigger battle plan. Someone in the field – an officer with a squad pinned in crossfire – had put in the request and he had responded. He had pressed a button to send information to an artillery system. Just grid references, computer images and automated tasks. Sitting in a tent full of sand and dirt and cabling, stripped to his faded beige T-shirt with other people constantly moving around him in the insufferable midday heat.


He had killed thirteen people.


Or was it the gunners? Or the officer who had radioed the request? He stared at the London street and tried to get some sense of reality into it. He watched the cars and people moving around him – the people for whom he had pressed that button – faces and shapes as undifferentiated as the rows of body bags they’d lined up afterwards.


At the time – throughout his time in theatre, in fact – he had thought nothing of this action. Nothing at all. There had been too many other moments crowding it out, some so closely fought and terrifying that he still had nightmares about them. Most of his second tour had been spent as an artillery spotter, and that had frequently meant operating from forward positions. Sometimes their plans had come unstuck. He was twenty-four and there was already a lifetime of horror burned into his brain. But this was the first time he had remembered a remote action like this. Suddenly, and inexplicably, he had to fight back an urge to cry. They had moved through the village later that day. That was when he had walked through the results of his little video game, when it had become a reality. Two of the body bags had been tiny. The size of children.


The break beat thudded on in his ears, the people in the street flooded around him. There were enough people converging on the tube entrance for his presence to be an irritation to them. He was a lump of static flesh, an obstruction. But not one anyone was going to shout at. He was far too big for that. Six foot five, and muscular. The cropped hair, the physique and the bearing made it an easy guess that he was either a squaddie or a bouncer – but the hair and the unusual size distracted from a face that had more sensitive features. The eyes were shy – an attractive, grey-green – the eyebrows fine. His nose had never been noticeably broken and his jaw didn’t jut aggressively. Instead he had a cautious, sideways manner of looking at things that betrayed a thoughtfulness it was easy to miss. It was the same when he spoke. The voice was predictably deep, but the delivery was careful and slow.


He’d never worked at his shape, never did anything deliberately to keep fit. The physique was a genetic ‘gift’. It was a mistake people had made all his life that they assumed he was stupid, that all he could do was fight and make trouble. And after all, he was Big Eddie Curtis’s son. Joining the army was exactly what was expected of him.


Not that the army was what his father had wanted. When alive his dad had done everything he could to keep him away from violence – including getting enough of a regular income to pull Paul out of the local gutter-comp he had himself attended as a kid. The alternative was expensive: a relatively new private day school – still very definitely local, but with a name for good exam results. Eddie Curtis thought he was setting his son up for life, but in Chorlton – the nondescript Manchester suburb where Paul had grown up – everyone knew the kinds of people Big Eddie worked for, knew where the money was coming from. And anyway, Big Eddie was dead before Paul’s fifteenth birthday, murdered. If Paul had been inclined to forget them, there was no more effective way to rub in his roots, to stamp them right through his character like a name in candy rock. When Paul looked back on his school days, mostly it felt like a failed experiment in social mobility. He hadn’t even got rid of the Manchester accent.


He brought a hand up to his eyes and rubbed them, then took deep breaths. And at that moment the second thing happened. Out of the corner of his eye he saw movement by the kerb. He turned slightly to see a big black Merc SUV pull in right beside him. Even before it stopped the doors were opening and he had fight-or-flight screaming through every vein in his body. If this was six weeks ago he’d be on autopilot by now, ducking, going for his weapon. Or running. If cars came at you like this in Peshawar, or Pindi, it was either a kidnap or a hit. But this was London. He forced himself to recall that. He held his breath, turned towards the car and waited.


The man coming out the front passenger side was white, unarmed. Everything about his look and manner said police. Paul didn’t like the police, didn’t trust them. It had been that way all his life, another gift from his dad. Behind the first man was a bigger guy: darker skin, shades, bulky clothing, arms loose in the way you held them if you were going to pull something from under your jacket. Paul let his breath get back to normal, reached up and slipped the earphones out. The noise of London traffic came at him.


‘Paul Curtis?’ the first one asked, stepping towards him. Unmistakeably official voice. Paul nodded, looking down at him. Ordinary middle-aged face, smart suit. Nothing to worry about. Not physically, anyway.


‘We need you to come with us,’ the man said. ‘Just a short detour.’


Was something going down with his client, he wondered? A search, a raid, which meant they wanted him out of the way first? He considered asking, but it didn’t really matter. The client meant nothing to him. By contrast, the man standing below him was showing him official ID. Paul nodded, without scrutinising it. Back at the Merc the other was standing watching, hands at his sides.


‘OK,’ Paul said. He let the army reflex kick in – obedience to authority, unless that was absolutely impossible. ‘You going to tell me what it’s about?’


‘Of course.’ The man was leading him back to the car now, a gently persuasive arm on his elbow. Paul had to resist the urge to brush it off.
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At that moment, DS Andy Macall was hunched over a computer monitor in a shabby office block in Acton. The block was one of several nondescript buildings SO15 – the Counter Terrorist Command – used to house electronic surveillance processing teams. At that moment half of Andy’s six-man team was deployed in front of screens in the same room. The room, like the building, was nothing special: a set of desks with four computers beneath them and four keyboards on top, four identical nineteen-inch computer monitors arranged in front of the four available chairs, strip lighting flickering uncomfortably, a whiteboard covered with scrawled notes and diagrams, shelves sagging with copies of paper logs and transcripts; all in a space no larger than one of the kid’s bedrooms in Andy’s house. The atmosphere was close and unpleasant, the ventilation poor, the walls lined with soundproofing tiles that, over the three years the facility had been up and running, had already become covered with a staggering variety of lewd graffiti. The surveillance operation Andy was running from this room was part of a larger enquiry that had been given the random codename HAKA.


This morning it was Mike Luntley who had worked the night shift. A stocky twenty-eight-year-old from Nottingham, with a thick mat of red hair and a matching moustache, he was one of Andy’s best investigators, a man with a good combination of intelligence and intuition. Luntley was at the desk opposite Andy and the two detectives slated to relieve Luntley – DCs Gordon Graham and John Haldane – were standing by the remaining monitors, which were still booting. The handover should already have taken place, but hadn’t, because as Graham and Haldane had come in with their coffee cups something interesting had started to happen on Luntley’s screen.


The computer screens were each split four ways to be able to show different camera angles or different rooms, but in this case they only had two cameras up, so only two of the boxes were live. In one of them Andy could see their target – a man called Pasha Durrani – moving around in his bedroom.


‘The sister’s here,’ Andy said to Graham and Haldane. ‘Sit down. Something might happen.’


‘He’s moving onto camera two,’ Luntley said. Camera 1 covered the bedroom. Camera 2 covered the main ground floor room of the house. The house was a substantial property in Richmond, part of a gated and walled-off plot consisting of an eight bedroom residence plus indoor pool and outhouses, the lot worth about eight million.


‘She’s already screaming at him,’ Luntley said, rubbing his eyes and looking suddenly more alert. ‘This could be fun.’


The target’s sister had now come into view on the main camera, gesticulating wildly about three feet in front of her brother. Graham and Haldane sat quickly by their screens, fitting earpieces as they took their jackets off. ‘What’s it about?’ Graham asked. But Andy didn’t reply. All his attention was on the screen and the audio feed.


Over the last two months they had amassed enough information on Lara Durrani to know that if sparks were going to fly then something interesting might be said. Pasha Durrani was typically careful. He was reluctant to talk business inside any building, more comfortable using a mobile in an outdoor environment. Often they knew he was about to say something significant because he stepped outside the Richmond house to take the call. These precautions made little difference because for over two weeks they’d had facilities running on three of the five mobile phones he used, but they were sure he didn’t know that. Nor did he know the house was wired, as was his mother’s house, and his cars and several phones and properties of close associates. He took ineffective evasives when he was out and about, but that wasn’t because he actually suspected that there was a team on him. It was just the normal operating protocol for criminals at his level. But two months was a long time to keep up your guard and he had slipped often enough even before they’d hooked most of his comms routes. Mostly when he was angry. He had met his sister only twice during the last two months, and both times had led to arguments, errors and valuable information. Given that D-Day for Durrani, and for their operation on him, was now only ten days away, Andy expected today might yield more.


Luntley had put together an extensive file on Lara Durrani, mostly culled from legwork up in Manchester, where the family came from. She was three years younger than her brother, and on the face of it a clean sheet. She’d gone to an unremarkable private school in Manchester until the age of sixteen, at which point her father – a GP in Rusholm – had committed suicide and precipitated a family financial crisis. They’d only come through that because of Pasha Durrani’s criminal activities in London. He’d been so successful that his sister had eventually been sent to finish her schooling at St Paul’s, had gone on to read law at Nottingham, and was now a junior barrister, handling mainly criminal work out of a new set of chambers off Gray’s Inn Road. That was ironic, and interesting in itself – rich potential for conflicts of interest, depending upon her exact relationship with her brother. But they knew since Durrani’s last meeting with her that she was into his schemes much deeper than that.


Andy watched her shouting now, trying to make out the words, and thought again that neither of them looked Asian, or, at least, not obviously so. The technical equipment was state-of-the-art and provided an incredible level of resolution for a gadget that must have been about as visible as a pinhead, but it had its limits. Figures right beneath the device were very clear, but as they moved away there was distortion. The sound suffered similar limitations. Nevertheless he could see that both the target and his sister were relatively tall and pale-skinned. Pasha looked white in their high-definition covert mugshots, the sister looked like she had a very light olive tan.


Andy worked for an organisation that was latterly obsessed with political and religious correctness, and such niceties were not without impact. In court, incorrect terminology could give enough credence to the habitual allegations of racist bias to mean the end of a case. Luntley had discovered that the Durrani family tree was complex enough for them to designate Durrani and his sister as ‘mixed race’ in all the documentation. The name – Durrani – was most common in the east of Afghanistan, but somewhere back in the family tree there were marriages into wealthy English families with interests in Pakistan and India. The father and mother were, in fact, both born in Pakistan, but had spent nearly all their lives in the UK and had dual nationality. They both came from influential Pathan families from north-west Pakistan, with extensive links across the border in Afghanistan. The link to Pakistan accounted for nearly everything Pasha Durrani was now doing, where his money came from, and the reason why SO15 was looking at him. Out east he was connected to some major players in the world of drugs and fundamentalist terror funding.


Right now Pasha was dressed in jeans and a black T-shirt, with bare feet. Lara was in her work clothes – typical barrister’s black and whites: a smart white blouse, pressed black trousers, dark shoes with no heel, a jacket she had placed carefully over the back of a chair.


As usual, the target looked confident and walked like he could handle himself and wanted to advertise that, even within his own home. There was a hint of suppressed aggression about his movements. She had more grace and was strikingly attractive – tall and slim, with an elegant physique and fine features to her face. Luntley said often that she looked like something out of a fashion magazine. Her hair was dark, Andy guessed coming down to below her shoulders but held up now in a pony-tail. If he hadn’t known her ethnicity Andy would have thought her Spanish, perhaps. She had a hint of fire to her as well, the way the head moved suddenly, the chin high, the pony-tail bouncing. He heard her shouting at the target now: ‘You’re totally off your head, Pasha. You’re mad.’ Andy saw the brother walk off-camera, towards the kitchen, and heard him reply: ‘I warned you. I warned you many, many times. You have only yourself to blame, Lara.’ Andy watched as Lara followed off-camera, leaving them just the sound feed to focus on.


They were brewing to a big one, no doubt about it. Deprived of images, Andy concentrated on the words. There were just two voices, sometimes shouting, sometimes low and urgent, often unintelligible across the equipment.


‘Why are you with him?’ It was the brother asking, speaking in a forceful hiss. ‘What are you doing with him? I’m not the one who is mad …’


‘It’s nothing to do with you. Nothing …’ Her voice was higher, the words lost beneath his.


‘It has everything to do with me,’ he said. ‘You know what it means to me. You know what you’re doing—’


‘It’s between me and him, Pasha. It’s nothing to do with you.’


‘Shut up. Don’t be stupid.’


‘Don’t tell me to shut up—’


‘I will tell you exactly what I want to tell you. You’re my sister, my responsibility …’


She began to laugh, but it sounded desperate. ‘Are you mad, Pasha? Are you fucking crazy?’


‘Don’t speak like that. Don’t swear. You sound like a slut.’


‘A slut? How dare you.’


‘I dare because I have to. Everything you do reflects upon me.’


‘It has nothing to do with you. I’m an adult. For fuck’s sake, Pasha. I’m a fucking—’


There was a sudden clatter of noise from the probe and the woman’s voice raised in alarm, almost a scream of fright, then a momentary silence, followed by a slapping sound. He heard the woman exclaim, in surprise, or pain, then the same sound again.


‘I think he’s hitting her,’ Luntley said.


In the kitchen, out of view of the tiny lens of the surveillance camera, Lara Durrani was stunned. She stood, leaning back against the kitchen counter, with her cheek throbbing and tears starting in her eyes. Her brother was right in front of her, blocking her in, his hand raised to slap her again.


‘You going to do it again?’ she asked, amazed at how calm she sounded.


‘If I have to.’ His eyes were burning with rage, his face shaking.


She looked straight at him, forcing him to look at her, then slowly shook her head and looked away. ‘This isn’t you, Pasha,’ she said, very quietly. ‘What’s happened to you?’


She was surprised to find herself unafraid. He had hit her twice with his flat hand, hard, both times on the same side of her face. She could taste blood in her mouth. She reached her hand up to her smarting skin and rubbed it gingerly. It felt hot, so it would swell up too. How would she explain it at work? If she got in to work today. Thank God she wasn’t in court. And it was Saturday, so the barrister she shared an office with wouldn’t be in.


‘Nothing has happened to me,’ she heard him say, still right in front of her. ‘I am who I am, who I’ve always been. It’s you that’s changed.’


She shook her head again. ‘No. You weren’t always like this.’ This was new. Striking her. He had ruptured something between them, but he hadn’t even noticed, it seemed. She took a breath, trying to control her reactions. ‘This isn’t you, Pasha,’ she said again. ‘It’s not—’


‘This is me. This is precisely who I am.’


‘You were never like this when we were younger. There were none of these medieval attitudes …’


‘There’s nothing medieval about it. You are my responsibility, my sister.’


‘Is it a religious thing? Is that what it is?’ She looked up at him again.


‘I am a Muslim, a Pakistani,’ he said. ‘I can’t avoid that. But it’s more than a question of religion. It’s to do with an entire culture. You can’t get away from what we are, Lara. You can’t choose your family, can’t choose your roots. We are from that background. That is where we belong—’


‘Bullshit,’ she said, wiping the back of her hand slowly across her mouth, then looking at the blood. ‘My grandmother is a white woman. English. That’s your grandmother as well. Your father’s grandfather was white. Also English. Have you forgotten that? Where does that leave you – about one third Pakistani? They were from here, for God’s sake. From London. Not from some terrorist shit hole in Pakistan—’


‘I think you’ll find there are quite as many “terrorists” in London as Lahore.’ His voice had a smirking tone, but at least he turned away from her now. ‘And though it’s true I have white blood polluting me, the Asian influences are stronger.’


‘Polluting you? I thought you couldn’t choose your roots?’


‘That doesn’t make them any less toxic.’ He walked to the other side of the kitchen. ‘It’s the influence of that white bastard that makes you behave like this.’


‘It’s the grown, independent adult that I am. I am a grown woman …’ She stopped, not wanting it to continue, not wanting to inflame him further. He was still her brother. No matter what he had said or done, he was still her brother, her Pasha. ‘Listen, Pasha.’ Her tone softened. ‘We can forget this. You got annoyed, you exploded. You always had a temper—’


‘I’m not annoyed.’


‘You wouldn’t have struck me if you weren’t angry.’


‘I struck you to bring you to your senses. I don’t want to forget it. It was what I should have done a long time ago. What I need you to do now is obey me. Do you understand that?’


She felt the chasm opening again. Maybe he was mad. How did he get to speak like this suddenly? Once they had loved each other, been children together, had a sibling bond that had seemed unbreakable. Her head was filled with only good memories of their childhood, of how he had played with her, protected her. He had been her best friend for so long. How could he now behave like this?


‘Obey you?’ She said the words as if she didn’t understand them. She didn’t.


‘You must sign the papers.’


‘I won’t sign anything.’ She heard her voice tremble as she thought about it.


‘You will.’


‘It’s your mess, Pasha. I can’t help. I can’t have anything to do with it.’


She saw him take a deep breath. ‘You have no fucking idea,’ he muttered. ‘No fucking idea at all.’ He had disclosed to her a month ago that he had ‘bought some properties and put them in her name’. How he had done that without her she had no idea. Some species of fraud, no doubt. Now he needed to sell them urgently and wanted her to sign the transfer papers on Tuesday the first of June, in ten days’ time. He’d bought them years ago, he said, without her even knowing. It was part of some dirty laundering scheme he was running. She knew it without asking him, but she had still been too afraid to request more details. It terrified her. He was going to drag her down with him, drag her into the mud he was crawling through. If anyone heard about these properties, if anyone at work heard … God, she couldn’t even think about it. ‘It will ruin me, Pasha,’ she said, almost in tears. ‘I can’t go near it. It has nothing to do with me. It’s your problem …’


‘You will sign and there won’t be a problem. Easy. That’s number one.’


‘Number one?’ She laughed bitterly. He was going to list his instructions to her, speak to her like he spoke to his low-life flunkies on the mobile.


‘Yes. Number one. Number two, you must stop seeing that ganda gora Chris Napier. That white filth. Stop at once. At the moment only I know about it. But you are flouting it. A week ago I saw you holding his hand, in full view.’ Was he having her watched? Could he be that mad? She had no recollection of ever seeing him whilst she was out with Chris. ‘I cannot have that,’ he continued. ‘We have an arrangement. So it must stop.’


The arrangement. That was, of course, what it all came down to. She swallowed hard. It was like some nightmare. Like confronting someone stuck in a time warp. Without even consulting her, he had made an arrangement with someone from out there when she was just sixteen years old, when she was a mere child whose father had just died. Some bearded freak – now in his late thirties and living, no doubt, in a concrete compound in some shitty, dirty village near Peshawar – some man she couldn’t even recall had looked at her and decided she was ‘for him’. Just like that. A piece of property. And to force her into this, Pasha had sent two thugs to jump Chris, two days ago, in Camden High Street. A deliberate attack – to send the message to her. He had been threatening her with it since she had started seeing Chris again. And now he had done it. That was why she was here. Because this all had to stop. The delusion Pasha was living had to end. ‘I’m not marrying Shamsuddin Asuri,’ she said firmly. ‘I’m not doing that, no matter what you do. You know that. It’s what I’ve always told you and it will never change.’


His eyes flared immediately. He was coming at her again, marching across the kitchen at full speed. She pushed herself away from the counter. She should get out now. She had said it, so now she should get out. She would have to go to the police about him, take the consequences. But even as she thought that, even with him coming at her with fists clenched, she knew she could never do it. Because he was still family. And you didn’t take your family to the police. Not ever. She walked quickly away, hands up to ward him off, then started to run, out of the kitchen and into the main room. If she could get to the door she could run out into the garden, shout for help …


‘They’re back,’ Luntley said.


‘Fuck. He’s really going for her.’


The sister didn’t so much run into view as stumble, her brother close behind and lashing out at her back and head. She was shouting something at him, the words not clear, her voice high with fright and panic.


‘He’s using his fists,’ Graham remarked quietly, from next to Andy. Northern scum. They’re all the same. He’s in a multimillion-pound gated property, but he’s still scum from Manchester …’


She was on the floor now, right beneath the camera. They were screaming at each other, too loud to make out any of the words, wrestling around the living room floor, knocking furniture out of the way. Durrani was trying to pin the woman and she was hitting out at him, trying to defend herself. Andy felt the sweat start on his back, the adrenalin in his blood. ‘Christ! He might really hurt her,’ he muttered.


The target managed to knock her onto her back, then he was sitting on top of her, holding her down. They couldn’t see where his hands were, but she was thrashing around, her legs kicking out, the shoes fallen off, the beads from her necklace dancing across the parquet floor like spilled marbles.


‘What’s he doing? I can’t see his hands …’ Andy said.


‘They’re around her throat, I think,’ Luntley said. He’s throttling her. His own sister.’ He sounded unmoved by it all.


But Andy was beginning to panic. ‘We can’t let him kill her,’ he said.


‘He won’t kill her. Don’t worry …’


‘How do you know? It looks serious. She’s slowing down. She’s losing consciousness.’


‘He won’t kill her. He’s attacking her because he wants her to marry someone. He needs her alive for that.’


‘He might go too far.’


The woman was lying still now, the man rolling off her.


‘She’s out,’ Haldane said. ‘You’re right, of course. He could have misjudged it. But too late now …’


‘I’m going to call the locals.’ Andy reached his hand over to the phone.


‘Too late, boss. She’s either dead or unconscious. By the time the boys in blue get there it will be over, either way.’


‘Fucking hell.’ Haldane was right. But how would they explain this later, if she died? He had to call. He picked up the phone.


‘Look at him, now,’ Graham said. ‘Fucking freak.’ The man was lying down next to the prone woman, stretching out beside her, panting heavily. His head was on one elbow, his face very close to hers, his free hand stroking her hair like she was a pet animal.


‘What’s he doing?’


He was whispering something to her, but too quietly for the gear to pick it up.


‘Muttering sweet nothings,’ Graham said.


‘Her eyes are still closed,’ Luntley said.


‘Her feet are moving now, though. And her chest. She’s alive.’


Andy paused with the phone. The man was still stroking her, still speaking softly. Now it looked for all the world as if they were watching some scene with two lovers, or at least two people who loved each other. No. That was wrong. She was still out of it. Her feet were moving, her eyes fluttering, her chest heaving, but she had no choice in this.


‘I think he’s whispering sorry to her,’ Luntley said, listening intently. ‘He sounds like he’s crying too …’


The woman convulsed, then rolled over and began to retch. Andy held onto the phone. ‘If it starts again, I’ll have to call,’ he said.


Graham laughed. ‘It’s over. He got what he wanted.’


‘Which was?’


‘To scare the shit out of her.’




4


Paul ended up on a half hour ride into Belgravia, with no more explanation forthcoming. As the minutes went by he began to think the journey wasn’t going to end in some police station, charged with something he’d forgotten he’d done. Something else was going on. Which meant he could spend the wait wondering what was going to happen, or let it come. As a teenager he’d been the kind to brood on things, but the army had knocked that out of him. So much of his six years had been spent waiting that it had become second nature to just put up with it. If you tried to guess the future you ended up a nervous wreck, discharged with ulcers and irritable bowel syndrome.


Finally, they pulled into an underground garage beneath one of those exclusive, whitewashed Georgian terraces and he was led up back stairs to a room that was like something out of a BBC costume drama – all wood panelling and big oil portraits.


‘Sit here and wait,’ he was told. ‘Don’t touch anything.’


He waited another twenty minutes before a gaunt, white-haired man finally appeared, holding out his hand, smiling like he was a long lost friend. ‘Paul. So nice to see you. Thanks so much for coming.’ Paul went along with it, shook his hand. He had no idea who it was. He started searching through his memory.


They went into another room, a kind of office, done out in similar style. There was no mention of the police escort, no sense that Paul had been virtually frogmarched here. He assumed that was meant to confuse him. The man had tea already laid out on a silver tray placed at the edge of a table that was long enough to be in a divisional officer’s mess.


The man poured tea with delicate, fastidious gestures. ‘It’s Assam, I’m afraid,’ he said. ‘From an estate we have in Bengal. It’s all I can drink for breakfast these days, but it’s rather sharp. Please say if you would prefer an ordinary tea bag of something more blended.’


Paul left the tea but followed him to the coffee table, trying to look as if the whole thing wasn’t like something out of Alice in Wonderland. They sat opposite each other. His host looked comfortable, but Paul’s legs were too long for the little chairs and he felt the urge to stretch out. There were some magazines arranged on the table top. The common theme seemed to be police and crime. He started guessing the man was a politician of some sort.
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