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To twenty-one-year-old me. You were always enough.








PROLOGUE

‘You were just a fucking whore,’ he said. ‘You would have died on the streets if it weren’t for me.’

The words brought with them the rancid taste of days she’d rather forget.

They scuttled out of his mouth, into her ears and down her throat, but she swallowed and held her nerve.

‘You’ve been accused of skimming from the take,’ she said, her arms folded across her black blazer. ‘The Khan has asked me to look into the matter.’ Her composure was faultless. You didn’t rise through the ranks of Jia Khan’s organisation unless you were strong, your emotions locked, your mind sharp.

He spat on the mottled concrete in front of her, his eyes boring holes into her asbestos eyes, resistant to all forms of degradation. ‘You remember this place?’ he said.

She did. This was the multistorey where she’d turned her first trick.

Sakina knew her enemies and their swords well. She understood that a secret was a grenade, and this was why she had none.

That she had exchanged her warm body for cold cash was known throughout the city, so Khalid’s insult fell flat at her feet. She rolled it back and forth, considering what to do with it.

Khalid had been there with her, had held her hand as she’d cried after the first punter had taken her in the back seat of his car. He’d wiped her tears, spoken kind words and then readied her for the next john.

‘You’re bringing trouble to my door, accusing me of stealing. Shit. I ain’t done nothing!’ he raged at her when she failed to react.

Sakina knew men, knew their fragile egos – and the structures that held them up – well enough not to be surprised by his words. She knew he was lying. She’d seen the books, spoken to the girls and done the mathematics that paid his salary.

She saw him for what he was, a weak and sad man, and her only regret was that she’d relied on him when she’d been working these streets.

His face slithered as he looked from her to his friend, who was leaning against a grey Volkswagen Golf. Surrounded by pimped rides, from the red Audi RS3 to the black AMG Mercedes and white M4 BMW, the man clearly thought himself a lesson in aura farming. ‘Cars are to this city what shoes are to Carrie Bradshaw,’ Khalid had said to Sakina back in the days when she had mistaken him for a friend.

Those days were in the past.

‘You know what?’ Khalid said. ‘I’m sick of the shit that you women have been pulling since Jia Khan took you on. I’m done with it. Even my wife’s been giving it backchat.’ He’d had enough of the complaining and the constant demands. The arguments rang in his ears like tinnitus, day and night, and they were getting louder.

He looked at Sakina. She might be dressed in a black Dior suit, her hair tied back, her shirt pristine, but she was still a prostitute. He leaned in towards her, the scent of Frédéric Malle softening his senses the way money does a hard life. ‘Once a whore, always a whore,’ he said.

Sakina wiped the words from her shoulder and looked him in the eye. Men like Khalid didn’t frighten her. They had once, but those days had clambered off with her innocence.

He knew that, and that was why he was flailing. Every move and every look she made was a siren, bursting his eardrums with the cry that she didn’t need him. And if a woman like her didn’t need his help and had no fear of him, what woman would?

Khalid was incensed.

‘She’s Punjabi, she ain’t no Pathan,’ he said to his mate, whose face was a multitude of unreadable emotions. ‘Ain’t no one coming for her.’

The anger coloured his vision, took over his senses, and he hit her. It wasn’t a slap. It was a clenched fist full of rage and power, the kind men usually reserved for men, their equals in this world, in life and work. And she deserved it. By the time his fist made contact with her face, though, an inkling of what he’d done began to trickle through. But it was too late.

He was about to punch Sakina again, when she blocked him, grabbing and twisting his hand so swiftly that he didn’t have time to react, and when she bent his wrist back, the pain that spread along his nerve all the way to his shoulder was unlike anything he’d ever felt.

‘You moron! Don’t you know whose bird she is?’ said his friend, coming between them. He’d been watching from the sidelines, aware that to get involved was to invoke death. ‘You absolute idiot. You’re dead. And I ain’t havin’ no part of it.’ He backed away fast.

By this time, Sakina had shoved Khalid hard. He hit the bonnet of the blue BMW behind him, sliding down and on to the floor, the car alarm beeping loudly, its orange lights flashing as if signalling the danger to come.

‘Once an arsehole, always an arsehole,’ she said. She’d hoped to avoid this. She’d hoped that their history and her position in the Jirga would have given him some clarity. But good men didn’t sell women. Khalid had always been a small-time pimp. If he’d been a bigger man, he’d have moved through the ranks of the organisation and sought forgiveness for his sins.

Khalid’s friend was shaking now, clambering into his car. ‘Ain’t no way Idris is gonna let this pass.’

‘Idris?’ the name clung to Khalid’s lips, a sign of the slow realisation of whose woman he’d hit.

His friend was in his car now, engine roaring, window wound down. ‘You’re on your own!’ he shouted from the window. ‘Sakina, I’m so sorry! It weren’t me. I promise, I din’t know!’

The screech of his tyres echoed around the car park as Sakina kept her eyes on Khalid, a myriad of emotions running through her, none of them controlling her. She picked her way through them, examining each one and pushing it aside.

He’d caught her off guard. It had been so long since someone had hit her that she was still startled by it. She wondered if she was going soft, but she had known Khalid for a long time, worked for him, and he’d always been good to her. As good as a pimp can be.

This was the first time she’d seen him since taking a role in Jia Khan’s Jirga. She’d been asked to talk to him about complaints some of the women had raised about him. Jia had trusted her to handle it.

Sakina knew Jia Khan was conflicted about the buying and selling of women’s bodies. Each woman was free to make her own choice, and who was any other woman to dictate the righteousness of her decision? As long as women asked for her protection, she would continue to offer it. The money was fed back to them through salaries, savings and pension schemes. None of it powered the Khan family business. The street economy stayed, but only because they minimised its impact on wider society. ‘It is not my place to tell a woman what she should and shouldn’t do to make money. We’ve been told what to do for long enough,’ Jia Khan had said.

‘What did you wanna do that for?’ Sakina said to Khalid, offering him her hand and steadying him as he tried to stand.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said as she touched her cheekbone, feeling the blood pulsing to control the damage. ‘I’ve got an ice pack in my car.’

It was going to bruise and there was no way she would be able to hide it from Idris, not that she had any intention of keeping secrets from him. She knew what his reaction would be, and it was the hurt in his eyes that she wouldn’t be able to bear.

‘But you accused me of misbehavin’,’ said Khalid, speaking the word as if it were a woman’s name, Miss B. Avin. ‘I ain’t skimming and I ain’t taking ’vantage of the girls, alright?’ He had taken the ice pack from his glove compartment and was offering it to her.

‘You smacked me in the face,’ she said.

‘I got a wife at home and she’s been wanting a baby for years. We’re going for IVF, that’s how serious I am. I am wanking into pots in a hospital for this woman. I ain’t got nowt to give anyone else.’

‘You smacked me in the face,’ she said, repeating the words. ‘I know you’ve been having a hard time. I heard all about it. But that does not give you an excuse to raise your hand.’ She shook her head, saddened by what she knew she was going to have to do to rectify the situation.

He knew it too. She could tell from the way his breathing accelerated, the muscles in his neck tensed and his pupils dilated that he understood he was taking his last breaths. He’d fucked up. Idris was going to kill him. You couldn’t mess with a Pashtun’s woman and get away with it.

‘I din’t know you were with Idris jaan. Honest, I din’t.’ He was sorry, she could tell from his face, but it was too late.

She looked at his thick, meaty hands, his dark hair cropped short, his Turkish beard freshly trimmed, and she wondered why he was more afraid of Idris than he was of her. For so long she’d been unprotected, and now the addition of a man’s name to her was enough to make others think twice about how they treated her.

‘You think it’s OK to go around hitting women?’ she said, straightening the lapel of her Dior jacket. ‘And now you know I have an important boyfriend, you realise it was a mistake? You’re a cocksucking cunt.’ None of those words were derogatory in Sakina’s book, not the cocksucking nor the cunt, but she knew that the world Khalid lived in was different.

She walked to her car, a shiny black Range Rover, a gift she’d bought and paid for herself. The insurance on it alone was more than the average Englishman’s rent. This thought reassured her about what she was going to do. She picked up her Saint Laurent from the passenger seat, the handbag she’d chosen for today’s job, slipping open the quilted leather. She took out her metal nail file and began filing her nails, leaning against the car.

‘I wanted to give you an out,’ she said. ‘You have a wife, she wants a family – I know a little something about that.’ Maybe if he’d confessed, she would have been able to allow him to make amends, she could have spoken to Jia, but he was insisting on his innocence. ‘I can’t let this go, Khalid, you understand. If you’d just listened instead of using your fists, things could have worked out differently. But now…’

Khalid nodded at her. He looked smaller somehow, like a little boy hoping his mum would forget he’d messed up and hand him a lolly and give him a hug. But in the world that Sakina and Khalid lived in, you couldn’t expect a hug every time someone stepped on your balls.

She sighed. ‘If I don’t handle this, he will. You understand that, right? Because your mate, the guy who left here, is probably already on the phone to him, telling him what happened. And Idris, he really loves me. He’s probably on his way over right now. Bless him.’

Something about the way she was pointing the nail file made Khalid fear for his life. ‘Sakina, sister, listen, I made a mistake. I did. I’m sorry.’

He was running through options in his head, but he knew that stories travelled faster than high-speed broadband in this city, and she was right – his mate would have been on the blower as soon as he got in the car, covering his back and spreading the news.

Idris would have been told, and he’d be on his way over. There was no way out. The Jirga drew lines in indelible ink, and those who crossed them were embedded in legends – Jia Khan’s foot soldiers were mythical. Khalid knew death was fast approaching. It was just a question of at whose hands.

Silence descended between them, the air now thick, congealing with fear and anticipation against the low hum of traffic coming from the streets below. The moment was unending, Sakina leaning into the quiet, Khalid desperate for her to speak, to bring an end to his fear.

Eventually the buzzing of her phone brought with it a decision. Sakina glanced at the caller and then looked at Khalid.

‘Time to choose,’ she said, her eyes on him calm and cold, the adrenaline lowering all demands and answering all questions, giving her focus on the job at hand.

Khalid was a pillowy man. Despite his size, he was more teddy bear than polar bear. He controlled circumstances by comedy, and the occasional threat of fear. He harboured old misconceptions, one of which was that the woman would deal him a better hand than Idris.

She knew she had to make an example of him. She’d known when Jia Khan had given her the job. They’d discussed it at length, how the men were finding it hard to accept the new order, the arrival of women among their ranks. They were used to hard words, testosterone-filled rage, death. Patience, words that coached boys to men, life – these were alien to them.

‘They will remember that they were raised in a religion that protects women and children, those in need and groups who others seek to oppress,’ Jia had said. ‘Until they learn that, fear will have to do.’

They’d sat in her office the night before, in oversized leather chairs, the only light coming from the lamp on Jia’s desk. They were two women taking tea and putting the world to rights, as women often did, but these were no ordinary women. They wielded a power that could burn the world down if they chose. Society had shunned them, derided their decisions, called on others to take them apart. Despite all this, their language was tempered, and their plans, although illicit, illegal and immoral, were built on an idea of love and empathy for those around them.

That said, they knew many were reluctant to accept that they knew best. ‘I did not take this decision lightly,’ Jia had told her. ‘It was always going to take time for them to accept change. Power is never given. It is always taken. If needed, you must make an example of him, Sakina. You will not be the same after, but, my sister, if someone pushes you to the brink, then the decision is made.’

Sakina put the phone to her ear. Jia Khan’s voice was soft. ‘I heard what he did,’ she said. ‘I’m so sorry.’ Then something shifted. ‘Now, kill him.’

Sakina hung up the phone and took off her blazer, folding it neatly and placing it on the back seat. She leaned into the front of the car. Khalid’s eyes widened as she pulled a machete from under the passenger seat and began moving towards him, her resolve strengthened by the words of her Khan.

Khalid shrank backwards, trying to disappear into the cold, dank walls of the car park. He turned and ran towards a grimy yellow door, desperately trying to open it. A chain rattled, a sign that someone had locked and barred the exit from the other side.

‘You’ll find they’re all locked, and the entrances are blocked off.’ Sakina looked at the machete in her hand, then added, more to herself than anyone else, ‘I bet every woman who’s walked through this place at night on her own has carried her car keys in her hand.’

She looked back up at Khalid.

‘You know there’s nowhere the Khan and her Jirga won’t find you anyway. Plane, train or automobile, land and sea, haven’t you heard? Our access is greater than any governmental organisation because we are blind to borders.’

He cowered in a corner as she inched towards him, the roar of the traffic now louder than before, his arms covering his face. An ambulance siren rang out somewhere close by as she struck the first blow. She was glad she’d removed her Dior jacket.

When she’d done what was needed, she sat covered in his blood, machete in one hand, nail file in the other.

The pool of blood had washed away her trauma. Each hack of the machete had been powered by a memory of the times she’d wished she’d not lived – her father’s funeral, the knock of the debt collectors, her mother’s worries bearing down on her, the first time a greasy punter ran his finger up her arm, along the inside of her thigh, the urge to vomit after each john or junaid she serviced, the shame that would not wash away in the shower. Her anger had spilled out with every blow – but then something had changed, and slowly, like a glassblower’s instrument held in fire, making something new from old, the rage had transformed, eventually resting as grief. She sat with a deep sadness of all the things that had happened, all the lives she would never live, and all the loss she’d accumulated at each step of her life.

People thought she was tough, hard and sharp as nails, but the truth was that she was scared, afraid of everything. She just never had any option other than to move forward. She had been unprotected and unchosen by love for so long that she knew she had built her life with the sticks and stones that had been thrown at her.

When Khalid had called her a whore, he had reached inside her deepest wound. He’d touched a nerve that, despite being covered in flesh, blood, skin and body armour, was raw.

His body would prove beyond doubt the lie that women are more merciful than men. That a woman as petite as Sakina could inflict such damage was testament to the rage that lay deep within her.

Sakina had assumed that killing Khalid would exorcise her demons, but now she wasn’t so sure. It had unleashed something within her.

When Idris found her, she was numb, sitting in the middle of the floor, Khalid’s contorted body beside her, blood splattered on her face and hair. She had been keeping it together for so long, she had assumed she was fine. She was far from it.

Idris had brought her hope, and although she had stayed at his house, slept in his bed, she hadn’t been able to allow him to touch her that way. She could not strip herself to that emotional level. When he’d proposed, she’d said yes, because that was what she wanted. A life. A real life, with a family of her own, with children, and a future. But she could not see into his mind or understand why he’d chosen her, and that frightened her.

Idris helped her up, putting a blanket and his arms around her. He led her to his car. The clean-up crew waited patiently behind his green Range Rover. As he drove off into the night, they descended like scurrying ants, wrapping Khalid in plastic, lifting him into the back of a van, pouring chemicals on to the ground and scrubbing away all signs of what had happened.

At home, Idris wiped the face of the woman he loved, standing her in the shower, the water pouring over her face, the blood running down the plughole and away from her. She stood, catatonic, letting him wash her hair with shampoo, run conditioner gently through her tresses, his clothes soaked through as he stayed with her. It was only when he wrapped her in a soft towel and slowly wiped the water from her face that she cracked. Her eyes met his, and there was an affection so honest and deep in them that the dam she had built broke.

She cried that night in a way she not done in a lifetime. The salty tears she cried flavoured her life, and he was glad she had chosen him.

He kissed her eyes, and she let him. Any pretence there may have been between them was gone. He had seen her at her most awful, and he had responded with kindness.

She allowed herself to be loved that night, touched in ways that only the men who had paid for her services had touched her before. Idris had seen her in her entirety and not turned away.

Afterwards she lay in his arms, chosen, protected, and having killed a man. The world was not what she had imagined it to be. Love was not an equation to be solved. But if it was, Idris was the other side of hers.






CHAPTER 1

On the other side of the world, six girls huddled together in the back of a Bedford truck, afraid of what was to come.

The men had driven the heavily painted vehicle like a Trojan horse into the dusty college campus, the blue gates swinging open to let them through. Once in the grounds, their AK47s held aloft, their faces covered, they had jumped out and sprinted towards the library. They knew their way around the college campus – they were led by Mukhtar Ghulam, a former student expelled for plagiarism a week earlier. These men knew exactly what they were doing.

Amatus Sami had been looking through her notes when the men arrived, her head bowed as she squinted her way through the heart, its chambers, veins and arteries. She and twelve of her fellow students, six of them women, were preparing for their final biology exam. They were medics, diligent, the hope of their families.

As the eldest of five sisters, the responsibility to succeed weighed heavily on Sami’s shoulders. So when the men arrived, she knew she would not let even that deter her from her goal.

‘Be careful,’ her father had said that morning, looking up from his copy of the Daily Jang newspaper. ‘Don’t argue with any of them, my love. Even though you are right and are smarter than they are.’ He’d been reading about the scores of young men who were falling in with right-wing extremists, their arguing against the Islamic rights of women.

She’d kissed his head as she’d left. ‘They think this dupatta makes me stupid,’ she said.

‘Maybe, but inside they know how powerful women are.’

‘Many of these boys are from our neighbourhoods,’ said her mother. ‘That’s the most disturbing thing.’

She thought of her words when the men burst in and the scarf fell from the face of one of them. It was her neighbour’s son. She had known him since they were children.

‘Akeel, what are you doing here?’ she said.

He was just sixteen, and for a moment she thought he was going to cry. But then he pulled the cotton cloth up, covering his mouth and nose, and grabbed Sami. ‘Stop talking,’ he said. He dragged her and pushed her towards the five other women who had been separated from their colleagues.

‘Don’t say anything more,’ he said, and he pointed the gun at her stomach, his eyes darkening, his face set.

The message was loud and clear. It was telling her to know her place and stay in it. She’d seen it before in the eyes of shopkeepers, teachers, butchers and bakers. She knew the truth of men, because her father had revealed it to her: ‘Weak men fear you.’ She stepped back and put her arm around another of the female students, waiting for what was to come next.

They bundled the women into the back of the truck, slamming the doors of the vehicle, leaving them in darkness, amid the smell of fear and petrol. It would have overwhelmed them if it wasn’t for Sami. She wrapped her chador around her body and steadied herself. ‘Now is the time for prayer, my sisters.’

Now was the time she had been preparing for.






CHAPTER 2

Jia Khan swept along the promenade, flanked by towering graves. She stepped through the forest of obelisks, urns and crosses, each one of them working to outdo the other in their attempts to touch the sky, in search of salvation.

The turned-up collar of her Italian tailored coat was pulled high to keep what little warmth there was in and the icy November wind that whipped through the undergrowth out. She pressed her lips together, and they deepened to match the colour of her cheeks and the red scarf that she’d wrapped around her slender neck, her dark hair tucked inside.

Her soft leather boots were laced all the way up, protecting her from the ice and the gnarled roots that covered the ground. Surely it had only been yesterday that she’d carelessly stumbled and tripped over the moss-covered graves as a child. Her father would bring her and her brother Zan to get them out from under their mother’s feet and give her time with the younger two.

‘You want to know who is buried here?’ Akbar Khan would whisper, and they would nod their heads in readiness for a story. ‘Now listen carefully,’ he’d say, and they would take his arms as he talked of lives lived, of work completed, of the hopes and dreams of men and women long since dead and now buried in the magnificent acreage through which they strolled. There was always snow in Jia Khan’s memories, deep, crisp and clean, mountains of it. The fire was always lit at home, awaiting their return.

Zan and Jia would run to the car in boots and woollen coats, hats and scarves, knowing that hot chocolate was soon to be sipped at Café Lahore, and a plate of hot, crispy pakoras eaten along with blood-red ketchup, the sauce of choice for South Asians.

She missed the days of them collecting deep fried puris, crispy and golden, from the Sweet Centre, along with soft, sweet halva. Jia would pick out the green pistachios from the orange semolina and pop them in her father’s mouth. Sundays were sacred. None of her father’s men came knocking on that day. His study door remained open, and music from his cassette or record player, or tracks from Movie Mahal on Channel 4, filled their home.

In the afternoon, Bazigh Khan and his wife would come over with their sons, Idris and Nadeem. They would play Ludo and carrom, and tell ghost stories that frightened Jia. Zan would put his arm around her, reassuring her that there was nothing to fear.

As she looked out across the morning mist, Jia wished for those days again, because now there were worse things to fear than ghosts, spectres and spooks, many of them inflicted by family as well as outsiders who wished to do them harm.

She gazed across the Pennines, taking a moment to let the clean air fill her lungs. The last few months had been arduous, and she’d found herself holding her breath, wondering whether it had all been worth it, the taking of lives, the creating of a new order, the dispensing of justice. Maybe it would have been better to let her father’s criminal enterprise crumble.

She took a sip from the travel cup in her hand, tasting the doodh patti the housekeeper had prepared for her. Filled with pistachios and fragrant cardamom, the frothy milky tea was rich, and she preferred it in the mornings, much like the Italians and their lattes.

She considered how alike her people were to those from the Alps, Apennines and Dolomites. Their ideas around family and loyalty, their love of good food and, in the case of Pashtuns, their olive skin and dark hair.

Jia Khan’s people came from the mountainous regions of South Asia, but she was born and raised in the north of England, among the hills and valleys of Yorkshire. Mountains watch empires and their people come and go, and even Allah spoke of them in the Quran: ‘He created the heavens without pillars and placed firm mountains upon the earth, so it does not tremble.’

She’d read these verses this morning. Rising early, washing her face, passing her wet hands over her feet the way her mother had taught her, before standing on the soft prayer mat that had once belonged to her father, Akbar Khan. She was the head of the family now and she needed guidance. Even the earth needed gravity to steady it.

The love and loyalty of her family were what held Jia Khan’s life in place. Her faith in herself was strong. It came from having built and rebuilt a life. Jia Khan needed no one. She chose this life, and her empire would soon be the world’s biggest crime syndicate.

She ran her hand over the name of a long-forgotten merchant carved into a stone monument. As a child she’d brought paper and charcoal and done rubbings of the mini mausoleum, wondering why the grave of a Yorkshireman was watched over by a pair of small sphinxes. Superstition was found in all parts of the world, it seemed, and even dry-witted and stoic men hedged their bets when it came to the afterlife.

She thought of Elyas, the father of her two children, as she played with her wedding ring. It felt tight around her once slender fingers. The privileges that came with wealth and power had not brought a carefree life; in fact, they had doubled her responsibilities.

Jia Khan stood alone against the backdrop of stone monuments, each one a representation of Christian knowledge, strength and compassion. She’d take whatever help she could from whatever god there was at this point. She inhaled deeply.

‘The world takes your breath away, doesn’t it?’ said a voice from beside her, and she smiled at the sound of her father. She turned around and found Akbar Khan young again. He ran his kid-leather gloves through his hair. It was as thick and dark as it had been when she was a child. His white shirt, waistcoat and sharply tailored suit, which was visible under his open overcoat, was just as beautifully pressed. He cut a striking figure among the dead, of which he was one. She knew this because she had been responsible for his death. She’d stood at the side of the grave as they’d lowered him into it, and she had heard the thud of soil as it hit his coffin.

Yet here he was. He’d stayed with her since she survived a shooting three years ago, an incident that almost took her life.

Jia Khan knew that no one would understand her conversing with the dead, and that if she mentioned it to Elyas or Idris, they would think she’d lost her mind. Maybe she had, but what was sanity in an insane world? She was a complicated woman, with a complicated life.

She had tried to simplify that life by leaving everything behind, by moving to London and hiding herself away from the contradictions that came with being a barrister and the daughter of a criminal kingpin. Things had not turned out how she’d planned.

‘After every tragedy, one must invent a new world,’ her father had replied when she’d once asked him how he was still in the graveyard when the afterlife waited. ‘The world is never given to our people – that is why you and I are, so that we can take it and hand it out to those in need, the deserving.’

She knew he was right, and that he had always been right – it was Jia Khan who had not understood. She’d missed him after his death, when there was no longer anyone to turn to for guidance. When it came to family and the criminal enterprises, there were few voices she could trust.

So when she first started hearing her dead father’s voice, she’d stayed silent. She began to come to the cemetery, returning week after week to talk to him out in the open and uncomplicated graveyard. Here there was death, and death was the only certainty.

She no longer questioned why she could see him, preferring to believe that the veil between worlds had been torn the day she’d been pulled back from the brink of death.

‘We’re caught in a trap,’ he said.

She smiled as he walked her back to their childhood game of speaking in lyrics.

‘I can’t walk out,’ she whispered under her breath. It was a thing they used to do, exchange lyrics in English and Urdu, Hindi and Pashto. It was a relic from an easier time, when Akbar Khan had been alive, and she had believed that people were good or they were bad, when light vanquished the dark and sent monsters scurrying away. Nowadays, she believed that people were just people, and she was the monster. She inhabited a grey area, its shades stretching all the way to midnight black, much like the clothes in her wardrobe.

‘Are we the abyss, Baba?’ she said. He didn’t answer. ‘I am pulled in all dimensions and directions.’

‘You have survived where others could not,’ he said. ‘We appear in the world for a moment and then disappear forever. All that is left are the lives we save, the ones we change and the trees we plant.’

‘Have we saved lives? Is the tally in our favour, Baba? The only time I ever feel alive is when I work or when I fight.’

‘This is not true,’ he said. ‘I’ve heard you laugh with the boys some days.’

‘You’ve been spying on me,’ she said, and smiled. She ached for her father’s arms, the arms that had held her in childhood, but she knew they could not hold her now. The girl she had been would not have been able to build the business he had left into an empire. It sprawled across the country, traversed oceans and had roots and branches in multiple countries.

‘I have. You have rattled cages. The five crime families? The message you sent them was clear, and their women now work for you. You’ve taken them out at the knees. You should be proud of that.’

‘Of what? More death? We have been at war for three years.’

‘You’ve shaken up the order of men, my daughter. This is no small thing. And they are making their way to peace, I hear.’

‘I never wanted this. I wanted a legitimate business for our people and our family. But now…’

‘But now what?’

‘The higher I go, the more corruption I see. The more money we make, the billions we have in our accounts in Switzerland and various offshore banks, the more messy things become.’

‘It’s the camel, the poor man and the eye of the needle, Jia jaan. The world, it stands between men and heaven. Allah told Jesus and Moses and Mohammed and all the other men that came, but we don’t listen.’

She sat down on the sphinx and leaned back against the headstone. She was tired, exhausted to the bone, her shoulders aching, her head heavy.

‘I had a call from a man at the Foreign Office. He said he knew you.’

‘Beta, be wary of men in politics. Their allegiance is only ever to themselves. Did you look into Balochistan?’

Jia stood up and walked to the edge of the hill, staring across at the mill chimneys that scored the horizon. Lines of golden stone terraces step-climbed the hills in neat, slanting rows. She thought of the men and women whose lives had been changed, the millworkers and their families. The wealth of this city had always been shared.

‘I’m working on it,’ she said. ‘Bazigh Khan says it’s the largest reserve of gold and copper in the world.’

‘It may be the answer,’ he said.

She turned back to the cemetery’s crosses and slabs, to its veiled urns carved in stone and the weeping willows that lived on, surrounded by the dead. All around her, names and graves were disappearing under thick, bright green grass, with vines wrapping themselves around the needles of obelisks.

A pair of school children in uniform were leaning against a great stone edifice, bunking off between pillars and pediments decorated with prancing horses and clasping hands, all with well-worn lettering, cracked text and pieces sheared away.

‘They are too far removed from this place to consider it anything other than a good place to hide,’ Akbar Khan observed. ‘Very few contemplate their own death. If they did, the world would be a different place.’

‘Did you?’

‘A little, not when I was their age, but after your brother was born and then until the end.’

‘Did it change anything?’

‘Choice is not for men like me,’ said Akbar Khan. ‘It is a privilege I wished for you and your brothers and sister, though.’ He looked tired, and Jia realised that he’d aged in the time they’d been talking. She looked up at the statues close by.

‘Armless angels and headless saints,’ she said. ‘If that isn’t a comment on the impotence of society, I don’t know what is.’

‘Rich and poor are equal in the afterlife, but not in worldly memoriam,’ said Akbar Khan, gesturing to the ostentatious graves.

‘I didn’t think you’d want a chunk of marble to mark your grave,’ she said.

‘You are my marble statue,’ he said. ‘My legacy.’

‘Do you consider me made of stone?’

‘So much is lost in translation between children and their parents.’

Jia looked down at the lines on her hands. She missed her father, she missed being the child who slipped her hands into his, and as she looked at her own, she could see them changing, as if bringing his hands back to her.

‘Was that why you didn’t tell me about her? About my sister? I would have liked to have known, to have had someone older than me after Zan died… Baba?’ she said.

But he was gone.






CHAPTER 3

He waited until he heard her come out of her dressing room and paused before dropping the crystal vase on to the tiled floor. It was expensive, irreplaceable, and he knew how much his wife loved it. Tiny pieces shattered across the mosaic floor that had been painstakingly put together in the hallway of Yanik Kaplan’s house.

Hearing the crash, she rushed in, ignoring the broken vase and heading straight to her husband. ‘Did you hurt yourself, my love?’ she said, checking his hands and face for cuts and marks. He shook his head and enjoyed the fuss she was making, soaking up the concern she was lavishing upon him. She shooed him into the bedroom, calling the maid to come and attend to the mess.

It gave him great pleasure to know she valued him above the expensive ornaments they’d filled the house with. It was his way of making sure she still loved him.

He admired himself in the mirror: tall, lean and golden. He had lived in many places, been schooled in England and the US, and home was wherever he decided. He’d chosen the island for tax reasons. His children were away at boarding school, his wife, Sarauniya, loved the beach, and his private plane allowed them access to much of the world.

Yanick Kaplan had lost weight since Jia Khan had left a bloody message in his bed. Like the heads of the four other targeted families, he had been unable to establish how she had delivered it, and so how he could protect himself remained unclear. They had cleaned the house and replaced the staff, but the fear was still real and he had no trust for the new staff either. If it wasn’t for his wife, he would have moved to a bunker and stayed there until the war was done.

He stepped through the floating white voile curtains and on to the beach. The sky was cloudless, and the sea temptingly blue. Palm trees stood like sentinels, the leaves taking in the sun and enriching themselves. Some days he missed the old compound. Today wasn’t that day.

Today was a good day to plan revenge.

He was a rich man from a poor country, not self-made but inherited. He had had a complex relationship with his family’s wealth in his youth, but boarding school and university had soon knocked that out of him.

‘Darling, I’m going to a meeting of the Charity Commission,’ his wife said, as she finished putting her earrings on, their colour matching the golden glow within her dark skin. She adjusted the waist of her white linen trousers; her legs were graceful and strong.

His had been the opposite when they first met. Now, though, running along the beach every morning, he had started to feel worthy of her. He still didn’t understand what she saw in him, but he never wanted to know what it felt like not to be under her gaze. She must never know the lies he told.

Yanick Kaplan was that rare thing, a crime boss who was committed to his wife. His money gave him access to every bright young thing the island had to offer, but his eyes were not ones to stray. He could not lose her.

He heard the door close. He headed towards the huge custom-built closet whose design and build Sarauniya had overseen. He found what he was looking for at the back of the bottom shelf, underneath a pile of folded cotton shirts. He pulled out the wooden box and opened it carefully, taking out the contents: a burner phone and a packet of cigarettes.

He scrolled through the phone and saw that he had voicemail.

He took the cigarette packet outside and lit up as he listened to the message, enjoying the nicotine hit as it filtered through his mouth and into his body.

‘His name is Afzal Khan – we have enough on him, but there are things we must set in motion. We need to move fast. The investors in the mine are not going to wait. We understand she is one of the interested parties. Our plans must be bulletproof.’

The phone was on speaker, and the maid faltered at the sight of her boss, dropping the towels she’d been carrying.

She’d been told never to enter a room when Kaplan was in it. The housekeeper had warned her that the domestic staff were not to be seen, but to work stealthily.

‘Sorry, sir. I’m so sorry, I thought you had gone with madam.’

Rage flashed across his face, and the maid stepped back in fear. ‘Leave it,’ he said. ‘Get out!’

She stumbled out of the room and into the hallway, her pristine white pumps slipping on the polished wooden floor as she ran down the glass atrium that connected the main house to the kitchen, an annexe only the staff ventured into. She ran straight into the housekeeper, who read the fear on her face.

‘But I don’t know what I did,’ she said to the housekeeper.

‘It doesn’t matter what you did. If you want to live, you have to leave.’

‘But I didn’t hear anything.’

‘It’s not what you heard. It’s what you saw. Mr Kaplan is not like other men. I’m telling you to go now. Take your kids and get off the island,’ she said. She unlocked a weathered green cupboard, pulling out a wad of cash, and pressed it into the maid’s hands.

‘But the money!’

‘I’ll handle it. You have to go.’ The housekeeper had worked for Sarauniya’s family and had come with her when she’d married Yanick: this gave her a kind of immunity. That and the fact that she had no living relatives.

She pushed the maid out of the house and bundled her into her car, watched her drive away.

But the maid was far from Yanick’s mind. He was fixated on revenge. He had found his way into Jia Khan’s empire. He sat back in his chair, relishing his cigar.

He was coming for Jia Khan and her Jirga, and he was going to blow them wide open.






CHAPTER 4

Ishy ‘Two Spoons’ Iman took another draw on her vape. She enjoyed these early mornings, looking down at the uncut meadows and fields of green and yellow, turning to red and golden with the seasons. The fog wrapped around the hills like gauze, hiding them from the world beyond.

This much maligned and misunderstood city was so much like the boyfriend whose bed she’d left that morning.

She still hadn’t found the courage to tell him she was getting married; nor had she told her mother where she’d been spending the nights. Each secret was a side of the coin you paid for being British, Pakistani and female.

She’d been waiting for the right moment, but it hadn’t arrived. With her mother, she skirted the issue over daal chaval, placing spoonful after hot spoonful of the softened lentils, along with rice, in her mouth to stop the truth falling out.

With her boyfriend, she filled his mouth with kisses whenever the subject arose, her hands travelling over his torso, making their way to the buttons on his jeans and then inside. Sex silenced difficult emotions, while making her feel alive. She felt as though she’d died so many times, in so many ways, yet when she was with him, none of that mattered.

She’d never lied to him. ‘This is fun and all, but I can’t marry a white guy. I can’t let my mum down.’

What she hadn’t counted on was falling in love.

She leaned against the Bentley and sucked at her vape, wondering if there was any way she could speak to her mum and get her to break off the engagement, her mind working it out like a mathematical problem…plus, minus, carry the one. She never was good at numbers, and life hadn’t added up for a long time.

She’d left Steve’s bed early, looking into his sleeping face and promising herself that she would at least try. He was the one who had pieced her back together after she’d left her ex-husband, a man she’d been so in love with that she had broken her parents’ hearts to marry him. They’d hidden their tears and stood between her and the biraderi, and when he’d proven all their fears true, they’d helped her leave him and taken her back into their home without judgement. She didn’t want to hurt them again.

She touched her ribs and remembered the bruises her ex had left on them. The emotional bruises were harder to heal, but she was free of him, had been for a year, and now she was loved by someone who touched her face with kindness. A touch she’d once shrunk from for fear it would turn into a punch.

She’d met Steve at a café in the city centre. He’d been behind her in the queue as she ordered.

‘One regular dirty chai for Dishy,’ called the barista, placing her cup on the counter.

Steve had leaned forward and whispered: ‘Does he really think your mother named you that?’

She’d turned to see who had spoken, and he’d shrugged in a ‘wtaf’ kind of way. He wasn’t conventionally good-looking, but his eyes burned with flecks of gold and joy and, like fishing rods, reeled her in. She’d laughed, her shoulders dropping tension she didn’t even know she’d been carrying.

‘Can I have your number?’ he’d said.

She’d taken his phone and entered her details before handing it back.

‘Aw, you’re breakin’ me heart. It’s not in ’ere,’ he’d said, scrolling through the contacts.

‘It’s under D,’ she’d said. ‘For Dishy.’

They’d spent that night talking about movies, and every Saturday since then, they’d spent together.

Her ex-husband had promised her heaven and delivered hell, but her boyfriend made her laugh. He brought her cheese-and-onion crisps and chocolate bars when she was blue. He held her hand when the days were hard and wiped her tears. No one else would fill his shoes, and she was too tired to get to know someone new. She couldn’t leave him. She would have to speak to her mother. She just needed to find the courage – or borrow some from her boss, she thought, watching Jia Khan walk across the cemetery, her scarf wrapped around her neck and her face almost buried.

Ishy drove her here every morning before training. Walking between the graves and headstones, Jia Khan seemed to talk to the air, but Ishy had no judgement. For people like them, life was a choice between a funeral pyre and a cold grave, and rarely anything in between. It disfigured them and left them for dead, and when they rose again, it asked how they dared to survive.

If Jia Khan wanted to lay her face to her father’s grave, if she’d found a way to be acknowledged by his once warm touch, Ishy understood what that desire for healing was like.

They were not broken things that lay in the dark waiting for rescue. They were birds that repeatedly grew new wings, learning to fly again because they had no option. Because it was rare that anyone would come for them. Jia Khan had rescued herself and then taught countless others the ways of her world.

And they were indebted to her. Ishy didn’t know how many were under Jia’s protection, but she had heard rumours. The numbers had risen steadily, and now they extended across the country and over water to faraway places. That was the thing about real power: it was steeped in myth and far from the realm of statistics.

Jia Khan was smart and rich in the kind of beauty that comes with compassion. Every man and woman who lived in the city wanted to be in her orbit.

Ishy knew what Jia would say about her predicament: ‘Don’t let the scars get in the way of life. You deserve to be happy.’ She was right, and as Jia Khan swept back to the car, Ishy resolved to speak to her mother and come clean to her boyfriend. Some people made you feel braver just by being near them.

***

Jia paused and looked at Ishy’s shoes. She climbed into the red leather interior of the black car and clicked her seatbelt into place.

‘Nice trainers,’ said Jia. They were blue leather with a bright red, yellow and orange eagle on them, and Ishy wore them with a black trouser suit. ‘They’re great for here, but don’t wear them to the meeting. I’m afraid not everyone is as sartorially savvy as you are. Stick with black leather and charge them to me. Sakina can tell you where to buy them.’

Ishy nodded. She valued Jia’s advice. It was delivered with kindness, and her orders with clarity.

‘Can you get the security plan to me asap?’ said Jia.

‘Idris Khan has asked for it.’

‘Idris is handling the Guild, but I want to make sure everything is in place before they come to the table.’

Ishy nodded. ‘Is the war over?’

‘Not yet,’ said Jia. ‘But it will be.’

Ishy put the car into drive, and the Bentley purred into action. Jia glanced out through the darkened glass of her window. The sky was turning shades of red, reminding her of the old adage about the shepherd’s warning. She considered the flock she was responsible for and surveyed the decayed ruins of the cemetery as the car moved away.

The dead had once been powerful, and all that remained of them now were large stones and mounds of soil. The truth of how they had acquired their wealth had long since been whitewashed by generations of storytelling. The sins of rich men became respectable with time.

The car slipped through the streets of the city as, all around, a new day dawned.
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