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ONE

2018 – Paris, France

Faces had always stayed with him. He could walk past a thousand people in a busy market square and pick out a familiar face in an instant, even people he hadn’t seen in years.

From the threadbare sofa in that wreck of a Paris apartment, Aydin watched the still images of men’s faces flash up one by one on the flickering TV screen. The documentary was supposed to be about the youths of jihad; the young guys from Western Europe who travelled to the Middle East to fight for their religion. But so far all he’d seen were thugs who’d taken it upon themselves to pick up guns and bombs to live out some violent fantasy. Was it boredom that made them do it?

All he knew was that these men weren’t the real problem for the West. Nor was it the weak-minded individuals who were so easily swayed into strapping plastic explosives to their chests. So far the real faces of Terror hadn’t featured in the programme at all. The millions of people watching had no idea who those people were. But Aydin knew. Because they were the ones who created him, and the others like him – the ones who told him what to do.

A much more familiar face flashed on the screen. His name and ‘title’ appeared beneath the grainy photograph of his face, but the words did nothing to describe the full extent of the man’s remit. ‘Aziz al-Addad, Head of Youth Training’. To Aydin and his brothers the man was simply the Teacher.

Aydin couldn’t hear the TV any more for the sudden onrush of memories the man’s grinning face induced in him – his barked orders, spitting venom. Aydin could hear the Teacher telling him what he had to do, his eyes bulging. His was the only way Aydin knew.

Shaking, Aydin turned off the TV.

Minutes later he was outside roaming the streets. In the district of Clichy-Sous-Bois he was just a few miles from Paris’s most treasured landmarks, yet in that shithole of a neighbourhood he felt several worlds away. To Aydin, the whole district was a mess of clashing cultures. Paris was the world’s capital of romance, but he couldn’t see any of that – decay and misery were too prevalent, and violence both the cause and answer to most problems.

He kept his head down as he walked past a gang of black youths. Did they appreciate that they were no longer the centre of the white man’s ire in the city? People like Aydin had taken that mantle.

Round the next corner he reached the same car he’d walked past dozens of times on similar nights: a battered Citroën older than he was. The street was quiet. He slipped a length of wire down the side of the Citroën’s rusted window frame and released the lock. Within seconds he was sitting in the driver’s seat, his head swimming.

He’d hot-wired the car several times in the last few months, repeating the same ritualistic series of actions; sat there with the engine turning over loudly, thinking about driving off into the night. But he never had. Each time he simply shut the engine down, stuffed the wires back into place and pushed the lock back down on the door before leaving the car where it was.

He wondered who the car belonged to. Did they have any idea it had been broken into? The car was always in the same spot, a thick layer of dust covering its corroded shell. It was clear it hadn’t been moved for some time. Maybe its owner had died, or moved house and left the crappy tin can behind.

Aydin was snapped from his thoughts when he saw two men further down the street, coming his way. In the darkness, he couldn’t make out their features, though both had their heads covered with hoods. As they approached, Aydin felt his heart rate quicken. It wasn’t fear or apprehension, simply his body ready and primed for the possible threat. He pushed the gear stick into first and released the handbrake, grasping his hands tightly round the steering wheel. As the men walked beneath a streetlight their faces were caught in a flash of orange light and Aydin avoided their gazes. Did they know who they were looking at? His mind was busy trying to determine whether to thump his foot down on the accelerator and hurtle off, when the men carried on past before fading into the darkness.

After a few seconds Aydin heaved a sigh, wrenched the handbrake, killed the engine and stepped out into the night.

Twenty-four hours later Aydin was walking the same dark street. A long and tiring day of planning had left him weary both in body and mind, and the walk through the fresh Parisian night hadn’t yet rejuvenated him. Not least because he knew this night would end – just like all the others – in disappointment.

No. This night was worse. As he approached the spot, he realised the Citroën wasn’t there. He spun round, looking up and down the street. No sign of it anywhere. Just an empty space, a dark outline of tarmac around where the car had been sitting untouched for so long.

A thief? After all, the car had been unlocked for some time. Or had the owner finally reunited with the heap of junk?

Aydin’s heart sank, as though his one solace – that dream of another life – had been torn from him.

Confused, he couldn’t face going back to the safe house so soon. Instead he sat on a wall in the dark, took out his phone and dialled the number from memory.

‘Hello?’ The woman’s soft voice filled his ear, her English accent smooth in the dark. He shut his eyes and kept the patchy image of her smiling face in his mind as long as he could before it cracked and faded away.

‘Hello?’ she said again. ‘Who is this?’

He hung up. He didn’t want to spook her, just to hear her voice.

When Aydin opened the apartment’s front door almost an hour later he heard the noise of the TV, and saw the lights were on. He’d hoped Khaled would be in bed, but he was sitting upright on the sofa, a sickly grin on his face.

‘Hey, Talatashar, come and see this.’

Talatashar: the number thirteen in Arabic. By birth he was Aydin, but among his people he was referred to only by number.

He slumped down beside Khaled, his attention turning to the BBC World news report playing on the TV: helicopter footage of the destruction caused by a suicide bomb attack at a market in Aleppo. Over twenty people were already known to have died, the report claimed.

‘Good work, eh?’ Khaled said, still smiling.

Aydin said nothing. Khaled was in his thirties – an administrator, and Aydin’s link to those who gave the orders. They weren’t friends; their relationship was one of necessity. Aydin’s ill feelings towards the man were nothing to do with their relative positions in the hierarchy, he simply hated everything about him.

The stench of sweat and tobacco stuck in Aydin’s nose as Khaled rambled excitedly about ‘infidels’ and ‘our holy war’. Khaled’s was a face Aydin would do well to forget: that large scar stretching from his right eye to his left ear; those yellowed, misshapen teeth.

‘And so it begins,’ Khaled proclaimed. He often spoke as if he knew what was really going on, the real story. His smile grew. ‘This is just the start.’

Khaled seemed to take issue with Aydin’s silence and his smirk dropped away – irked, as he often was, by Aydin’s apparent lack of enthusiasm.

‘Allah looks upon all martyrs with the same regard, Talatashar,’ he said. ‘There’s nothing special about you.’

It was true, Aydin knew. He didn’t see himself as special – none of them were.

Aydin fixed his gaze on the TV as the reporter continued. One of the known victims of the blast was a British citizen: a woman in her twenties, working in Aleppo with an international humanitarian charity. He didn’t recognise her name, but then came her picture, a small square nestled in the top corner of the screen. She was a similar age to him, her eyes squinting from the sun, a bright red lanyard dangling around her neck.

He froze.

It felt like he couldn’t move at all. For a moment he wondered if his heart had stopped beating.

After a few agonising seconds, he slowly exhaled, his eyes still fixed on the face of the young woman. Her eyes. The rest of her face could have been covered but he would still know those eyes. Faces had always stayed with him. He’d not seen hers since he was a child – since the night he was taken from his bed – but he had absolutely no doubt that the dead charity worker was Nilay. His twin sister.


TWO

Aydin was shaking again, caused by something else entirely this time. He was losing control.

‘There’ll be no place in paradise for that bitch, or any of the others,’ Khaled said.

Aydin closed his eyes tight, trying to shut out Khaled’s voice.

Soon everything was drowned out by the onset of rage, the throbbing of blood in his ears. As he struggled to control it, he saw his mother and twin sister Nilay in flashes.

By the time Khaled slapped Aydin’s head to snap him out of the trance, it was too late. Aydin released a deep, guttural yell and threw his elbow out in an arc, catching Khaled in the left eye and causing his head to jerk back. He shot up from the sofa and glared down, snarling, panting. He tried to hold back, to control the beast, to not let it conquer him – but it wasn’t working.

‘Sometimes I wish you’d just shut that ugly fucking mouth of yours for more than five seconds,’ Aydin said, fists clenched at his sides. He took a deep breath and stepped back, in two minds as to whether the situation could be defused from there, or if it had already gone too far.

‘What the fuck is your problem anyway?’ Khaled spat, holding a hand up to his bruised face. ‘You care so much about some little Western whore?’

Aydin’s eyes remained on him. He could see Khaled was fuming, even as he glanced to the coffee table where the blunt knife he’d earlier used to peel an apple lay next to the twisted skin and discarded core.

For a moment they were both looking at the knife. Part of him willed Khaled to make the move.

Aydin lunged first, but Khaled was closer. He grabbed the blade and was up on his feet in a flash. He was a good four or five inches taller than Aydin, and a few inches thicker too. Much of the extra mass was muscle, and Aydin guessed most people would steer well clear of him under challenge.

But Aydin wasn’t most people.

He was on Khaled before the administrator could swing the blade round in an arc towards Aydin’s side, and he blocked easily and countered with a jab that split Khaled’s lip. Khaled came forward a second time, but Aydin blocked with force again, feeling a jarring in his lower arm from the impact of the blow, as if he’d smacked it against a lump of steel. But it didn’t stop him. Khaled was big and strong, but he wasn’t like Aydin.

They had made damn sure of that.

Again Khaled attacked, with everything he had left – fist and knife and feet, over and over. Aydin moved in a steady rhythm to thwart his every move, an autopilot he’d developed from childhood but had never had to utilise for real until now. Before long, a look of defeat crept across his opponent’s face.

Then a straight fist flew towards him – a final, futile attempt. Aydin shimmied to the left, caught the arm and swivelled. Bringing his other arm around Khaled’s neck, Aydin sent him spinning over his knee and crashing to the ground. He grabbed Khaled’s knife hand, twisted it around and pushed the wrist back until it cracked. Khaled screamed in pain and dropped the blade. Aydin twisted the arm further and smacked just below the shoulder, hearing the pop as the arm dislocated. He picked up the knife and stood over Khaled, who panted and wheezed.

‘I was right to keep my eye on you,’ Khaled spluttered through pained breaths. ‘I knew you were too weak to see this through.’

Aydin said nothing.

Khaled turned over and crawled away. Aydin watched him struggle, but another snapshot of his sister’s face burned suddenly in his eyes and he had to press his palms to his temples.

Would she have wanted him to finish this?

He snapped out of it to discover Khaled reaching up for the laptop, which sat atop the battered Formica dining table across the room. The injured administrator mashed the keyboard with a broken hand, and a second later a long tone signalled the software’s attempt to connect the call.

Aydin couldn’t let that happen.

He darted forward, lurched at Khaled. He lifted his foot and hurled it under Khaled’s chin. His head whipped back at such an angle Aydin wondered if he’d broken his neck. His head bounced forward again, his face smacked sickly against the lino floor. Aydin plunged the knife into the side of Khaled’s neck and yanked it out the front, tearing a gaping hole in the flesh from which the man’s blood sprayed out.

Spinning round, Aydin reached out to kill the call on the laptop . . . but the dial tone had already stopped.

He hoped – prayed – that the call hadn’t gone through, that it had simply timed out. Then he saw the all too familiar browser window open up. Just a plain black screen, the same as always. He knew on the other end of the line his face would be clearly visible.

His face, dripping with Khaled’s blood.

Breathing hissed through the laptop’s speakers; slow, deliberate and calm breaths. Aydin stared at the blank screen, unable to move, as though it was a black hole sucking every ounce of energy from him.

‘Why?’ was all he could think to say. No answer. ‘Why her!’ His voice was hoarse as the well of emotion overflowed. Anger, sorrow, regret – he wasn’t sure which was in control.

Still no answer.

A short bleep sounded and the call disconnected, the black screen replaced by generic Microsoft wallpaper. Aydin knew exactly what that meant.

Hurriedly he grabbed the only possessions he needed – the stash of money in a hole in the wall behind the bathroom cabinet, the pistol and his pocket multi-tool. He left the several fake passports behind. Despite their undoubted quality, he couldn’t use them now.

Outside, he walked quickly down the street and took out his phone. He stopped to turn it on and thought about calling her again. After a few moments he stuck the phone back in his pocket and continued walking.

He headed on past the spot where the Citroën used to be, ignoring the nagging in his mind – why hadn’t he just gone when he’d had the chance?

For once he was at least glad he lived in such a desperate neighbourhood, and it wasn’t long before he found an old Fiat in a similar state to the recently departed Citroën.

After checking the dark street was clear, he took out the multi-tool and used the flathead screwdriver and a bit of muscle to pop the lock and the door open. Less than a minute later he had the engine running. For a few moments he just sat there as the engine grumbled in his ear.

This time he really didn’t have any choice.

With a look over his shoulder, he pulled out into the night, no clear destination in mind. Only one thing was clear: he was on his own.


THREE

Aleppo, Syria

Rachel Cox stared out of the window of the seventh-floor apartment, gazing across the twinkling nightscape of the city. In the near distance she could make out what remained of the Al-Madina Souq, treasured buildings that had once formed part of the original ancient city that had seen continuous habitation for over eight millennia. Yet look what had become of it. Even at night the thin orange illumination was enough to highlight the destruction of the still raging civil war. On top of the monumental human loss, many treasured buildings were now nothing more than piles of sandy rubble. Cox would never cease to feel sadness to see a city she had grown to know so well look so vulnerable and decrepit and seemingly beyond repair – and not just its buildings, but its inhabitants too.

The sound of her vibrating phone stole Cox’s attention from the window and the misery outside it. She moved over to the scratched and stained wooden side table and picked up the phone. A text message:

White line, five minutes.

Cox put the phone back down and went over to the crumpled sofa covered in a faded sheet, where her high-spec laptop sat. The city may be in ruins, but Cox wasn’t without budget, and if you had the resources you could still get all the mod cons in Aleppo one way or another – electronics, mobile phone signal and even Wi-Fi. Up in the safe house, operated by the UK’s Secret Intelligence Service, Cox had all that and more.

She flipped open the lid on the laptop and went through the familiar routine to initiate the white line – a voiceover IP line that was encrypted through a secure real-time transport protocol, or SRTP for short. It meant that both of the devices on either end of the conversation were encrypted, as was the line itself. The system wasn’t foolproof, nothing involving the Internet was, but it was as secure a communication channel as SIS had for transnational conversations with active agents.

Of course, the multi-layered security on the line was to prevent sophisticated computer hackers from listening in, but did nothing to deter more classical eavesdropping techniques, which was why the otherwise plain-looking safe house was professionally soundproofed, and why Cox swept the place every day for listening devices, just to be on the safe side.

‘Rachel Cox on the line,’ she said when the call connected after a few seconds.

‘Cox, it’s Flannigan and Roger Miles here,’ came the crackly voice of her immediate boss after a short delay – the less than perfect sound quality a result both of the geographical distance and the heavy security measures.

Cox did her best not to let out a groan. Henry Flannigan, the man she reported to, was a level four supervisor back at Vauxhall Cross in London – SIS headquarters. She’d worked for Flannigan for several years and the two of them had plenty of professional baggage between them. Their shared headstrong nature meant they regularly clashed, but overall she thought he was an okay guy, as long as she did as he asked (and if his arrogance and general superior attitude could be excused). Roger Miles was a level six director, the highest rank before numbers stopped and plain old extravagant titles took over, just a few small pay grades from the SIS Chief himself, right at the top of the food chain. Cox didn’t know too much about him on a personal level, just that when he got involved in matters it generally meant there was a problem. Often it felt like the problem was her.

‘Evening,’ Cox said. ‘You’re both still in the office?’

She looked at her watch. It was gone eleven p.m. in Aleppo, so after nine back in London.

‘Your request was urgent so we dealt with it urgently,’ Flannigan answered.

Cox felt herself tense up. She could almost tell by the way he said it what the answer was going to be.

‘Miss Cox––’

‘It’s still Mrs, actually,’ Cox said, cutting off Miles without thinking, that ‘single’ title sending a flurry of unwelcome thoughts through her mind. ‘Just call me Rachel. Or Cox. Whatever.’

‘Rachel, I’ve looked through all of the information you provided, and I’ve discussed this at length with Henry too, and I’m afraid the conclusion I’ve come to is that I have to turn down your request for Trapeze assistance at this time.’

Now Cox did let out her groan. ‘But sir, the evidence I––’

‘Well that’s the problem, Cox,’ Flannigan interrupted. ‘There really isn’t much by way of evidence. Assigning the resources of the Trapeze team is a serious and expensive step to take––’

‘Which is why it needs level six approval,’ Miles butted in.

‘. . . And it’s just not clear that there would be any benefit to your work in doing so at this stage. In fact, it might jeopardise events down the line if we’ve extended our reach without good justification.’

Cox gritted her teeth as she bit back her retort. The way she saw it the term good justification was basically a movable feast that could be placed wherever those at the top end of the hierarchy wanted it. For months her work had seen her edging closer and closer to the identities and the truth of a group of extremists that she’d colloquially labelled the Thirteen.

After 9/11, Cox was placed on a special investigation to track the activity of family groups of known terrorists. Every year, thousands of children were brought up in extremist jihadi households across the Middle East – it was her job to track those kids to adulthood, and do her best to prevent them from becoming the next wave of terrorists to threaten the region, and ultimately the West. What had begun as a mind-numbing exercise in basic local surveillance had transformed into something Cox felt held far-reaching significance. It was in Iraq that she’d first come across tales of a group of young boys being trained in a secret and secluded institution, and her work since had led her to believe that those tales – as tall as they often were – held real truth.

Her boss at SIS had agreed, and had sanctioned a formal investigation with Cox’s remit to identify and track down the Thirteen and the facility they were being trained at. Although she firmly believed the notorious Aziz al-Addad was likely one of the key players behind the group, she’d not yet come close to completing her mission. For weeks now it felt as if she’d been hitting brick wall after brick wall. In fact, several months ago, even the few small leads she had dried up overnight. Despite her best efforts, she no longer had any active intelligence on where any of the Thirteen were, as though they didn’t even exist any more. To Cox that meant one thing: bad news. The graduates of destruction were likely now out in the world awaiting activation. Yet the lack of tangible evidence she had on who the Thirteen were, and where they were, meant the bigwigs at SIS were fast losing interest – and patience – in the investigation.

Cox, on the other hand, remained unmoved in her belief that the Thirteen formed not just a potent potential weapon, but also an immediate threat to the UK and indeed the whole of Western Europe. So far she was having a hard time convincing Flannigan of that.

‘I think you’re wrong,’ Cox said. ‘And I think the longer you delay giving me proper assistance for this investigation the greater the risk to us all.’

Getting access to the Trapeze team – a highly sophisticated surveillance unit operated out of the UK government’s GCHQ – would finally give her the resources she needed to help track down the Thirteen and enable the authorities to stop them. Roger Miles had already turned down Cox’s previous request some three months ago, and given Flannigan’s attitude towards her of late she was beginning to question the level of influence he had over the decision, too. Was he deliberately trying to scupper her work behind her back? But why would he do that?

‘Can you imagine the public reaction if the Thirteen initiate an attack that could have been prevented?’ Cox added.

‘Public reaction?’ Flannigan said. ‘Sorry, but is that a threat?’

‘What do you think? I’m not in this for public recognition, you must know that about me by now. But I have to stop this group before it’s too late.’

‘You don’t even know the Thirteen exist!’ Flannigan blasted. ‘For all we’ve seen it’s just your wild, personal theory.’

‘That’s ridiculous. Of course they exist, they––’

‘Existed, perhaps. We know very well the recruitment techniques of these jihadi outfits, including those run by the so-called Teacher. And yes, I’m certain there are many young boys who were kidnapped or otherwise forced into training under that vile man. But to suggest there’s some group of thirteen kids who sit above all that, and are about to bring the world to its knees, is just . . . baseless.’

‘According to you.’

‘According to fucking everyone except you actually!’

‘Okay, Henry, let’s keep this level,’ Miles said. ‘Rachel, I know you’ve put a lot of time and sacrifice into this, but the problem is I’m seeing little tangible progress––’

‘That’s because you’re having me operate with my hands tied behind my back!’

‘Enough! Let me be very clear with you. For a while now I’ve tried to see this operation from your point of view, and I’ve given you the benefit of the doubt plenty. But it really is getting to the point now where I have to decide whether continuing this work remains in the public interest.’

‘You have to trust me.’

‘I do. Which is why I’m giving you another two weeks. But if you don’t have any new evidence before then – and I mean real, solid, tangible evidence that we can act upon – then I’m shutting this operation down.’

Silence fell for a few seconds and Cox wondered whether they were expecting her to respond. She didn’t. What could she say?

‘Do you understand?’ Flannigan asked.

‘Of course,’ Cox said.

‘Okay, good,’ Miles said. ‘Then I think we’re done for now.’

‘Looks like it, doesn’t it?’ Cox said, before reaching out and ending the call.

She was fuming. Sod them both. If they wouldn’t help her she’d just have to do things her own way. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d broken protocol to prove she was right. The last time she’d been able to dismantle a small cell planning a car bomb attack at the British embassy in Cairo. For her efforts she’d been given a formal reprimand, and had her promotion to level four rejected. Yet she firmly believed her actions then were justified, as they were now.

Cox shut the laptop lid and picked the phone back up. She saw there were two missed calls from Subhi, a local asset of hers who officially worked for the Military Intelligence Directorate of Syria, though for the last eighteen months had been passing intel to her – payback after she’d helped his mother and grandma escape the war-torn country to Egypt.

He’d left no message – neither text nor voicemail. She was still thinking what to do, how to respond to him, when another call came through.

‘Hi,’ she said, expecting a coded response in return, perhaps a request for them to meet somewhere to discuss whatever he’d so urgently been calling about.

‘Rachel, have you seen the news?’

Cox frowned. ‘The bomb attack?’ she said. She’d heard it on the news but hadn’t paid much attention. Such an attack, although horrific, was becoming par for the course in the beleaguered city. In fact rarely did a day go by without an atrocity of some sort, committed by any one of the many sides in the war. A few hours ago, towards the end of the working day, a lone man had walked through a crowded open-air food market in the centre of the city and blown himself and over twenty other people into pieces.

‘Check the news,’ Subhi said. ‘Then call me back.’

‘Wait,’ Cox said, hoping to stop him before he ended the call. He sounded harried, and she could sense his anxiousness. ‘Are you still there?’

‘Yes.’

‘Just tell me.’

Subhi let out a deep sigh. ‘She was there, Rachel. In the market when the bomb went off. I’m sorry, but she’s dead.’

Subhi didn’t need to say anything more than that. Cox slumped. She knew exactly whom he meant, and what it meant for her investigation.


FOUR

Paris, France

Aydin’s first focus as he drove off in the Fiat was simply to leave Paris as quickly as he could, and get some breathing space. He initially headed south, away from where he really wanted to be. He had a phone in his pocket that his people would surely try to trace. He couldn’t keep it on him for long, but he had to at least hope that a simple subterfuge would hold the chasing pack off for a short while.

He drove on for two hours in the clunking Fiat before he stopped at the side of the four-lane highway. He stepped from the car. There were no other vehicles in sight, everything quiet and serene compared to the inner city, and an uncomfortable contrast to the turmoil in his mind and to the chaos that would surely follow him from there.

He dropped the phone to the ground and stomped on it until it was clear the device was smashed beyond reasonable repair. Not dismantled fully, but then he didn’t want it to be. He wanted its pieces to be found. He picked the remnants of the phone back up and flung them into the overgrown verge. No point in making things easy for them.

He didn’t know why but for the next few seconds he just stared off into the dark distance, unable to pull himself away. He thought about Paris. The apartment. Khaled’s bloodied and lifeless body. He wondered how long it would take the police to find out about the murder. Was it murder? Two hours into his drive there hadn’t been a single siren or flashing light in sight. Did that mean the police weren’t yet after him?

Or, before they hunted him down, would his own people get to the apartment first and remove the body, cover it all up as if neither he nor Khaled ever existed?

Aydin wasn’t sure which outcome was better or worse.

He wrenched himself from his thoughts and got back into the car. With the bait set, he looped back around Paris, heading north but giving the city a wide berth. It was gone two a.m. by the time he ditched the car in a lay-by four miles from the port of Calais. The thick cloud above stifled the moon’s illumination, and once he was away from the orange glow of the streetlights the surrounding land was pitch black.

That’s where he headed, into the darkness. It sucked him in and he wondered if he’d ever escape it. He traipsed across soggy fields of overgrown grass, using the distant lights from the line of the road a hundred yards to his right to guide him further in.

Even in the darkness the place felt eerily familiar, and before long he saw the first signs of life. Torchlights. Phone screens. Flickering flames and the wispy smoke of campfires. The hunched forms of sorry people huddled together with nowhere better to go and nothing better to do.

Above the sweet smell of the grassy fields, and the salt from the nearby sea, was the stench of smoke and chargrilled food and festering human waste. All around the people in front of him, past where the eye could see, were a mishmash of tents and plastic tarpaulins stretched over wooden supports, torn metal sheets propped up on poles. Like a holiday campsite gone wrong.

He was in the area known commonly as the Jungle, though the reality didn’t fit that word at all. There was no dense vegetation, no thriving eco-communities of wondrous beasts. Shitpit was closer to the truth.

A few years ago the Jungle lined the area immediately outside the ferry terminal and Eurotunnel station in Calais. Refugees from Syria and Libya and elsewhere had flocked there hoping for a free ride to the UK. Many had made it to the promised land in those initial waves, but those days were long gone. The much smaller camp was a few miles further back now, but then, the Jungle remained an ever-evolving beast. The French authorities did their best to destroy the hastily erected shantytown at every opportunity, but as quickly as the bulldozers flattened, the people simply set up shop somewhere down the road. They were beyond desperate and simply had nowhere else to go.

But while the location of the masses of people and their hand-built shelters was forever changing, the place and its people remained familiar to Aydin. He’d seen areas like the Jungle countless times all over Europe and beyond.

He knew exactly what he was looking for.

He had his hood pulled up and kept his head down as he squelched through the thick mud underfoot. There’d been no rain that night but the grassy fields that had been taken over by the camp remained churned. As expected, he didn’t get a single glance from the first several groups of people he passed. They felt safer not interacting with the outside world, just sticking in their groups and their imaginary safe bubbles. That wasn’t a problem. It told Aydin they weren’t the ones he was looking for, that they couldn’t help him.

Then he spotted someone who could. The man, standing under the beam of a flashlight, dangling from what looked like a wooden sentry post, was tall and beefy with a shaven head and a thick nose that was squashed to his face. The angle of the light made his deep-set eyes seem like two pools of black. His arms were folded over his chest as he barked at his friend next to him. The friend was a near carbon copy except he was shorter and slightly thinner, and the way he held his body showed he wasn’t the one in charge. The two men weren’t anything like the others in the camp. Not just in the way they looked, their lighter skin, round faces, high cheekbones, either – typical Slavic features. The biggest difference of all was the lack of desperation and fear. Instead, Aydin saw greed and malice.

The big man looked his way and Aydin quickly darted off to the right, sheltering behind a falling-down wooden hut. The man didn’t see him and turned back to his friend. Aydin was in the shadows, while the man’s face remained well lit by the light above him. Aydin watched the two men for a short while, straining so he could hear their gruff conversation. In the quiet of the night he heard their words clearly, but he couldn’t understand them, their language not one that he spoke or was even familiar with.

Born in England, Aydin still spoke that language with a native, southern accent. His father was from Turkey and had taught him Turkish at home. Through his training at the Farm he’d become proficient in a half-dozen other tongues; Arabic, Persian, Kurdish, Russian, French, German. But these men were speaking something else, a language with a whole host of unfamiliar guttural sounds. Together with their looks, he could only guess they were from Eastern Europe, or perhaps the Balkans, but that could still be one of tens of countries he wasn’t particularly acquainted with.

What he did know was who the men were: gangsters or low-level mafia who’d travelled west and found a home in France for the simple reason of exploiting vulnerable refugees for financial gain.

Aydin quickly put his ill feelings for the scumbags to the side. As much as he detested men like them, he had to see them for what they were: his ticket out of France.

Two weary-looking and scruffily dressed young men walked up to the brutes. There was a quick exchange of words and the big man pointed away into the distance. The two refugees skulked off in that direction. The big man checked his watch once. Then again a minute later. Aydin sensed what was brewing.

Focused on the two men, he was surprised by a young woman emerging from the shadows of the wooden hut he was standing by. She jumped in shock and cupped her mouth with her hand when she saw Aydin standing right there, outside her makeshift home. He lifted a finger to his lips and together with his pleading look managed to avert a shout or scream from her, but the look of panic in her eyes remained.

‘What are you doing?’ she whispered in Arabic, perhaps sensing the need to not raise the alarm. Her accent suggested she was from Syria, as many of the refugees undoubtedly were.

Aydin indicated the two men with his head. The woman understood. He quickly figured she wasn’t a new arrival at the Jungle; her home was too sturdy – comparatively speaking – and the look she gave told him she not only knew the two men, but disliked them just as much as he already did.

‘If they catch you spying––’

He cut her off by holding his hand up.

‘Don’t worry about me,’ he said. ‘You just carry on. I’ll be gone by the time you get back and you’ll never see me again.’

She looked uncertain about that, though he wasn’t sure about which part exactly. After a couple of seconds she moved away, edgily. He turned his head and watched her walking over to one of the groups of people by a fire that was on its last legs, with more smoke than flames. She didn’t look over at him at all – either she was doing her bit to not alert the brutes, or she’d simply already put him out of her mind now that she was back in the safety of her group.

When Aydin turned back he saw the two gangsters were walking away. After waiting a few seconds he followed, hugging the shadows like he was simply part of the darkness. They were soon out of the main Jungle, past the living spaces, just grass and mud as they headed across undulating fields, moving closer to the main road once again.

As Aydin came over the top of a small hill, he peered down into the darkness below. Further away the area was clearly lit up by the lights of the road, but for now the men had disappeared into a crevice between the tarmac and where Aydin was standing and he couldn’t see them at all. He kept moving forward, heading into the blackness behind them, moving cautiously as if he might stumble upon them at any second. Then the clouds above parted, spitting out faint moonlight. Enough for him to understand what he was staring at.

He stopped. He counted twenty-one heads, mostly men, sat or hunched in a group on the soggy ground in front of him. He saw the two gangsters, on their feet, going around the group, one by one, taking the bundles of cash, flitting through the notes and stuffing them into their jackets. He wondered what the price was tonight. A few hundred euros perhaps. Maybe as much as a couple of thousand. He had nearly ten thousand in his backpack. Not that he was planning on paying these two.

Instead, he crouched down and continued spying the group, looking for a suitable candidate. He spotted two. Young men, sitting at either end of the group, far enough away from the others to show they had no one. They weren’t talking, weren’t looking at anyone else at all. They were loners. Nobody gave a shit about them.

Now all he needed was the opportunity.

He waited for several minutes. The shorter of the gangsters headed off towards the road, probably to wait for the lorry that would take these people to the cherished lands of England. After another ten minutes passed, one of the refugees got to his feet, spoke a few words to the tall gangster, and headed in Aydin’s direction.

Aydin remained absolutely still as the man came to within five yards of where he was crouching. The man was peering into the darkness all around but there was no indication at all that he knew Aydin was there. He unzipped his trousers and urinated on the ground. He was so perfectly positioned, but Aydin couldn’t take his place. He was certain the woman the man had been sitting next to was his friend, possibly his wife.

Nonetheless Aydin felt his tension rising. He wanted to be out of France by morning. No, he had to be. He needed to be part of that group, and as the man walked away Aydin realised he may have just lost his only opportunity.

Just then, though, as the man reached the group, one of the candidates Aydin had his eye on got to his feet. The tall gangster shouted angrily, but didn’t try to stop him moving away to relieve himself. The man headed off to the left and Aydin snaked round, following his movement until they were just a few yards apart. Aydin glanced around while the man did his business. They were out of sight from the group. He uttered a small prayer of thanks for his good fortune, and another to ask Allah to take care of the man. He wasn’t Aydin’s enemy. The man finished and went to zip up his fly. He didn’t sense Aydin at all as he sprang forward.

Aydin used the heel of his hand to smack down onto the base of the man’s neck – a pressure point of nerves that he knew would cause chaos through his central nervous system. His legs went from under him and Aydin caught his falling body and helped him down to the earth, laying him gently on his side. But his assistance was little to do with him caring for the man’s wellbeing; he simply couldn’t afford to make a sound.

He looked down at the man. He was a similar height and build to Aydin, and about his age. A little more facial hair, and a straighter, pointier nose perhaps, but it was the middle of the night and Aydin was sure those two gangsters thought every young man who looked even remotely like he was from the Arabian peninsula was indistinguishable.

The man’s trousers were dark, like Aydin’s, and he was wearing a hooded top. His, though, was much lighter-coloured than Aydin’s black one. He quickly stripped his own hoody off and put on the man’s. It fitted just fine.

The man was unconscious, but Aydin didn’t know for how long. He could easily kill him, to reduce his risks of detection, but he didn’t want to be that person. Yet he had to be certain that the man stayed on the ground. So he lifted his foot and drove his heel into the side of the guy’s head. Enough to punish his brain for a few minutes at least, but hopefully not enough to leave him with any lasting damage.

In the distance Aydin heard the hiss of powerful airbrakes. He quickly moved away and over at the roadside he saw the bright beams of light from an articulated lorry. Moments later the second gangster returned and started corralling the group of escapees into shape. Aydin reached the group just in time, fading into the masses, becoming just another anonymous shape in the eyes of the two men in charge.

They did a quick count of heads, not blinking an eye that Aydin was now standing there among the others, rather than the man he’d just left in the mud. But Aydin did feel eyes on him. He glanced to his right and caught the suspicious gaze of an ageing man with a thick wiry beard that must have been nearly white given the way the thin light reflected off it. Aydin held the old man’s stare and his eyes squinted further. Aydin got ready for a challenge. Would the man confront him? Or just go straight ahead and call him out to the gangsters?

Neither. A few seconds later he just looked away without saying anything at all.

The next moment the goons were marching the group towards the waiting lorry. Without further hitches, in a few hours Aydin would be back in his country of birth. England.


FIVE

Dover, England

Aydin spent most of the journey with his eyes closed, though he wasn’t sleeping. Partly he just didn’t want to interact with the group of immigrants that were with him. He wasn’t one of them, not really. The main reason for his unrest, though, was because he was thinking about Nilay and his mother. Thinking of his father too, in fact. Thinking about everything that had happened in his life, imagining the others and what they’d do to punish him now that he’d killed one of his own and broken away.

However unsettling and gruesome those thoughts were, he didn’t regret slitting Khaled’s throat, only that he’d done it without properly thinking through his next steps.

Regardless, he was certain that London had to be his first destination. Nilay’s death had catapulted him onto this course of destruction and he needed to find out what had happened to her and why.

There was little chatter among the group as they sat in the back of the lorry among boxes and pallets. Most of the men and women either slept or stared aimlessly into space for the journey. The trailer was dark and the air was thick with sweat and fear. The only light they had came from two finger-sized torches that a couple of the men had with them. The few people that Aydin saw with mobile phones back in Calais were ordered to turn them off before the lorry departed and they’d so far kept to that instruction.

Aydin listened to the sounds from outside, trying to decipher where they were on the journey. After the bobbing and swaying of the ferry ride, where one of the women violently vomited into one of the two buckets they’d been provided with for emergency toilet needs, came the most nerve-wracking part. UK Border Force.

With the ferry ride over, car and lorry engines fired up and Aydin could hear other vehicles moving past as they sat waiting, the look of anxiety on the faces of the people around him growing. It took close to half an hour before the lorry engine erupted into life and Aydin was already wondering whether there might be a problem. Finally they began to move, but he could tell from the vibrations and the sounds that the lorry was only crawling, and before long the engine shut down once more.

Aydin heard the driver’s door open and moments later muffled voices outside, just a yard or two from where he was sitting, though the sounds felt distant and removed.

He planned in his mind how he would get away if the boxes in front were peeled away and he was left staring into the faces of the UK Border Force. He had the gun in his trousers, his training and his wits, but that still might not be enough.

The look of worry on the faces of the other passengers grew further as they waited. Then the driver’s door opened and closed again, the engine growled to life, and the wheels began to turn. Moments later the lorry was speeding up and the heave of relief from the people around Aydin was almost overwhelming.

It wasn’t long before chatter grew among the group. Smiles broke out. The men and women probably felt like they’d finally made it, as though their trip through hell was finally over. This was it, a new life. Aydin wouldn’t break it to them that the chances were their ordeals had only just begun. Who or what awaited them when the lorry reached its destination and those boxes were pulled away, he really didn’t know, but he was sure it wasn’t paradise.

They drove for nearly an hour before the lorry once again stopped. The driver’s door opened. Aydin heard more voices. Then noises as the fabric sides of the lorry were drawn back. Light rays surged into the interior and Aydin had to shut his eyes for a few seconds. When he opened them he saw the other men and women squinting, holding hands up to their faces. There was a wall of white light next to them, so bright Aydin couldn’t make out anything of what lay beyond. It reminded him of alien invasion movies he watched with his family as a boy in London. The moment where the spaceship landed and the doors opened and for a minute all that could be seen was light and smoke, before the alien life forms finally appeared.

There were no alien life forms here, though. What Aydin saw coming through the wall of light was much more sinister. White faces, with heavy, furrowed features. If not the actual brothers of the two gangsters in Calais, then certainly close relatives. There were four of them. They shouted at the group in English, though their accents were thick with rolled consonants. None of them appeared to be armed but they immediately instilled fear in the group, hauling people up, pushing and pulling and shoving.

The travellers cowered and did as they were told, filing out of the lorry one after another. Aydin played along, muttering pleadings to the men in Arabic. One of them shoved him in the back and he fell forward, over the edge of the lorry and to the tarmac below. He tried to roll into the fall, but was unable to stop his hip and elbow smacking onto the surface painfully. Before he could recover, another heavily muscled man lifted him back to his feet. He worried for a second that the man would feel the gun. Or maybe that the weapon had already come loose in the fall. What would the men’s reaction be if they realised Aydin was armed?

He took in the scene around him. The first thing he noticed was the green. Many years had passed since Aydin was last in England and he’d forgotten just how green it was. The grass, the hedgerows, the trees. They were surrounded by dense emerald colour. And the smell. A fragrant yet earthy scent that tickled his nose – a smell achingly familiar but one that he hadn’t ever thought about until then.

Aydin saw the lorry was parked on a pothole-covered lane, among farmers’ fields. Across the road were two battered and rusting white vans. Fords, he thought. He was shoved back into line, towards the vans where other grunts in jeans and leather jackets were hastily stashing the new arrivals. Just as Aydin expected, these poor people hadn’t just paid for their freedom at all. They’d been conned, and their nightmares had only just begun.

Aydin wouldn’t be part of whatever misery and slavery lay ahead for the others, and no matter how sorry he felt for them, he couldn’t and wouldn’t try to save all twenty of the people he’d travelled with. But he had to save himself.

He let the grunts move him towards the first of the vans as he scoped out the threats around him. He saw there was already a man in the driver’s seat of the van he was heading to. The side door was open. Three sorry faces peered out of the dark interior. Several other immigrants were waiting in line in front of him, soon to join them. He took another shove to the back.

Then leapt into action.

Aydin crouched and swivelled, using his instincts to tell him where the man who'd just shoved him was standing. His sweeping leg took away one of the man’s, sending the guy off balance. Aydin crashed his forearm down onto the man’s chest, aiding his trip to the blacktop below. He landed on the ground with a thump, and Aydin knew in that moment that for all his tough-guy bravado and muscle, he didn’t even have basic hand-to-hand combat training. Prone on the ground, he should have immediately brought his arms up to defend his head, neck. He didn’t. Aydin crashed his foot down onto the man’s windpipe. Unlike in Calais, he had no care of the extent of damage the blow would cause. There was a crunching sound and the man’s eyes bulged, but Aydin didn’t keep his sight on him for even a second longer to inspect the full damage – he needed to keep moving.

He darted for the man at the open side door of the van, who was shepherding travellers into the back. Aydin glanced left and right as he moved. The guy in front was quick to react and peeled from his position, an angry snarl on his face as he headed for Aydin. There were shouts and calls all around. Aydin half expected gunfire to ring out any second. In fact, he found himself reaching behind for his own weapon as he watched the hand of the man in front disappear behind his back. Yet it wasn’t a gun that he pulled, but a hunting knife. A six-inch serrated blade that Aydin knew could cause all sorts of damage to the soft tissue of a human body. As he was about to demonstrate.

Aydin left his gun where it was. There was no need for it yet. He didn’t have endless supplies of ammunition so the weapon was a last resort only.

The man shoved the blade towards Aydin, who shimmied sideways. Still moving forward, he grabbed the man’s forearm and twisted. He came up behind the man, still pulling on his arm, his hand close to the man’s wrist. When the pressure of the twist became too much, the man released the knife. Aydin let go of the wrist, grabbed the knife handle and plunged the blade into the man’s stomach. He let out a gurgling groan as Aydin withdrew the knife. Blood now covered his hand. He kicked the man away and he fell into a heap on the ground.

All around Aydin saw the other men coming forward for him. They were angry, and intent on doing him harm, but despite his inferior size there was already a wariness in their eyes, even after just a few seconds of fighting.

Aydin, panting from the rapid exertion of taking down the two big lumps, turned and slid shut the side door of the van, then stepped forward and flung open the driver’s door. The driver had figured out what was happening. He went for his knife, on the passenger seat. Aydin’s eyes locked with his. The driver lifted the knife, but in the confined space he was simply out-positioned. Before the guy could find an angle for a successful attack, Aydin simply grabbed him and roared as he hauled him out of the cab to the ground.

Aydin, his head on fire, was tempted to turn and take on everyone else coming his way. Pull the gun and blast them all down. The release of adrenaline he was experiencing made him feel powerful, almost invincible. Just how they trained him to be under pressure and in the fight.

But he stopped himself. Fighting, beating and punishing those goons wasn’t what he’d come to England for, however much they deserved it, and however good it would make him feel.

He realised it was time to draw his gun, though. As he did so, the sudden sight of the shiny black metal caused everyone honing in on him to reconsider their intentions. He let off a warning shot that cracked into the tarmac just a few inches from the toes of one of the men. He turned and fired off one more shot that caused the front tyre of the second van to explode. He wasn’t in the mood for a car chase.

Not wanting to waste any more bullets than he needed to, he slung his backpack inside then jumped into the driver’s seat and slammed the door shut just as one of the men rushed forward. Aydin pushed down the lock and the man charged into the door, shoulder first. He tried the handle then began angrily pounding on the glass as Aydin searched for the keys. They were in the ignition still. He turned the key and the engine grumbled to life. Another man was at the front of the van. He held his arms out and put his hands onto the bonnet as he glared defiantly at Aydin.

Their continued machoism surprised him. They’d seen the gun, they’d seen how Aydin fought, but they weren’t giving up. It didn’t worry him, but it did make him wonder just who they were, who they worked for.

He crunched the gearstick into reverse, released the handbrake and thumped on the accelerator. The van lurched back and crashed into the front of the second vehicle. He quickly shoved the gearstick into first. The man at the front remained, as though standing there might stop the getaway. Aydin pushed on the accelerator, just gently at first, giving the man one last chance to see sense.

He didn’t. And when a booming gunshot rang out a second later, Aydin was left with no choice. The driver’s side window exploded into thousands of tiny pieces of glass which filled the cabin around him. He ducked instinctively even though he knew the move was too late. There was no indication of where the bullet landed, but Aydin wasn’t hit.

He couldn’t hang around to figure out where the shot came from. He thumped his foot onto the accelerator and the van jerked forward. The man at the front, finally realising his mistake, tried to dive to the side at the last moment. He didn’t quite manage it, and there was a loud thud and the van jumped up as it raced over his body. Whether it was just his legs Aydin had crushed or worse he didn’t know, and he didn’t care.

The only thing that mattered was that he was tearing away, and as he looked into the side mirror and saw the men and their vehicles fading into the distance, he knew he was in the clear.


SIX

Berlin, Germany

Ismail Obbadi sat alone on a park bench, surrounded by an endless sprawl of discoloured communist-era apartment blocks. As the early morning commuter traffic bustled around him in the crowded district of Lichtenberg, Obbadi was almost entirely ignored by passers-by – just another anonymous face in another decrepit cesspit.

As strange as it might seem to many, it was a pleasing change of scenery and circumstance for Obbadi, given his more public image of late. Obbadi had dressed down for the occasion too, sporting battered old shoes, a pair of jeans and black cotton jumper rather than his more usual and more formal designer gear. His hair was unkempt and covered by a blue baseball cap and he hadn’t shaved for nearly forty-eight hours. His appearance was far from his immaculate norm, yet he didn’t feel at all scruffy – he felt powerful, knowing he could so easily assume different personas, and blend in to different surroundings so seamlessly.

He felt his phone vibrating in his pocket. He lifted it out and stared at the screen. It was a Skype call. He recognised the caller ID. It was far from ideal to have to speak like this, but under the circumstances he wanted to hear what his brother had to say.

‘Yes?’ Obbadi said, answering the call.

‘He got out, in the middle of the night we think. But we’ll catch up with him.’

‘How did you let him get away? You told me you were tracking?’

‘I said it felt wrong that he’d been so careless. I warned you it was a trick.’

‘You did. And I insisted you made sure. But you still shouldn’t have been that far behind.’

‘I’m sorry. What do you want me to do?’

‘Go back to your position. I’ll get your brothers to pick up the trail.’

Obbadi ended the call before either of them said too much. Seconds later, still grinding his teeth as he thought about the previous night’s events, he spotted the young man – short and squat – heading his way. His face was covered in a thick black beard and he wore a taqiyah skullcap. It pleased Obbadi to see the man’s traditional and more conservative attire, though with his brown jacket unzipped Obbadi could see his gut was much flabbier than when they’d last seen each other. Perhaps he’d become too used to a life of relative freedom in Western Europe. Or was it just that he wasn’t responsible enough to have kept himself in shape now that the elders weren’t there to look after him day in, day out?

‘It’s good to see you, brother,’ the man said as he sat down next to Obbadi, a relaxed smile on his face.

‘You too, Sab’ah.’ Number seven.

‘I’m sure my home here isn’t as grand as yours,’ Sab’ah said, indicating the grim housing blocks in front of them.

‘Brother, we may live in different places now, but there is only one place that either of us will ever know as home.’

‘True. I still think of the Farm every day. Do you?’

‘That place changed our lives, yet I’d be lying if I said it was somewhere I’d ever want to return to.’

Sab’ah laughed. ‘I think I know what you mean. Did you know I was actually born in this city? Germany is my home country. I lived in Berlin for six years. Until . . .’ Sab’ah bowed his head. ‘Until my mama died.’

Obbadi didn’t offer any response to that, though he was far from pleased with the clear sorrow that he sensed in his brother as he recalled his former life. That was behaviour that certainly would never have been tolerated at the Farm. The West was so quick to destroy the weak, though Obbadi was surprised to include Sab’ah, usually so headstrong, in that bracket. He’d have to think carefully about whether to report this to their Father. Perhaps he should just give Sab’ah the benefit of the doubt this one time. If he completed the tasks Obbadi had come here for, it would surely prove his brother remained capable and ready.

Sab’ah’s face turned sour. ‘I heard about Talatashar.’

Obbadi clenched his fists in anger. He was still reeling about what had happened in Paris. ‘Heard what, exactly?’

‘That he’s gone. He left us.’

‘Nobody leaves,’ Obbadi said, feeling anger sticking in his throat. ‘We’ll find him, and he’ll suffer for what he’s done.’

‘He deserves nothing more than what’s coming. I’ll help in any way I can. I’ll kill him myself if I have to. You just need to say.’ Sab’ah’s eyes narrowed. ‘Is that why you’re here early?’

‘No, it’s not. I don’t want anyone else moving from position now. Talatashar isn’t in Germany. If he does come here, then I will seek your help. But right now, we stick to our plan.’

‘Understood,’ Sab’ah said with a determined and resolute look on his face. ‘How long will you be here?’ he asked. ‘I’m sure you wouldn’t want to stay with me, perhaps a hotel? There would be many to suit your taste here.’

‘I’m not staying. I’ll be flying out of Germany before tomorrow. Is everything ready?’

‘Of course. The van is round the corner. Are we going now?’

Obbadi looked at his watch. ‘Very soon. But first, I have something else to discuss with you.’

Obbadi saw the questioning look in his brother’s eyes. He reached into his jacket pocket. It came out clutching a rolled piece of paper wrapped around a small cylindrical object. He passed it to Sab’ah. Looking confused, Sab’ah unwrapped the paper – a black-and-white photograph – to reveal a small vial.

‘Do you know who that is?’ Obbadi asked.

‘Yes, but––’

‘Not buts. No questions. Do you know who he is?’

‘I do.’

‘Can you get to him?’

‘I’ll find a way.’

‘And you know what that is?’

‘I think so.’

‘Always wear gloves. My advice is to put the liquid into a sprayer. Get it into his face – his mouth, his nose. Once it’s in his circulation he’ll be dead within minutes.’

‘But I don’t understand. Why this? Why now?’

Obbadi looked at Sab’ah, but said absolutely nothing. Eventually Sab’ah got the message – no questions – and just looked down to his lap. He folded the photograph back around the vial and stuffed both inside his jacket pocket.

‘You should come and see where I live,’ Sab’ah said. ‘We’ve fresh food, you must be hungry. We can show you our work, make sure everything is to your satisfaction.’

‘That won’t be necessary. And there isn’t time. Just make sure this happens before the week is over. Can you do that?’

‘I’ll do anything for you. For the others.’

‘I know you will. Okay, then let’s get going.’

Obbadi got to his feet and Sab’ah followed suit. Obbadi reached out and put his arms around his brother, slapping his back and squeezing him tightly.

‘Are you ready for this?’ Obbadi said.

‘You shouldn’t have to ask.’

‘Of course,’ Obbadi said. He half-turned, making to go away, but then stopped.

‘Oh, and brother?’

‘Yes?’

‘If I ever hear you talking about your childhood like that again, then I’ll kill you myself.’

The colour washed from Sab’ah’s face. ‘I understand,’ he said.

‘Good. Then let’s get this done.’


SEVEN

Obbadi sat in the passenger seat, looking out of his window as Sab’ah drove the van through central Berlin, heading west from Lichtenberg. They were soon passing the Brandenburg gates, then out of the window Obbadi caught a glimpse of the looming Reichstag with its lofty domed roof, moments before they headed onto the wide highway that bisected the dense green of the sprawling Tiergarten. Obbadi realised he was smiling to himself as they passed the famous sights. He’d been to Berlin many times before. He found the history of the city intoxicating, and could dwell in his mind for hours imagining what it must have been like to live there – anywhere in Europe really – through the Nazi regime, World War II and the Holocaust.

It was certainly ironic, almost fitting, that it was in Berlin of all places that Obbadi now found himself on this mission.

‘Are you sure this will work?’ Sab’ah said. ‘You don’t want to take the weapons in there with us?’

‘Of course it will work.’

They had two Glock handguns in the back of the van, a G36 assault rifle, plus all of the other equipment they needed. But they’d go into the meeting empty-handed. It was the best way.

‘And what if they decide to just kill us the moment we walk in?’ Sab’ah asked, still not sounding convinced at the plan.

‘Do you really think they could?’

Obbadi focused hard on his brother’s features as he waited for an answer, looking for any tell, any sign of weakness. He saw none. That was good.

They’d soon made it out of Tiergarten and after several minutes of driving past the grand upscale buildings of West Berlin, apartment blocks with wrought iron balconies and stone-arched entranceways, they were heading into the industrial periphery of the city. They drove past various forms of office and warehouse, new and old, brick and stone and corrugated metal.

‘This is the one,’ Obbadi eventually said, stooping low so he could look up at the huge red brick structure that rose up from weed-filled grounds behind a rusted chain-link fence. ‘Go in there.’

Sab’ah nodded and pulled the van off the deserted road and through what was likely once a car park but was now a pothole-ridden expanse of four-foot-high plant life. The greenery crunched under the wheels of the van. Obbadi spotted the two parked vehicles in a small clearing by a side entrance to the building. One of the vehicles was a luxury black BMW X5, the other a black Mercedes van – similar to the one they were in, but in much better condition. There were two men standing by the vehicles. Both white-skinned and burly, shaved heads, wearing jeans and leather jackets. Both were armed with assault rifles.

‘Park next to the van,’ Obbadi said.

Sab’ah did so and moments later they were both stepping from their vehicle. Obbadi caught the eyes of the men; the shorter, older one seemed to be the one in charge, by the way he stepped forward.

‘No weapons,’ he said with obvious distaste for the new arrivals, speaking in his native German, a language Obbadi spoke fluently.

Obbadi raised his arms in the air. ‘We’re not that stupid,’ Obbadi said, calm, accommodating, friendly. ‘But you can check us if you want to.’

The man looked slightly put off by Obbadi’s coolness, though the hostility in his expression remained clear. These men were not natural allies of Obbadi’s. They certainly didn’t believe in the cause. In fact they were most likely vehemently opposed to it. But this was a business transaction.

The short man nodded to his friend who came forward and quickly patted down both Obbadi and Sab’ah. He didn’t do a very good job. He nodded back to his boss.

‘They’re inside.’

Obbadi smiled then walked towards the large double doors, Sab’ah striding along with him.

‘What about the equipment?’ Sab’ah said.

‘Not yet, my friend. Just follow my lead.’

They entered the building, an old textile factory built in the 1930s, and found themselves in a gigantic open space with bashed-up wooden floors, paint-peeling metal struts and boarded-up windows that let through only slivers of light. Even though it was dark and gloomy, the air musty with a heavy stench of wood oil, it was clear there was no one there.

‘Next floor up then,’ Obbadi said, spying the metal spiral staircase in the near corner of the room.

‘Are you sure about this?’

‘Sab’ah, if you haven’t got anything useful to say, then can I suggest you say nothing at all.’

Obbadi set off for the stairs and started up them without another word between him and his brother. The staircase swayed and rattled with each step he took. Obbadi soon found himself emerging into a near-identical space to the one they’d just come from. Nearly identical, except for two big differences. First was that several of the boards covering the windows had been removed, meaning the space was light and airy. Secondly the space wasn’t empty. There were four men, crowded around a makeshift table, in the centre of the floor.

Obbadi beamed a genuine smile – at least it looked genuine enough.

‘Herr Streicher,’ Obbadi said, outstretching his hand as he moved towards the disgusting fat blob of a man who stood, arms folded, at the head of the others.

Streicher, large round blue eyes that matched his overall rounded appearance, glared suspiciously, then uncurled his arms and gave Obbadi’s hand a crushing shake. Despite his obvious confidence and self-satisfaction, Streicher’s azure eyes were strangely dull, his rosy-red cheeks and sagging chin further adding to his dishevelled appearance. He was wearing casual clothes, a tight white shirt that was buttoned up to the neck, but Obbadi could still see the black of tattoo ink poking out of the top. Probably an SS insignia or a swastika, such was the lack of originality of men like this. In fact, Obbadi could see the other three men had similar swirls of ink creeping up their necks and one very clearly had a small SS symbol tattooed on his left temple. Another had teardrops inked under one eye. Obbadi resisted the urge to roll his eyes at these sad specimens.

‘You’re travelling light for a man who’s supposed to have fifty barrels of Uragan D2 for me,’ Obbadi said as he looked beyond Streicher to the table where he could see just two large metal canisters. Uragan D2 was written in big red letters on a white label across each of the containers, right next to various warning signs as to the contents’ potency.

Streicher shrugged. ‘And you’re travelling very light for a man who’s bringing me two million dollars,’ he said, his guttural voice croaky. He folded his arms again and Obbadi saw his minions tense up. Each of them had weapons in their hands, though they were holding them casually.

‘The wonders of modern technology,’ Obbadi said. ‘Your money is a click away. As agreed.’

‘And your Uragan D2 is a few metres away,’ Streicher said, which Obbadi took to mean it was in the van downstairs. Streicher glanced at the table, then back to Obbadi. ‘This is just a sample. You want the rest, I need the money first.’

‘I guess that’s fair. But we need to test the material before we can pay you. I’m not handing over two millions dollars only to find you’ve given us slug pellets.’

‘Is that some sort of joke?’ Streicher said. ‘How the fuck are you going to test the material here?’

‘Why would it be a joke? We have the equipment, in the van. It’ll be perfectly safe.’

Obbadi turned to Sab’ah, about to give him the instruction to head back to the van, but Streicher soon stopped that.

‘No,’ he said, his voice raised enough to grab the attention of everyone in the room. ‘You pay, otherwise you and your rag-head friend will leave this building in pieces. And you can be sure we’ll take as many of those pieces while you’re still breathing as we can.’

Obbadi stared at the man for a few moments. The animosity seeping through the big man’s every pore was unmistakable. Quite simply, Obbadi felt exactly the same way about each of the revolting excuses for men in front of him. It was one of the reasons Streicher and his crew were the perfect source. Who would ever believe that these neo-Nazi thugs would be suppliers to the likes of Obbadi? Yet this was strictly a one-time-only transaction. Obbadi had hoped there might be a way to not pay. Perhaps it was easier to get the deal sorted quickly.

He reached into his jeans pocket. Two of Streicher’s men hauled up their weapons. Obbadi, not hiding his annoyance, pulled his empty hands into the air.

‘I’m reaching for my phone, you morons,’ he said. ‘You want your money, I need my phone to wire it.’

Streicher thought for a moment then nodded. His men left the guns pointed at Obbadi but relaxed in their stances. Obbadi took the phone out and with his eyes flitting between the gun barrels and Streicher and his phone screen he went through the process of transferring the money.

‘Two million dollars, sitting in a Grand Cayman bank account, just for you,’ Obbadi said, showing the screen to Streicher briefly before stuffing the phone back into his pocket. ‘I expect your accountant will call any second to confirm.’

Sure enough moments later there was a shrill ringing and Streicher picked his phone up from the table. He didn’t say a word. Just listened with the phone pressed up against his ear, before putting the device back down again.

‘You’re happy?’ Obbadi asked.

‘I’ve been worse.’

Obbadi turned to Sab’ah. ‘Go and fetch the equipment.’

Sab’ah nodded then scurried off, and Obbadi listened as his brother headed down the stairs and across the wood floor below to the outside. He kept his eyes on Streicher, who held his gaze.

‘Quite something to be working with a man like you,’ Streicher said.

‘Capitalism knows no bounds,’ Obbadi said. ‘I’m only surprised that it’s in Germany that we had to come for this. I’d have thought given history that this would be the hardest place on earth to find the infamous Zyklon B.’

Streicher twitched at the name. Obbadi wondered whether the Nazi Holocaust was a source of pride for men like these, or of embarrassment and shame.

The world over people knew of the notoriety of Zyklon B, the brand name of the cyanide pellets used to kill millions of Jews in the concentration camps in Poland during World War II. What few realised was that the substance had originally been developed as a pesticide, and hydrogen cyanide was still produced for industrial use all over the world in various forms, under various different brand names. Finding it packaged in pellet form was difficult, and finding a supply that wouldn’t get radars bleeping was even harder. Hence the lofty price tag. But two million dollars was well worth it, as far as Obbadi was concerned.

Obbadi heard the doors of the van open outside, then moments later they were slammed shut again.

This was it.

He saw Streicher’s eyes twitch. Did he know? It really didn’t matter now.

There was a double-tap of suppressed gunfire outside as Sab’ah took out the two sentries. Streicher was surprisingly quick to realise something wasn’t right. But not quick enough.

Obbadi lifted his arm and raced for the nearest of the guards. The hidden blade shot out from under his sleeve and Obbadi stepped behind the man for cover and drove the knife into the man’s neck. The other two men began firing their weapons but they had no clear shot of Obbadi, and he reached forward and grabbed hold of the rifle the man was still clutching and with four quick pulls he fired off enough shots to put the other two men on the ground. Down, but not out. He needed them alive.

He drew the knife from the man’s neck and pulled the rifle off his shoulder and let him slump to the ground. Obbadi twisted the rifle to Streicher, who’d had just enough time to grab his concealed weapon and aim it at Obbadi’s head. But it was a stalemate and neither man fired.

‘You forgot about the man behind you, though,’ Obbadi said, looking beyond Streicher to the head of the stairs where Sab’ah was standing with the G36.

Streicher whipped his head round and Obbadi lunged forward and swiped the butt of the assault rifle across the back of the big man’s head. He keeled over.

Ten minutes later, Streicher and his two still alive accomplices were roped together in the back of Sab’ah’s van.

‘You have no idea what you’ve done,’ Streicher said, still defiant. He spat out a mouthful of blood. ‘You, your whole family. I’ll find them, I’ll skin you all alive.’

Obbadi, who was standing by the open back doors of the van, busy pulling on large industrial rubber gloves, stopped and pondered that for a second.

‘I’m wondering,’ Obbadi said. ‘Is it just bravado when you say things like that, or do you really think you’re capable of such an act?’

Streicher fumed, but said nothing.

‘I ask because it’s an easy thing to say.’ Obbadi reached for the hunting knife that he’d pilfered from one of Streicher’s men and held the blade out towards Streicher. ‘But actually cutting into someone, then taking the skin and peeling it from their body as they writhe and scream . . . that’s not such an easy thing to do. What do you think, Sab’ah?’

‘No, not for me, brother,’ Sab’ah said, head down.

Obbadi shook his head and pursed his lips. ‘See? And he knows what it’s like. He’s seen me do it.’

Streicher was now looking less confident than he had done moments before. Obbadi smiled.

‘Brother, it’s time. We really do need to do the test before we can conclude this deal.’

‘Right away.’

Both Sab’ah and Obbadi grabbed the heavy-duty gas masks and pulled them over their heads. Streicher’s face still had a certain amount of resolve remaining but the intermittent flickers of fear were becoming more frequent and lasting longer.

‘Okay, we’re ready,’ Sab’ah said, plonking down one of the canisters from the warehouse onto the floor of the van, right by Streicher’s feet.

Obbadi and Sab’ah climbed into the back of the van and pulled shut the doors. Obbadi took the knife and held it up in the air, the blade pointing down to the floor.

‘I’ve long wanted to see exactly how this works,’ he said, grinning in anticipation as he locked eyes with Streicher. ‘I hope I won’t be disappointed.’

He plunged the knife down into the lid of the metal drum and then sawed around the rim to remove a crude circle of metal. Behind the plastic that covered his face his eyes opened wide as he stared down at the off-white pellets inside that looked completely innocuous. He wondered what would happen next. Would they fizz or froth or let off smoke as they reacted with the air and spat out their poison? Or would they just sit there looking inert despite their deadly nature?

After thirty seconds Obbadi, his eyes flicking from the pellets over to the three shackled men, realised it was the latter. There was no indication whatsoever that those little white pellets were filling the van with hydrogen cyanide gas, yet he could tell from the faces of the three men that the poison was already taking control.

Obbadi watched with rabid interest. As the gas reached the men’s lungs they choked and gagged, the panic in their eyes growing by the second. The men moaned, then screamed as the cyanide rapidly worked through their bodies, blocking oxygen from muscles and organs. Soon they were convulsing. Frothy white and red spittle dripped from Streicher’s mouth. A line of blood dribbled out from the ear of one of his men. The other, the more alert of the three, was screaming louder and louder. With his body shaking and spasming he slammed his head against the side of the van like a crazed beast, the vehicle shaking on its suspension. Obbadi winced with each strike and after several self-inflicted blows the blotch of red on the side of the van grew. Obbadi let out an amused laugh and looked away from the maniac over to Sab’ah. His face was hard and emotionless. He gave a slight nod to Obbadi.

‘I think it works,’ Obbadi said.

Sab’ah said nothing. Obbadi looked back at the men. Streicher’s head was bowed, but his body still twitched violently. The lack of oxygen to his brain had rendered him unconscious but his muscles were cramping severely making his whole body shake. Could he still feel the pain? Obbadi hoped so.

It was several minutes more before the three men were still. By that point their skin was an unnatural pink colour and was covered in bright red and in some places greenish spots.

Obbadi moved over and lifted up Streicher’s head. Blood dripped from both of his eyes. There was no doubt he was dead. Obbadi let go and the head flopped down.

‘It’s done,’ he said, his face deadpan as he turned to Sab’ah.

Obbadi reached out and opened the van doors and stepped outside. He removed the mask and took in a lungful of fresh air. Sab’ah joined him.

‘You’re satisfied?’ Sab’ah asked.

‘More than satisfied,’ Obbadi said. He looked over to the black Mercedes van. ‘I’ll take the rest of the barrels now.’

Sab’ah looked unsure about that. ‘How will you get out of the country?’

Obbadi scowled at his brother. ‘You let me worry about that. Put all the bodies in your van. All of the equipment too. Then burn it. Make sure there’s nothing left.’

‘I’ll do it right away.’

Obbadi reached over and put his hand on Sab’ah’s shoulder, then pulled his brother over and hugged him tightly.

‘We’re almost there,’ Obbadi said.

‘I only wish you could have stayed longer.’

‘Next time, I promise.’

Obbadi let go and took a half-step away.

‘Ma’a salama,’ Sab’ah said.

Obbadi turned and smiled. ‘And may peace be upon you too, my brother.’


EIGHT

Aydin glanced up at the buildings as they walked along the streets of Kandahar. It was colder than he’d expected. He had thought the country was just a huge sandy desert and would be baking hot, but despite the blue sky above he was shivering in his jeans and woollen jumper.

They’d only arrived in the city two hours ago. Already Aydin hated it. Everything was just so . . . unfamiliar. So different to home. Not just in appearance, but in the way it felt, the mottled textures of the stone buildings, the cracked pavement. A heavy, musky smell permeated everything – what was that? Aydin had no idea, but it was so very different to London.

They’d checked in to a hotel that wasn’t like any other hotel Aydin had ever seen before. It was just grim. Though he didn’t think they’d be staying there long.

‘Do you remember what I told you?’ his father asked, in his native Turkish. At nine years old it was a language Aydin understood perfectly, at least in his father’s accent, yet he didn’t feel comfortable speaking it himself. He didn’t like it. Perhaps there was a part of him that wanted to rebel against his heritage, though there was no clear reason he could pinpoint as to why. The only answer was because the language was one more thing that marked him out as being different back home. His friends teased him about his dark skin, his eyes, his face, the way he talked. They teased him for being Turkish, they called him a chicken and made stupid clucking noises.

All he’d ever wanted was to be normal, like everyone else.

‘Did you hear me? I asked if you remember what I told you?’

‘Which part?’ Aydin asked him in English.

His father glared at him though didn’t comment on his choice of tongue.

‘You’re special, Aydin. So, so special. In this place they’ll teach you everything you’ll ever need to know. Make me proud, son.’

‘But you’re staying with me here, aren’t you?’ Aydin asked, the nervousness in his voice clear.

‘It’s not here, in Kandahar, that you’re staying. But this is where I have to leave you. There’ll be others like you where you’re going. Other boys. Think of it like a school.’

‘But I like my school in London,’ Aydin said, which wasn’t exactly true, but it was much more familiar than this place at least. ‘And I have my friends. Mumya, Nilay. I don’t understand––’

His father reached down and put a finger to his lips.

‘You’ll understand in time. I promise. You trust me, don’t you?’

‘Yes,’ Aydin said, though he wasn’t sure he fully understood the concept of trust. This was his father, and Aydin believed anything the man told him. Was that trust?

They reached the end of the street and turned left onto another gloomy yellow, dusty street. Up ahead was a Jeep, parked up on the kerb, its white paintwork spattered with yellow and orange dust and muck.

Aydin’s father tried to let go of his hand but the boy squeezed it tightly – he was scared. His father wrenched his hand away then moved forward to the Jeep.

‘Wait there,’ he said and Aydin stopped.

A cold wind blew across the street and the hairs on the back of Aydin’s neck pricked up in defence as his shivering worsened. His whole body was shaking. Two men stepped from the Jeep. One, the driver, stayed by the car. The other began a conversation with Aydin’s father. The man was tall, he wore a skullcap on his head and his pockmarked face was largely covered with a thick black beard. Aydin didn’t think the man was frowning as such, but the look on his face was hard and mean, the skin between his eyes pinched and lined. He gazed over to Aydin and his eyes twitched. No hint of a smile.

After a few moments Aydin’s father turned round and looked at his son. There was a strange glaze in his eyes. He seemed . . . weak. That wasn’t how Aydin had ever seen his father before. The man was Aydin’s rock, his superhero. He waved Aydin forward and the boy cautiously moved towards them. His father put his hand around his son’s shoulder and for a moment Aydin felt the strength and security that his father’s presence always gave him.

Until he looked up into the other man’s eyes.

‘Aydin, this man will take you from here. His name is Aziz. But you should call him the Teacher.’

‘Come on, Aydin,’ the Teacher said. ‘It’s time for you to come and meet the other boys.’

He held his hand out. Aydin didn’t want to take it. He was a strong boy, his father had always told him that. But his eyes were filling with tears. He tried to fight them off, hoping they’d sink back inside, but they didn’t.

‘Please, Baba, please come with me.’

‘I can’t. Not now. The Teacher will look after you. I promise.’

‘Come, Aydin,’ the big man said, grabbing his hand.

‘No, please! I don’t want to go!’

Aydin’s father opened his mouth but didn’t say a word. The Teacher opened the back door of the Jeep, put his hands under Aydin’s armpits and lifted him up onto the seat. He shoved him along then jumped in the back with him. Inside, the air was thick with the stench of sweat and tobacco.

‘Baba!’ Aydin shouted again.

He was sure he could see his father crying, and although he was doing a better job of fighting it than his son was, Aydin thought it was his father’s unease that was making him so much more terrified.

Why was he just standing there? Why wasn’t he helping him?

‘Make me proud, son,’ his father said again, before the Teacher wound up the window and the driver pulled the Jeep out onto the road.

Aydin turned his head to watch the figure of his father disappear into the distance behind.

‘It’s time to stop crying,’ the Teacher said, his tone level, though Aydin still sensed menace behind his every word. ‘Your father wants you to be strong. You don’t want to disappoint him, do you?’

‘No,’ Aydin said.

‘Good. Now put this on.’ He handed Aydin a brown cloth sack.

‘On what?’

‘On your head.’

‘But––’

‘Just do it.’

Aydin hesitated. He wasn’t sure why, other than he was frozen with both confusion and terror.

‘Let me make this clear for you, Aydin,’ the Teacher said, his eyes narrowing and his teeth gnashing together like an angry dog. ‘There’s only one rule for you from now on.’ He grabbed the sack and pulled it over Aydin’s head, the force causing his neck to twist painfully. ‘You do as I tell you. Understand?’

Aydin said nothing, and seconds later the Teacher slapped or thumped him across the face, causing his head to smack against the window.

‘I said do you understand!’

‘Yes,’ Aydin said, his voice pathetic.

‘Good. Now be quiet. We’ve a long journey ahead.’
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