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  For Barbara, Jamie, and Annie.

  You all mean the world to me.
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  The M84 stun grenade is a non-lethal explosive device designed to disorientate and incapacitate enemy personnel in enclosed spaces. Upon detonation it produces an intense flash
  of light and a thunderous blast of up to 180 decibels. Anyone within two to three metres of the explosion will experience temporary blindness and deafness, possible concussion, and a loss of
  balance and coordination.


  The man with the M84 in his hand was standing on the pavement outside the offices of Delaney & Co, a small private investigation agency in Barton, Essex. It was 9.07 p.m., Saturday 23
  November. The night was cold, the street relatively quiet. The muffled beat of distant music drifted in the air from the pubs and clubs of the nearby town centre, and the pavements echoed with the
  footsteps of a few passers-by heading out into the night – a group of rowdy young men, coatless despite the cold; a teenage couple walking hand in hand; a middle-aged woman tottering along in
  high heels. The man with the M84 in his hand was perfectly aware that he was in plain sight of these people, and that some of them would probably remember him – and quite possibly be able to
  describe him – but that was of no concern to him. His one and only concern was the operation that was about to go down.


  He looked at his digital watch. Ten seconds to go.


  He shifted his feet slightly, bracing himself for action. He was standing just to the right of the office window, leaning casually against the wall. A pale light glowed behind the closed
  Venetian blinds in the window. The blinds meant that he couldn’t see into the office, but that didn’t make any difference to him. He knew they were in there.


  As he glanced at his watch again, another man was also checking the time on an identical digital watch. This man was inside the building, waiting with three other men in a corridor outside the
  door to the offices. They were all armed with automatic pistols fitted with silencers and high-powered torches, and they were all wearing dark clothing and gloves. As the first man held up five
  fingers, indicating that there were five seconds to go, the other three nodded silently and got ready to move.


  The man outside pulled the safety pin from the stun grenade.


  He looked at his watch once more.


  Three seconds to go . . .


  Two seconds . . .


  One.


  In a single swift movement, he swung his left elbow into the window, smashing the glass, then he ripped down the Venetian blinds and threw the stun grenade into the office.
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  Delaney & Co’s offices consist of a main reception/administration area, with a small kitchen and staff toilets at the back, and a private office with a connecting
  door through to the reception area. There were six people in the private office when the window smashed and the M84 came flying in – three men, two women, and a fourteen-year-old boy.


  The fourteen-year-old boy was me.


  I had no idea that the missile was a grenade, I just thought someone had thrown a stone or something through the window. But two of the men in the room with me realised what it was almost
  instantly. Despite their lightning-fast reactions though, there wasn’t much they could do. One of them – a grey-eyed man in his mid-fifties known only as Winston – got as far as
  yelling out ‘GRENADE!’, while the other one, a mercenary called Lance Borstlap, who was sitting in a chair in the far corner of the room, instinctively turned his head away and
  covered his ears with his hands. A fraction of a second later the grenade hit the floor and detonated, rocking the office with a deafening BOOM! and a blinding flash of light that felt
  like the world was exploding.


  The only one of us who wasn’t completely incapacitated was Lance Borstlap, so when the four armed men who’d been waiting in the corridor outside came bursting into the office,
  Borstlap was the only one to react. It was more of an instinctive reaction than anything else, because despite his protective measures, he was still only semiconscious at best, so all he was really
  aware of was that the office was under attack. He had no idea why, or who the attackers were. But he was a professional soldier, and as such his instincts were primed to defend himself and his
  colleagues whatever state he was in. So he didn’t have to think about reaching for the pistol in his pocket, it was an automatic response. Unfortunately for him, the physical effects of the
  stun grenade had slowed his normally rapid reactions, and the explosion had blown out the lights, plunging the office into darkness, so all Borstlap could see was the laser-like torch beams of the
  attackers’ weapons dazzling through the smoke-filled blackness of the room. By the time he’d managed to fumble his pistol from his pocket and shield his half-blinded eyes from the
  lights, it was already too late. The four men were soldiers too, and they’d realised almost immediately that Borstlap was the only one who posed a threat. They didn’t hesitate for a
  second. The first one through the door rushed his shots slightly, hitting Borstlap in the arm and the shoulder, but the second one was calmer and more accurate. Taking a moment to aim his silenced
  pistol, he shot Borstlap straight through the heart, killing him instantly.


  With the threat resolved, the four men set about their business.


  Sweeping their torch beams around the darkened room, they quickly picked out the two occupants they were after. One of them was Winston, the grey-eyed man who’d yelled out
  ‘GRENADE!’ He was slumped in a chair over by the window, and because he’d been closest to the blast, he’d suffered the most damage. He was unconscious, his face
  blackened and scorched, and blood was running from his nose and his ears.


  The attackers’ other target was me.


  I’d been blown out of my chair by the blast and was lying on the floor against the wall. I was still conscious, but only just.


  As one of the men barked out an instruction, the four of them split up and went to work. Two of them headed over to Winston, the other two came over to me. One of each pair was carrying a small
  metal case, and as they approached Winston and me, they both opened their cases and carefully took out pre-loaded hypodermic syringes.


  Winston offered no resistance at all when one of the men knelt down beside him and plunged the syringe into his arm. He probably didn’t even feel the needle going in.


  I was only vaguely aware of what was happening at the time – it wasn’t until later that I managed to piece most of it together – and I was still in a state of shock and utter
  confusion. My head was reeling, I was half blind and deaf, and my entire body felt battered and numb. But when the second man squatted down beside me with his syringe, I was at least conscious
  enough to sense his presence, and although I didn’t know who he was, or what his intentions were, I instinctively knew he posed a danger to me and that I had to do something about
  it. I knew that I had to try to fight him off.


  He was crouched down to the left of me, and I was just lying there, my eyes half closed, groaning incoherently, letting him think that I was a lot more out of it than I actually was. He
  didn’t do anything for a moment or two – I guess he was double-checking the syringe or something – but then suddenly I felt him take hold of my left arm. And that’s when I
  made my move. As quickly as I could, and with all my strength, I pulled him towards me with my left arm and simultaneously launched a swinging right-hand punch at his head. I’m a pretty
  decent boxer, and under normal circumstances, if I’d caught him just right, I probably could have knocked him out. But these were far from normal circumstances, and although I put everything
  I had into the blow, and it caught him square on the chin, I’d completely underestimated how weak I was. Even before the punch had landed, I knew it wasn’t going to do any damage. My
  entire body felt slow and ponderous, as if I was underwater, and if it hadn’t been for the fact that I’d caught him off guard, I’m pretty sure the man would have swatted away my
  pathetic attempt at a punch with ease. As it was, I doubt if he even felt the blow, and it certainly didn’t do anything to stop him. He simply slammed me back to the floor, pinned me down,
  and an instant later I felt a sharp stinging pain in my left arm.


  I struggled in vain for a moment or two – twisting and writhing, trying to kick out at him – but whatever it was he’d injected me with, it didn’t take long to work.
  Within a couple of seconds I began to feel really weird, kind of floaty and distant and disconnected from my own mind and body . . . and the next thing I knew – or didn’t know – I
  was drifting around in a senseless void, wondering dreamily if this was it . . . the end . . . the end of me . . . the death of Travis Delaney. The strange thing was, I didn’t feel frightened
  at all, just intensely curious as to whether or not there was some kind of life after death . . . and what it might be like . . . and who might be there . . . or was this really the
  absolute end of it all, for ever and ever and ever . . . ?


  And that was the last thing I remember before everything faded away and I sank down into nothingness.
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  When the smoke had cleared and the five-man attack team had gone, taking me and Winston with them, there were three survivors left in the office: Joseph Delaney, my grandad,
  the owner of Delaney & Co; Courtney Lane, the young woman who was Grandad’s business partner, and a woman in her early sixties called Gloria Nightingale, who’d only recently been
  taken on as Grandad and Courtney’s assistant.


  They were all disorientated and shocked but otherwise uninjured, and the first thing they’d done when they realised I wasn’t there – after confirming that Lance Borstlap was
  dead – was to split up and search the entire office building and the streets outside, just in case I’d wandered off in a semi-conscious daze. By the time they’d confirmed that I
  was nowhere to be found – and that Winston was missing too – and that in all probability we’d both been kidnapped, the faint wail of a police-car siren could already be heard in
  the distance.


  ‘All right, listen,’ Grandad said hurriedly to Courtney and Gloria. ‘We’ve only got a minute or two at the most before the police get here. When they do, I’ll try
  to tell them about Travis before they find Borstlap’s body, and hopefully they’ll listen to me and start making enquiries immediately. The trouble is though, once they realise
  they’ve got a murder on their hands, we’re going to be their main suspects, and that’s going to make things difficult for us. The very least they’ll do is detain us and take
  us in for questioning.’


  ‘Should we tell them about Winston?’ Courtney asked.


  ‘We tell them everything,’ Grandad said firmly. ‘And I mean everything – Omega, Winston, Borstlap . . . everything we’ve been involved in over the last few months.
  We don’t hold anything back, OK? The only thing that matters is getting Travis back, and the best way to start doing that is to cooperate fully with the police. No solicitors, no
  confidentiality, no secrets. We tell them everything we know.’


  ‘Do you think we can trust them?’


  ‘We don’t have much choice,’ Grandad said. He paused for a moment, listening to the rapidly approaching siren, then continued. ‘Did either of you get a look at any of the
  attackers?’


  Courtney and Gloria both shook their heads.


  ‘Did you?’ Gloria asked Grandad.


  ‘No, but I think I heard one of them . . . I mean, I can’t be sure – my ears are still ringing now – but I’m fairly certain I heard one of them giving out
  an order to the others.’


  ‘What did he actually say?’ Courtney asked.


  ‘I don’t know . . . he was speaking in Arabic.’


  Courtney cursed quietly. ‘Do you think they were al-Thu’ban?’


  ‘Maybe,’ Grandad said thoughtfully. ‘Al-Thu’ban would certainly have good reason to take Winston. But I can’t see why they’d want to take Travis as
  well.’


  All three of them looked towards the window as a police car pulled up outside and a flashing blue light strobed in the darkness.


  ‘Should we tell them what we know about al-Thu’ban?’ Courtney said quickly.


  Grandad nodded. ‘Like I said, we tell them everything.’


  The two uniformed constables entered the office cautiously but confidently, their Tasers drawn and ready.


  ‘We’ve had a report of an explosion,’ the first officer said, gazing suspiciously around the office. The acrid smell of smoke still lingered in the air, and both officers were
  clearly aware of it.


  ‘I can explain everything,’ Grandad started to say, ‘but first of all you need to know—’


  ‘Is everyone all right?’ the officer asked. ‘Anyone hurt?’


  ‘We’re all OK,’ Grandad quickly assured him. ‘But my grandson—’


  ‘What happened to you?’ the officer said to Courtney, staring at her face.


  Courtney was still recovering from a beating she’d taken from a couple of thugs a few days ago. Her face was badly bruised and battered, and a small bandage over a shaved patched of hair
  was still clearly visible on the back of her head where she’d sustained a particularly nasty injury.


  ‘It’s nothing,’ Courtney told the officer, her hand moving instinctively to her beaten-up face. ‘This happened days ago.’


  The officer gave her a suspicious look for a moment, then turned his attention to the open door to the private office. ‘What’s in there?’ he asked.


  ‘My grandson’s been kidnapped,’ Grandad said impatiently. ‘You need to—’


  ‘Don’t make me ask you again,’ the officer said sternly, with growing concern. ‘What’s in there?’


  Grandad sighed. ‘A man’s been shot. You’ll find his body in there.’


  The two officers glanced warily at each other, the sudden tension in both of them quite obvious.


  ‘Is anyone else in there?’ the first one asked Grandad.


  Grandad shook his head.


  ‘Stay here and watch them, Kyle,’ the first officer told his colleague. ‘I’ll check it out.’


  He pulled a torch from his belt and headed cautiously towards the private office.


  ‘Careful, Mac,’ Kyle said quietly.


  Mac didn’t answer. He paused at the doorway, shining his torch into the darkened office, then slowly stepped inside. Kyle glanced nervously at Grandad and the two others.


  ‘We were attacked by armed men,’ Grandad said calmly, trying to reassure him. ‘It was one of them who shot—’


  ‘Shut up!’ Kyle snapped. ‘Just stay there and keep your mouth shut, OK?’ He turned to the private office. ‘Mac?’ he called out anxiously. ‘Are you all
  right in there?’


  Mac reappeared in the doorway, his face visibly pale. ‘He’s dead all right. He was armed too. A handgun.’


  ‘What the hell . . . ?’


  ‘Call it in,’ Mac told him. ‘I’ll keep an eye on these three. We’re going to need more uniforms, a CID team, forensics, a police doctor—’


  ‘Excuse me,’ Grandad said. ‘I realise how—’


  ‘I told you to shut up!’ Kyle said sharply.


  ‘My grandson’s been kidnapped—’


  ‘Another word from you,’ Kyle said menacingly, aiming his Taser at Grandad, ‘and I’ll zap your mouth shut. Understand?’


  Realising it was futile, Grandad held up his hands and backed off. The two constables were young and inexperienced, and he guessed they’d never dealt with a murder before. They were
  panicking, becoming unnecessarily aggressive. There was no point in antagonising them any further. Just wait, Grandad told himself. Getting yourself Tasered isn’t going to help
  Travis.


  He didn’t have to wait very long.


  It took less than five minutes for four more uniformed officers to arrive, followed very shortly by an ambulance crew and a fire engine. About a minute later, three CID detectives turned up and
  immediately took control of the situation. It wasn’t hard to tell which of the three CID officers was in charge – a tall, thin, wispy-haired man in his late forties – and this was
  further confirmed when Grandad heard him announcing himself to the uniformed constables as DCI Stringer. As soon as Stringer stopped issuing instructions for a moment, Grandad took his chance and
  called out to him.


  ‘Excuse me, Chief Inspector!’


  Stringer turned and gave Grandad a piercing look.


  ‘Please just listen to me for a moment,’ Grandad pleaded. ‘It’s absolutely vital that I talk to you—’


  ‘You’ll have plenty of time to talk at the police station,’ Stringer said dismissively, starting to turn away.


  ‘A child’s life is at stake here,’ Grandad said firmly.


  Stringer paused. He looked directly into Grandad’s eyes for a second or two, his face deadly serious, then he quickly said something to one of his colleagues, beckoned another one over,
  and walked across to Grandad.


  ‘All right,’ he said simply, stopping in front of him. ‘Start talking.’


  Before he began working as a private investigator, my grandad spent five years in the Royal Military Police and twelve years as an officer in the Army Intelligence Corps, so he
  knows pretty much all there is to know about reporting crimes and giving statements. Which was why, five minutes after he’d begun talking to Stringer, the Chief Inspector knew everything that
  Grandad knew about the kidnapping. Stringer’s colleague, a female officer called DS Cahill, had taken notes while Grandad was talking, and she now had a full description of me – age,
  height, weight, physical appearance, clothing – and a concise list of all my relevant details – address, mobile and home numbers, school, a brief personal history, and so on.


  ‘What about this man called Winston?’ Stringer said to Grandad. ‘Is he related to Travis in any way?’


  ‘No,’ Grandad replied. ‘They know each other, but they’re not related.’


  ‘In what way do they “know each other”?’


  ‘It’s complicated.’ Grandad sighed. ‘Look, I promise I’ll tell you everything I know about Winston later on, but right now the only thing I care about, and the only
  thing you need to concern yourself with, is trying to find Travis. Winston can look after himself. Travis is just a kid. You need to get things moving immediately. Set up a missing persons
  investigation, locally and nationally, start looking for witnesses, find out if anyone saw anything—’


  ‘I know what to do, Mr Delaney,’ Stringer said calmly. ‘You don’t need to tell me how to do my job.’


  ‘OK, so start doing it,’ Grandad said. ‘Please.’


  Stringer turned to DS Cahill. ‘You know what to do, Sandra. Get all those details out, get a team together, contact the media—’


  ‘What if this is all just a ruse, sir?’ she said, glancing warily at Grandad. ‘I mean, what if he’s just trying to distract us from the murder investigation?’


  ‘We’ll soon find out if he’s lying, won’t we?’ Stringer said. ‘And if he is . . . well, we’ll deal with that then. In the meantime, I’m going to
  set up a separate murder investigation anyway, so even if he is trying something on, it won’t make any difference.’


  ‘But we’ve only got his word for it that his grandson was kidnapped, sir. There’s no evidence of a kidnapping at all. For all we know, he might not even have a
  grandson.’


  ‘You’d better find out then, hadn’t you, Sergeant?’ Stringer said, a touch of annoyance in his voice. ‘As Mr Delaney said, a child’s life could be at stake
  here, and no matter how much you or anyone else may doubt it, that still takes priority over everything else. Is that clear?’


  ‘Yes, sir.’


  ‘Good. Let’s get on with it then.’
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  By the time Grandad, Courtney, and Gloria were escorted out of the office, the whole place was teeming with people. More uniformed officers and CID detectives had arrived,
  crime-scene investigators were beginning to examine the scene, and a police doctor had shown up to officially confirm the death of Lance Borstlap. The office building itself had been cordoned off
  with crime-scene tape, and on the street outside a crowd of curious onlookers had gathered to see what was going on. The local media had arrived too – press reporters, a TV crew – and
  because the police hadn’t made a statement yet, all kinds of rumours were swirling around: it was a terrorist attack, a suicide bombing, a local gang shooting, a lone gunman had gone on a
  killing spree; there was at least one fatality, maybe more, including the killer and/or killers. Other rumours were less sensational – there’d been a gas leak, a small explosion, the
  police and the media were overreacting as usual.


  Grandad, Courtney, and Gloria were taken out of the building with jackets over their heads to protect their identities. Once outside, they were split up and led to three separate police cars,
  and as the cars pulled away from the scene, all they could see from beneath their improvised hoods was a flashing cloud of red and blue lights from the convoy of emergency vehicles parked in front
  of the office building.


  As Grandad sat in the back of an unmarked police car, flanked on either side by two plainclothes detectives, his only thoughts were about me. The one positive thing he had in his mind was that
  if the attackers had wanted to kill me, or Winston, they wouldn’t have bothered taking us. Whoever they were, and whatever their reason for kidnapping me, they wanted me alive. And as long as
  I was still alive . . .


  ‘I’ll find you, Trav,’ Grandad muttered under his breath. ‘I promise. Just stay alive, OK? Wherever you are, I’ll find you.’


  They weren’t cautioned or placed under arrest when they arrived at the police station, but Grandad, Courtney, and Gloria were all well aware that their voluntary presence
  as ‘persons of interest’ and witnesses to a crime was voluntary in name only. They knew that any attempt to leave the police station would be refused and, if necessary, forcibly
  prevented.


  Not that any of them had any intention of leaving.


  The only thing that matters is getting Travis back, Grandad had said, and the best way to start doing that is to cooperate fully with the police. No solicitors, no confidentiality,
  no secrets. We tell them everything we know.


  Courtney and Gloria didn’t doubt for a second that Grandad was right.


  The three of them were kept apart at the police station, and before any questioning began they were all put through a lengthy and exhaustive series of tests and checks and examinations. DCI
  Stringer wasn’t taking any chances. He realised that this was shaping up to be a major – and potentially high-profile – investigation, and while he was realistic enough to know
  that he might not be in charge of it for much longer, he was – for the moment at least – the senior investigating officer, and he was determined to make sure that at this early stage of
  the investigation everything was done by the book. No one was going to make any stupid mistakes that could jeopardise the case later on, not while he was in charge.


  The first part of the processing procedure was a thorough medical examination to ensure that all three of them were both physically and mentally fit to be questioned. After that, their
  fingerprints were taken, along with DNA samples and fingernail scrapings, their hands were tested for gunshot residue, and their clothes and belongings were removed and taken away for forensic
  testing. Stringer himself made sure that they clearly understood their rights, the reasons they were there, and what they could expect over the next few hours. They were each allowed to make one
  phone call. Grandad used his to let his wife (my nan) know what was happening, while Courtney called the carer who was looking after her mother (who suffers from Alzheimer’s) to make sure her
  mum was OK and that the carer could stay with her for the rest of the night. Gloria didn’t call anyone.


  Eventually, nearly an hour after arriving at the police station, the three of them were taken to separate interview rooms and the questioning finally began.


  DCI Stringer decided to run the interviews using six detectives, including himself, working in pairs and rotating every hour. Basically each pair questioned one of the
  witnesses for an hour, then the interview was stopped for five minutes while each pair moved on to a different witness, and then the interviews started all over again. It was a slightly unorthodox
  procedure, but in view of the slightly unusual circumstances, Stringer believed it was the most effective method of conducting the interviews. It kept the detectives fresh, kept the witnesses on
  their toes, and it was a good way of checking the consistency of their stories.


  ‘If they all give us roughly the same answers,’ Stringer told his team of interviewers, ‘then it’s a good bet they’re telling the truth. But if their stories match
  up virtually word for word, you can bet your life they’re lying.’


  Stringer and his partner, an experienced detective sergeant called Aaron Blackwell, were the first pair to interview Grandad. As soon as they entered the room, he immediately asked them about
  me.


  ‘Is there any news about Travis yet?’ he said. ‘Have you got any leads, anything to go on, anything that might—?’


  ‘We’re working on it, Mr Delaney,’ Stringer said, sitting down opposite him. ‘A dedicated team’s been set up, we’ve got dozens of officers combing the streets
  looking for witnesses, we’ve notified every force in the country . . . you have my word that everything that can be done is being done, OK?’ He paused, looking into Grandad’s
  eyes. ‘I realise how distressing this is for you, but right now the best way for you to help is to tell us exactly what happened at your office tonight. The more we know about that, the more
  information we’ll have to assist us in our search for Travis. Agreed?’


  Grandad nodded.


  Stringer glanced at DS Blackwell, and Blackwell started the recording equipment on the table in front of them. Stringer waited for the long beep to end, announced the time, place, and the names
  of those present, then finally turned his attention to Grandad.


  ‘Right,’ he said, ‘why don’t we just start at the beginning? What exactly were you doing at your office this evening, Mr Delaney?’


  Grandad shook his head. ‘That’s nowhere near the beginning, I’m afraid. If you really want to understand what was going on tonight, I’m going to have to start by
  going back to 16 July this year.’


  Stringer frowned. ‘What happened on 16 July?’


  ‘Travis’s parents, my son and daughter-in-law, were murdered by the man who calls himself Winston.’
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  Two and a half hours later, when Stringer and Blackwell were interviewing Gloria Nightingale, there was a knock on the door and a uniformed PC came in. He went over to Stringer
  and whispered something in his ear. Stringer looked pensive for a moment, then glanced at his watch and said, ‘PC North has just entered the room, interview suspended at 1.57 a.m.’ He
  reached over and turned off the tape recorder. ‘I’m sorry, Ms Nightingale,’ he said to Gloria, ‘but something important’s just come up. I’ll be back as soon as I
  can.’


  He stood up and left the room with PC North.


  Fifteen minutes later he entered the interview room in which Grandad was being questioned, accompanied by two men in suits. The detectives questioning Grandad looked round at them, and it was
  clear from their expressions that they didn’t recognise the two men.


  DCI Stringer told the two detectives to suspend the interview. They frowned, looking puzzled, but did as they were told. Once the recording equipment was off, DCI Stringer told them to leave the
  room.


  When they’d gone, Stringer said to Grandad, ‘These two gentlemen would like to talk to you off the record.’


  ‘Who are they?’ Grandad asked, studying the two men.


  ‘I’ll let them explain that.’


  It was obvious from Stringer’s demeanour that he wasn’t happy with the situation – whatever it was – and Grandad guessed that if it was up to the chief inspector, these
  two suited men wouldn’t be here. The expression on Stringer’s face was one that Grandad had seen many times before – the look of a man who was following orders he didn’t
  agree with.


  ‘Thank you, Chief Inspector,’ one of the suited men said to him. ‘We’ll take it from here.’


  Stringer just nodded, forcing himself to ignore the condescending tone, and he turned and left the room without another word.


  The two suited men waited for him to shut the door, then they sat down at the table with Grandad. The one who’d spoken to Stringer was an unremarkable-looking man in his early fifties. He
  had the kind of appearance that can only be described as ‘ordinary’ – ordinary height, ordinary build, brownish hair, brownish eyes, a face that you’d forget almost
  immediately. In fact, Grandad thought, he was so ordinary-looking it was almost extraordinary. His companion was younger than him, mid-thirties, and not nearly so unremarkable. He was tall, very
  pale-skinned, with longish black hair swept back over his head. He had dark-green eyes, a goatee beard, and a somewhat cruel-looking mouth. An ugly scar was plainly visible on the right side of his
  throat, just to the side of his Adam’s apple.


  ‘My name’s John Holland,’ the ordinary one told Grandad, ‘and my colleague here is Elias Ames. We’re liaising with the police on this case and we’d like to
  talk to you about—’


  ‘I’m not talking to you about anything until you tell me who you work for,’ Grandad interrupted, glancing at the CCTV camera mounted on the wall. The small red light that
  showed the camera was running had disappeared. Grandad looked back at Holland and Ames. ‘Are you MI5?’


  ‘Not exactly,’ Holland said.


  ‘Counter-terrorism?’


  ‘Something like that.’


  ‘That’s not good enough,’ Grandad said. ‘As I just told you, if you want to talk to me, especially off the record and with the CCTV turned off, you’re
  going to have to tell me who you are.’


  Holland sighed. ‘It won’t mean anything to you.’


  ‘Try me.’


  Holland glanced at Ames, and from the way he looked at him – clearly seeking advice and/or permission – it was obvious to Grandad that Ames was his superior. Ames didn’t say
  anything at first, he just sat there thinking quietly to himself, but after a while he gave a curt little nod to Holland – leave this to me – and turned his attention to
  Grandad.


  ‘We’re a national security task force called Strategic Operations,’ he said, his voice a raspy whisper. ‘You won’t have heard of us because officially we
  don’t exist.’


  ‘And what exactly does Strategic Operations do?’


  ‘I can’t tell you that.’


  ‘Why not?’


  ‘Listen, Joseph . . . is it all right if I call you Joseph?’


  ‘Joe’s fine.’


  Ames nodded. ‘The only thing you need to know about us, Joe – and the only thing I’m going to tell you – is that we have the authority to take whatever action we deem
  necessary to keep this country safe.’


  ‘Safe from what?’


  ‘Anyone or anything that poses a threat.’


  ‘Such as?’


  ‘At the moment we’re focusing on a terrorist organisation known as al-Thu’ban.’


  ‘Ah, I see,’ Grandad said knowingly. ‘I get it now. It’s al-Thu’ban you’re interested in, not Travis. You don’t really care about Travis at
  all—’


  ‘That’s not true—’


  ‘All you care about is tracking down al-Thu’ban.’


  ‘You’re wrong, Joe,’ Ames said firmly. ‘Look, I freely admit we’re only involved in this case because of our interest in al-Thu’ban, but that
  doesn’t mean we don’t care about Travis.’ He looked Grandad in the eye. ‘I can assure you – and I give you my word on this – that whatever happens, our priority
  will always be the safety and well-being of your grandson. All right?’


  It was far from all right as far as Grandad was concerned – he’d given up trusting people a long time ago, especially people like Holland and Ames – but for now he decided to
  keep his thoughts to himself.


  ‘So what do you want from me?’ he asked Ames.


  ‘We know all about Omega, Joe. We know Lance Borstlap was an Omega operative, and we know that the man you know as Winston is the operational head of Omega. We also know that his real name
  is Andrew Winston Carson.’


  ‘That makes sense,’ Grandad said, nodding thoughtfully. ‘I recently came across a grainy old photograph on the Internet that purportedly shows three special forces operatives
  in Kuwait during the first Gulf War, and one of them bears a striking resemblance to a young-looking Winston. He’s named in the picture as Sergeant Andrew W. Carson, and the caption claims he
  was killed in action shortly after the photo was taken.’


  ‘He was seriously wounded,’ Holland explained, ‘but we know from DNA evidence that he’s still very much alive. We’ve had our eye on Carson and Omega for a long
  time. We know all about their involvement with al-Thu’ban, but what we don’t know is why al-Thu’ban have taken Carson and your grandson. We need you to help us find out.
  If we can find out why they’ve taken them, it could help us to get Travis back.’


  ‘You seem pretty sure the kidnappers are al-Thu’ban.’


  ‘We’re sure,’ Ames said simply.


  Grandad stared at him, waiting for him to explain, but Ames just sat there in silence, gazing back at Grandad with a look in his eyes that could have meant anything. Grandad thought about
  pushing him for an explanation, but he quickly realised he didn’t need one. He was just as sure who the kidnappers were as Ames was – why bother wasting time trying to justify it?


  ‘Do the police share your confidence?’ he asked Ames.


  Ames nodded. ‘Preliminary forensic reports and witness statements back up your version of events. Two unrelated eyewitnesses claim to have seen four “Middle Eastern-looking”
  men bundling two limp bodies into a dark-coloured Transit-type van parked in the street outside your office, and there’s no evidence whatsoever that you or your colleagues had anything to do
  with the shooting of Lance Borstlap.’


  ‘So we’re no longer suspects?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘What else do you know that the police aren’t telling me?’ Grandad asked. ‘Have they got any leads on the kidnappers yet?’


  ‘One of the witnesses thinks he remembers part of the van’s number plate. The police are looking into it, but I doubt very much if it’ll come to anything.’


  Grandad nodded. ‘Stolen van.’


  ‘Or false plates.’


  Grandad looked at Ames. ‘You still haven’t told me exactly what you need from me.’


  ‘At this stage we just need to know everything you know about Omega and al-Thu’ban.’


  ‘It’s a long story,’ Grandad said, ‘and it won’t make any sense unless I start at the beginning. I’m not sure how relevant most of it is—’


  ‘We’ll be the judges of that, Joe. You just tell us what you know.’


  Grandad took a deep breath and let it out slowly. He was fairly sure that Holland and Ames already knew most, if not all, of the story. But he’d been an intelligence officer long enough to
  know that sometimes the only way to get things done is to take your time, grit your teeth, and just get on with it.
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  ‘In the early evening of 16 July,’ Grandad told Holland and Ames, ‘my son, Jack, and his wife, Isabel, were killed in a car crash about ten kilometres outside
  Barton. They were heading to London at the time. Their car came off a slip road just off the A12 and smashed into a tree. Jack was killed instantly, Isabel died on the way to the
  hospital.’


  ‘Am I right in thinking that Jack and Isabel were in sole charge of Delaney & Co when this happened?’ Holland asked.


  Grandad nodded. ‘I set up the agency in 1994 after leaving the army. Jack and Izzy started working with me two years later. I retired from the business in 2003, and that’s when Jack
  and Izzy took over.’ He paused for a moment, clearing his throat. ‘At the time of the car crash they were working on a missing persons case . . . well, they thought it was just
  a missing persons case, but it turned out to be a lot more complicated that that. An old friend of Jack’s called John Ruddy, who runs a boxing club in Barton, had hired them to find a
  promising young boxer called Bashir Kamal. Kamal was in training for his first pro fight when he suddenly disappeared. His parents claimed he’d gone to Pakistan to look after his sick
  grandmother, but Ruddy didn’t believe them.’ Grandad looked at Holland. ‘Do you really need me to go into Kamal’s involvement with MI5? I’m sure you know more about it
  than I do.’


  ‘Maybe so,’ Holland agreed. ‘But we’d still like to hear your side of the story.’


  ‘Well, it wasn’t until after the car crash that we began piecing things together . . . actually, it was Travis who did most of the work. He was the one who started looking into Jack
  and Izzy’s last case, and it was only through his tenacity and determination that we eventually found out that Kamal had been working as an informant for MI5. Or, at least, that’s what
  Kamal had wanted them to think. We knew Jack and Izzy had discovered something about Kamal’s connection with MI5, and that’s why they were driving to London that day, to meet up with
  someone at MI5. We also found out that both the CIA and Omega were looking for Kamal too.’


  ‘Did you already know about Omega?’


  Grandad nodded. ‘I first heard about them in the mid-1980s when I was working in Army Intelligence. The rumour was that an organised group of disaffected intelligence officers had got
  together and formed an unofficial security service. A lot of people thought it was just a rumour, but I always had a sneaking suspicion it was true. And now I know they exist. And
  I’m almost certain they killed Jack and Izzy.’


  ‘What makes you say that?’


  ‘Omega knew the truth about Kamal. They knew he was only pretending to be an informant for MI5, and that he was in fact a member of al-Thu’ban. Al-Thu’ban had spent years
  setting him up to be their inside man in MI5. Omega couldn’t prove it though, and it was while they were trying to gather enough evidence against him to convince MI5 he was a mole that Jack
  and Izzy inadvertently got mixed up in the situation. It was their involvement that prompted Omega to take Kamal off the streets and hide him away in a warehouse in Barton. They’d convinced
  him they were keeping him safe from the CIA who were looking for him in connection with an attempted bombing of the American embassy in London. Jack found out where they were keeping him, and Omega
  assumed that he and Izzy were meeting with MI5 to tell them where he was.’ Grandad paused again, trying to keep the emotion from his voice. ‘I still don’t know if Omega
  meant to kill them or not, but whatever their intentions, they ended up forcing Jack and Izzy off the road and killing them.’


  ‘Have they actually admitted that to you?’


  Grandad shook his head. ‘We eventually caught up with Winston and the rest of them at the warehouse, but they managed to slip away with Kamal before we had a chance to confront
  them.’


  ‘Do you know where they went?’


  ‘We’ve been trying to find them ever since, but they’ve been operating under the radar for decades and they’re remarkably good at making themselves invisible.
  That’s why we decided to try a different approach. Instead of trying to find them, we concentrated on trying to draw them out. The idea was to make them think we were getting a lot closer to
  them than we actually were, so hopefully they’d come after us. And once they were out in the open, that’s when we planned to make our move. Unfortunately they outsmarted us, caught us
  off guard . . . well, they caught me off guard . . .’


  ‘Is that why Winston and Borstlap were in your office tonight?’


  Grandad nodded. ‘I was on my own when they came in. Travis, Courtney and Gloria were out working on a case, and I was waiting for them to return. Winston and Borstlap overpowered me and
  kept me there until the other three came back.’


  ‘Did Winston tell you what he wanted?’


  ‘He never got the chance. My guess is that he was going to tell us to back off, to stop our investigation into Omega. I’m sure he had some kind of plan to make us leave them alone,
  some kind of threat we couldn’t ignore, but al-Thu’ban stormed the office just as he was about to start talking.’


  ‘Did you know it was al-Thu’ban at the time?’ Ames asked.


  ‘I didn’t have a clue who it was. It was only when I heard one of them say something in Arabic that I began to wonder.’


  ‘How much do you actually know about al-Thu’ban?’


  ‘Hardly anything, to be honest,’ Grandad admitted. ‘I know that “al-Thu’ban” is Arabic for “the Snake”, or “the Serpent”, and that
  they’re an incredibly savage terrorist organisation . . .’ He looked at Ames. ‘Do you know what they did to provide Bashir Kamal with the perfect cover story for infiltrating
  MI5?’


  Ames nodded. ‘They murdered his brother in a suicide bombing.’


  ‘And the bomber they used was a twelve-year-old boy.’ Grandad shook his head in disbelief. ‘I mean, how cold-hearted do you have to be to even consider doing something
  like that, let alone actually do it?’


  ‘That’s one of their hallmarks, I’m afraid – a total disregard for all human life – and it’s why we need to eliminate them before they get any
  bigger.’ Ames looked at Grandad. ‘You’ve heard of AQAP, I assume?’


  ‘Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula.’


  ‘Right. Al-Thu’ban originally had a loose affiliation with AQAP, but a couple of years ago there was some kind of falling-out between them, and in the end al-Thu’ban went their
  own way. At the moment they’re still a relatively small operation – our best estimates put their membership at no more than two or three hundred – but they’re growing
  rapidly, and the rate of growth is increasing all the time. If it carries on at the present rate, al-Thu’ban could soon be the biggest threat we’ve ever faced.’


  It wasn’t hard for Grandad to read between the lines and work out what Ames was really telling him – eliminate, neutralise, terminate . . . whatever you called it, it meant
  the same thing. It meant, in essence, that Strategic Operations had no intention of capturing al-Thu’ban terrorists and bringing them to justice – its mission was simply to kill
  them.


  ‘Where are al-Thu’ban based?’ he asked.


  ‘They don’t have a specific geographical base. They’re a very fluid organisation. They don’t recognise boundaries, and they never stay in the same location for more than
  a couple of weeks. Their membership is so diverse that they have contacts and supporters almost everywhere – Yemen, Somalia, Afghanistan, Algeria, Pakistan, Europe . . . they’re a very
  inclusive organisation.’


  Grandad thought quietly for a few moments, then said, ‘None of this makes any sense. I mean, I could understand if al-Thu’ban were after Winston for what he did to Bashir Kamal, but
  if their aim was revenge, why bother kidnapping him? Why not just kill him? They didn’t think twice about killing Borstlap, did they?’


  ‘We don’t know why they’ve kidnapped Winston. That’s one of the things we’re trying to find out.’


  ‘And why the hell did they take Travis? There’s no logic to that at all. He wasn’t to blame for what happened to Kamal, and from what you’ve told me about
  al-Thu’ban, they’re smart enough to know that. And they must realise that by kidnapping a teenage boy they’re going to have swarms of police and intelligence services searching
  the entire country for them. What’s so important about Travis that would make them want to risk that? It can’t just be for the money, can it? If they were simply after a big ransom,
  they’d target a kid whose parents are multi-millionaires. I mean, I’ll willingly give them every single penny I can lay my hands on, but they must know it’s never going to amount
  to much.’


  ‘I agree that it doesn’t seem to make sense at the moment,’ Ames said. ‘But hopefully things will become clearer once the kidnappers make contact.’


  ‘When do you think that’ll be?’


  ‘First contact is usually made within twenty-four hours of the abduction. Our technicians have already linked up your landline and mobile phones to specialised monitoring equipment, so if
  the kidnappers get in touch by phone – which they almost certainly will – the call will be recorded and analysed, and a tracking system will attempt to trace it. I have to warn you
  though that if our past experiences with al-Thu’ban are anything to go by, it’s unlikely we’ll have any luck tracing their call. We think they use some kind of encrypted
  re-routing programme. It doesn’t just block any attempts to trace the number, it digitally re-routes the tracking signal so it ends up bouncing around all over the world.’


  ‘Who’s actually in charge of the investigation now?’ Grandad asked him. ‘The police or Strategic Operations?’


  ‘We’re working in tandem with the police,’ Ames said.


  In other words, Grandad thought, it’s your investigation, but since you don’t officially exist, the police are still nominally in charge.


  ‘What’s the situation with the media?’ he asked. ‘Is the kidnapping on the news yet? Is there going to be a press conference? What about—?’


  ‘At the moment we think it’s best to keep things under wraps,’ Holland said.


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘We’re not releasing any information to the media.’


  ‘I don’t understand,’ Grandad said, frowning. ‘Surely there’s a better chance of finding Travis if everyone in the country is looking for him?’


  ‘Yes, but it also increases the pressure on the kidnappers. And if they start thinking it’s too risky to keep hold of Travis . . .’ Holland gave Grandad a sober look.
  ‘Well, they’re not going to just let him go, are they?’


  Grandad swore under his breath, realising grimly that Holland was right.


  ‘The police have put out a press release blaming a gas leak for the explosion,’ Holland explained. ‘Not everyone in the media has completely swallowed the story, but it’s
  good enough to buy us a bit of time for now.’ He looked at his watch, then glanced at Ames. Ames gave him a nod. Holland turned back to Grandad. ‘DCI Stringer will be letting you and
  your colleagues go very shortly, and we strongly suggest you all go home and get some rest. We’re setting up a temporary base in Barton, and I’ve already texted our mobile numbers to
  you, so if you need anything at all, or you just want to talk, you can call either one of us at any time, day or night.


  ‘Thanks,’ Grandad said.


  He watched as Holland and Ames started getting to their feet.


  ‘We’ll be in touch, Joe, OK?’ Ames said.


  Grandad nodded, and the two men turned round and left.


  It was gone three o’clock in the morning now, and Grandad was exhausted. He’d been awake for over eighteen hours. He’d been blasted by a stun grenade, and
  mentally blasted by the kidnapping of his grandson. He’d been poked and prodded and stripped of his clothes, grilled by the police for almost three hours, and now Holland and Ames had filled
  his head with an avalanche of bewildering information. He was almost certain they hadn’t told him anywhere near as much as they knew, and it was quite possible that a good deal of what they
  had told him was at the very best a twisted version of the truth.


  Which was why, despite his overbearing tiredness, Grandad’s mind was buzzing. There were so many unanswered questions in his mind, so many things that didn’t add up, so much that
  just wasn’t logical . . .


  Forget about logic, he told himself, shaking the fatigue from his head. Just concentrate on the only thing that matters: getting Travis back.


  He rubbed his tired eyes, cleared his aching mind, and forced himself to start thinking afresh.
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  While Grandad was sitting alone in an interview room at Barton police station, I was just beginning to wake up from my drug-induced stupor. For a few semi-conscious moments I
  thought I must be at home in bed – I was waking up, where else could I be? But even before I’d fully regained consciousness, I knew I wasn’t in bed. I seemed to be lying
  on the floor, for a start, and it definitely wasn’t the carpeted floor in my bedroom. My bedroom floor wasn’t rock-hard and freezing cold, and it didn’t smell like this either.
  The ground I was lying on had a damp and musty odour to it, and the ice-cold air smelled just as bad.


  No, this wasn’t my bedroom. There was absolutely no doubt about that.


  I lay still for a minute, keeping my eyes closed, just thinking and listening. My head was throbbing like mad, and my mouth and throat felt like sandpaper. I was incredibly thirsty, I suddenly
  realised, thirstier than I’d ever been in my life. I tried to ignore it and concentrate on thinking. It took a while for the fogginess in my head to clear, but eventually I began to hazily
  remember things. Being in the office with Grandad, Courtney, and Gloria . . . staring into Winston’s cold grey eyes . . . promising myself that whatever it took, however long it took, I was
  going to make him pay for what he’d done to my parents . . . and then a sudden crash of glass, the window breaking, a brain-splitting explosion . . . and then someone sticking a needle in my
  arm . . .


  How long ago did all that happen? I asked myself. And where am I now?


  Without moving, I slowly opened my eyes. All I could see from where I was lying was a stretch of grubby stone floor and a bare brick wall. A thick chalk line was drawn on the floor about three
  metres away from me, and a two-litre bottle of water was standing on the floor just inside the line. I resisted the urge to scramble over to get the water, and cautiously began moving my head and
  looking around a little more. Gradually I realised that I was in some kind of basement – brick walls, no windows, a bare light bulb suspended from the ceiling. At the far end, a flight of
  wooden steps led up to a closed door.


  I was absolutely dying for a drink now, so I started to sit up and crawl over to the bottle of water, and that’s when I realised that my hands were cuffed and my feet were chained
  together. I instinctively started to wrestle and wrench at the handcuffs and chains, desperately trying to free myself, but I knew I was wasting my time. The cuffs and chains were solid steel
  – unbreakable, inescapable – and even if I could have got out of them, I still wouldn’t have been free. There was another chain wrapped tightly round my waist – too tight to
  slip out of – and this chain was padlocked to a longer chain which in turn was locked to a hefty wooden pillar that stretched from the floor to the ceiling. So I wasn’t just bound hand
  and foot, I was also securely chained to a pillar.


  I lost control of myself for a few seconds then, ripping and yanking at the chains, spitting and cursing, uselessly slamming my shoulder against the pillar . . .


  ‘You’re just going to hurt yourself if you keep doing that,’ a familiar voice said.


  I snapped my head round at the sound of the voice and saw Winston on the other side of the basement. He was sitting with his back against another wooden pillar, and he too was handcuffed and
  chained. He didn’t look too good. His eyebrows were singed, his face still blackened from the grenade blast, and his complexion – where visible – was unhealthily pale and drained.
  Instead of the impression he usually gave – of power and control and confidence – he now just looked like a worn-out old man.


  ‘Drink some water,’ he told me, nodding his head towards the bottle. ‘You’re dehydrated from the drug they gave us. You need to get some liquid into you.’


  I hobbled awkwardly over to the bottle and picked it up. The shackles on my ankles were just loose enough to allow me to walk – as long as I took fairly small steps – and the chain
  connecting me to the pillar was just long enough to allow me to get as far as the chalk line drawn on the floor, which I realised now formed a circle all around the pillar. An identical chalk
  circle – roughly five metres in diameter – was marked out around Winston. We could move around within our circles, dragging the longer chain with us, but no further.


  ‘Don’t drink too much,’ Winston warned me. ‘I don’t know if or when we’ll get any more.’


  I thirstily guzzled down about half the bottle in one go.


  ‘That’s enough,’ Winston said.


  I wanted more – my throat was still bone dry – but I took his advice and put the bottle down.


  ‘Any idea where we are?’ I asked, looking around the basement.


  He shook his head. ‘I’ve only just woken up myself.’


  ‘Do you know who took us?’


  ‘I didn’t see or hear a thing after the grenade went off. How about you? Did you see anything?’


  ‘Not really . . .’ I paused, a vague memory coming back to me of powerful lights shining in the smoke-filled darkness, the laser-like beams of torches targeting Lance Borstlap . . .
  and I remembered him jerking a couple of times in his chair and slumping to the floor . . .


  ‘What is it?’ Winston asked me. ‘Have you remembered something?’


  ‘I think they might have shot Lance Borstlap,’ I said hesitantly. ‘I mean, I can’t remember it very clearly, but I think he was going for his gun when they came in, and
  they shot him.’


  ‘Damn it,’ Winston said.


  There was no real emotion in his voice, just a mild sense of irritation and anger, as if he’d just found out that he’d lost his wallet or something.


  ‘I don’t know how badly hurt he was,’ I started to say. ‘I didn’t really see—’


  ‘They would have had to kill him to stop him,’ Winston said matter-of-factly. ‘Borst was a soldier through and through. As long as he was still breathing, he’d carry on
  fighting.’ Winston shook his head. ‘He’s dead, no question about it.’


  ‘I’m sorry,’ I said.


  Winston shrugged. ‘He was a soldier. He was extremely good at his job, but he wasn’t a good person. So don’t be sorry for him or for me. Soldiers die. That’s how it
  works.’ Winston looked over at me. ‘Do you remember anything else?’


  ‘I don’t think so.’


  ‘So you don’t know what happened to your grandad and the others?’


  ‘No.’


  I went quiet then, thinking about Grandad and Courtney and Gloria, and I couldn’t help wondering if they’d suffered the same fate as Borstlap. The thought of Grandad being killed
  immediately brought a flood of tears to my eyes. If he was dead . . .


  No, I told myself. No. He’s alive. You have to believe he’s still alive. He’s the toughest man you know, isn’t he? He’s Grandad, he’s
  indestructible.


  I smiled to myself and wiped away my tears. I knew I was only kidding myself, of course, and that it was perfectly possible that Grandad and the others had been killed, but I also knew
  that I couldn’t allow myself to believe it. If I thought they were dead, I’d have no reason to keep going. And if I didn’t have the will to keep going . . . well, I might as well
  just give up right now.


  I put the thought from my mind. Giving up wasn’t an option. I was a Delaney, the son of my grandad’s son. And the one thing a Delaney never does is lie down and give up.


  ‘Are you all right?’ I heard Winston say.


  I nodded, taking a moment to compose myself. Then I took a steadying breath and said to him, ‘Maybe this is the work of some of Dee Dee’s boys.’


  Dee Dee – real name Drew Devon – was a local gangster who I’d recently had some trouble with.


  Winston shook his head dismissively. ‘This is a highly professional job. It’s way beyond the capabilities of a bunch of two-bit thugs.’


  ‘So who else could it be? I mean, who else would want to kidnap us?’


  ‘I can think of countless groups and individuals who’d want to get hold of me, but none of them have any good reason to kidnap you. That’s what I can’t
  understand about any of this. Like I said, it’s obviously a professional operation, and whoever’s behind it knows exactly what they’re doing. We were their targets. Me
  and you.’ He paused, thinking about something. ‘Unless they have taken the others as well and are keeping them somewhere else. But why would they do that? Why keep the two of
  us together and the others somewhere else? It’s not as if there’s not enough room down here, is it?’ He shook his head again. ‘None of this makes sense.’


  I glanced at my watch to see what time it was, but my wrist was bare. I quickly checked through all my pockets, knowing full well that I wouldn’t find anything, and I didn’t.
  Everything had been taken – watch, phone, keys. My pockets were empty. I started looking round the basement again, searching for anything within reach that could be used as a weapon or to
  break the chains, but there was hardly anything to see. A pile of flattened cardboard boxes in one corner, some rolls of old carpet leaning up against the wall, a few empty jam jars lined up on a
  dusty wooden shelf. It was either an unusually uncluttered basement, or it had been cleaned out in preparation for our arrival. The only other objects of any interest I could see were two empty
  buckets: one on the floor behind my wooden pillar, the other next to Winston’s. It wasn’t hard to guess what they were for.


  ‘What are we going to do?’ I said to Winston.


  ‘Wait.’


  ‘For what?’


  He looked at me. ‘We’re going to find out soon enough who’s taken us and why, and what they plan to do with us. I have no idea what that might be, but there’s no point in
  trying to pretend there’s nothing to worry about and that everything’s going to be all right. It’s probably not going to be all right. So what I think you should do for
  now, if you can, is just blank the future from your mind. Don’t think about it at all. Because at the moment there’s absolutely nothing we can do to change it. It’ll be whatever
  it’s going to be, and we’ll deal with it when it comes. In the meantime, this might be the last chance we get for a while to rest our minds and bodies. That’s what I’m going
  to do anyway, and I suggest you do the same.’


  He was right, of course. There was no point in worrying about what was going to happen. It served no purpose at all. All it did, if anything, was make things even worse. But
  there’s a whole world of difference between knowing what’s right and actually doing it, and as I sat there in the basement – my eyes closed, leaning back against the wooden pillar
  – I found it almost impossible to stop thinking about what might happen to me in the very near future. And I have to admit that, for a while at least, I was simply too petrified to rest my
  mind or my body.
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  I’m not sure how or why I finally stopped frightening myself by thinking about what might lie ahead, but eventually I realised that my thoughts had turned to something
  else, something that made me forget all about being scared and filled me instead with an overpowering sense of hatred and anger. These feelings had nothing to do with the kidnappers – not
  directly anyway – they were all about the man who was sitting on the floor less then ten metres away from me on the other side of the basement.


  Winston.


  It wasn’t that I’d forgotten he was responsible for the death of my parents – how could I ever forget that? – it was just that with the shock and confusion of everything
  that had happened, and everything that might happen, my mind had gone into survival mode, and without being consciously aware of it, I’d temporarily put my feelings about Winston to one side.
  It was almost as if some primitive instinct deep inside me had decided that in view of the situation I was in, and the possible danger it posed, I needed whatever help I could get, and if that
  meant allying myself to the man I hated more than anyone else in the world, so be it.


  But I was back now – the conscious, emotional, non-primitive me.


  And it didn’t make any difference to the emotional me whether Winston was my only ally or not. He’d killed my mum and dad. No matter what the situation was, I hated his very being
  with all my heart, and I’d never stop hating him until the day I died. I’d hate him from the grave if I could.


  I stared at him now.


  He didn’t look like a murderer, just sitting there wearily with his head hanging down and his tired eyes closed. He looked like a frail old man taking a much-needed nap. I still
  didn’t have any proof that he’d murdered my parents, but in the months since their death Grandad and I had built up enough circumstantial evidence to convince ourselves beyond doubt
  that Winston had either driven them off the road himself or at least been in the vehicle that had forced them to crash. I’d found out, for instance, that he knew details about the crash that
  only someone who’d been there could know. The official report into the accident had stated that no other vehicles were involved, but the investigator who’d compiled the report had not
  only resigned his position quite suddenly, but he’d also fled the country and his whereabouts were presently unknown. I’d also discovered that one of Omega’s vehicles – a
  Mercedes van – had recently been involved in some kind of collision that had left flecks of yellow paint in a dent over its wheel arch, the same bright-yellow colour as my mum’s Volvo,
  the car they’d been driving when the crash had occurred. But perhaps the most compelling evidence that Winston was responsible for my mum and dad’s death was his presence in our office
  earlier that night.


  I hadn’t known it at the time, but Grandad and Gloria had been laying a trap for Winston, letting him think that we had a lot more evidence against Omega than we actually had. The
  intention of the plan had been to draw Winston and Omega out into the open. And it had succeeded, but obviously not in the way that Grandad and Gloria had hoped.


  However, although Winston had outwitted them, the fact that he’d responded to their false claims proved beyond question to me that he was responsible for my parents’ death. If he
  wasn’t, why would he have bothered showing up at the office with Borstlap? If he was innocent, there was nothing for him to worry about. An innocent Winston wouldn’t need to threaten us
  or warn us off or whatever his plans had been that night.


  No, I thought to myself, still looking at Winston now, there’s no way you’re innocent. You killed my mum and dad. I know you did. You took away my world.


  ‘Hey,’ I called over to him. ‘Wake up.’


  ‘I’m awake,’ he said, without opening his eyes.


  ‘I want to talk to you about something.’


  ‘I’m listening.’


  ‘Open your eyes.’


  ‘I don’t need to see you to hear you.’


  ‘I want you to look at me.’


  The coldness in my voice got to him, and he opened his eyes and looked at me.


  ‘What were you planning on doing tonight?’ I asked him.


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘You know what I mean. You and Borstlap didn’t just come round to the office to say hello to us, did you? What were your intentions?’


  Winston sighed. ‘This isn’t the time or place to get into that, Travis. Whatever differences we have, we need to put them aside for now. We need to work together.’


  ‘You were going to warn us off, weren’t you? We were getting too close to the truth for your liking, so you decided you had to do something about it. What were you going to do?
  Threaten us? Give us some kind of ultimatum? “Stop what you’re doing or else?”’


  Winston let out another long weary sigh. ‘You’re not going to let this go, are you?’


  ‘You mean the fact that you killed my parents?’ I said scornfully. ‘No, I’m not going to “let it go”.’


  He stared at me for a long moment, then said, ‘You’re right, I’m sorry. You deserve to know the truth. And believe it or not . . .’


  He stopped talking at the sudden sound of footsteps from above. We both looked over at the door. Someone was coming, approaching the door. I kept perfectly still and listened, my heart pounding
  hard.


  ‘Sounds like there’s three of them,’ Winston said quietly.


  I couldn’t tell if he was right or not, but there was definitely more than one set of footsteps.


  ‘Try to stay calm,’ Winston said hurriedly as the steps stopped outside the door. ‘I know this is scary,’ he added, ‘but do your best to keep it together,
  OK?’


  I nodded, unable to keep my eyes off the door. A key was rattling in the lock now. I could hear a muffled voice.


  ‘Damn it,’ Winston muttered at the sound of the voice. ‘I should have known.’


  I looked at him. ‘What?’


  He didn’t answer, just stared at the door.


  As I turned back and stared at it too, the lock clicked heavily, the muffled voice said something again, and a moment later the door swung open.


  


  9


  Winston was right, there were three of them – two men and a young woman. The men came in first and headed straight down the stairs, leaving the young woman to shut the
  door behind them and lock it. The men were both in their late twenties and of Middle Eastern appearance. The one in front had close-cropped dark hair, a short beard, and a large hooked nose. He was
  wearing black paramilitary-style clothing – heavy jacket, combat pants, boots – with a red-and-white checked scarf wrapped loosely round his neck. The other one had a full beard,
  wire-rimmed glasses, and was wearing a blue Nike tracksuit top and a black skullcap. Both of them were carrying automatic pistols and had Kalashnikov rifles slung over their shoulders. The one with
  the full beard also had a long curved dagger in a scabbard on his belt.


  As far as I could see, the young woman wasn’t armed. The only thing she was carrying was a laptop. She was about sixteen or seventeen, I guessed – smooth dark skin, slender, quite
  tall. She was wearing dark jeans, trainers, a heavy black jumper, and a silvery-grey hijab. Her oval face, framed by the hijab, held a depth of loss and emptiness that was so intense you could
  almost feel it. Her dark eyes were hard and unforgiving, the eyes of a fighter, but that was just on the surface. Beneath the surface was a world of sadness.


  As she came down the steps – staring straight ahead – the two men crossed over to Winston’s side of the basement. Neither of them so much as glanced at me. They stopped at the
  chalk line.


  ‘Get up,’ the first one told Winston.


  ‘You’re al-Thu’ban, aren’t you?’ Winston said, not moving. ‘What do you want with us?’


  The man raised his pistol, aimed it at Winston, and pulled the trigger. The crack of the gun was incredibly loud in the enclosed space, and as the bullet thwacked heavily into the
  wooden pillar just inches above Winston’s head, I jerked backwards in sudden shock. Winston, though, didn’t move a muscle. He just sat there, staring calmly at the man with the
  pistol.


  ‘You do what I tell you,’ the man told him, equally calmly, ‘or the next one goes in your head. Understand?’


  Winston studied him for a moment or two, and then – presumably deciding that he meant what he said – he nodded silently and began to get up. Although he tried to hide it, the process
  of getting to his feet seemed to take a lot out of him, and I wondered if he was simply exhausted or if maybe it was something more serious, an injury of some kind.


  As he straightened up and brushed some dirt off his suit, I found myself glancing over at the girl – who was standing at the foot of the steps – and I realised, to my utter
  disbelief, that I was checking to see if she’d noticed my startled reaction to the gunshot. I was actually embarrassed by it, or at least a really pathetic part of me was. It was as
  if I didn’t want her to think I was scared by a little bitty gunshot . . . I wanted her to think I was cool with it. It was a totally unconscious, instinctive feeling, and when I saw
  her staring blankly at the floor, showing no interest whatsoever in me or my reaction, the feeling immediately vanished. I still felt like a complete idiot though.


  ‘Put that on,’ I heard the first man say.


  When I looked over I saw that he’d thrown something towards Winston. I couldn’t work out what it was at first – it looked like a piece of black cloth, or maybe a black shirt or
  something – but then Winston went over and picked it up and I realised it was a hood.


  Winston glanced at the man.


  ‘Put it on,’ the man repeated.


  Winston put the hood over his head.


  ‘Move back,’ the man told him.


  Winston cautiously did as he was told, hobbling awkwardly back past the pillar.


  ‘That’ll do,’ the man told him when he’d almost reached perimeter of the chalk circle. ‘Don’t move, stay exactly where you are.’


  His colleague walked quietly over to the pillar, taking a key from his pocket as he went. He bent down, unlocked the chain connecting Winston to the pillar, then took hold of the end of it,
  straightened up again, and moved back a step. The chain was almost taut now.


  ‘When you feel a tug on the chain,’ the first man told Winston, ‘you start moving. Is that understood?’


  ‘Understood,’ Winston replied, his voice muffled beneath the hood.


  ‘If you listen closely to my directions and do exactly what I tell you, you’ll be all right,’ the man explained him. ‘If you don’t, you won’t. Are you
  ready?’


  ‘Uh-huh,’ Winston said.


  ‘All right, let’s go.’


  His colleague tugged the chain, yanking at Winston’s midriff, and Winston began walking.


  For the next few minutes I watched in silence as the two men guided Winston across the basement and up the steps, sometimes using the chain as a lead, but mostly just telling him what to do
  – forward, forward, forward . . . stop . . . turn left . . . keep going . . . forward, forward . . . stop . . . the stairs are straight ahead of you now . . .


  The men didn’t take any risks, always keeping at least a couple of metres away from Winston, and never taking their eyes off him. They still hadn’t looked at me. Not a single glance
  since they’d entered the basement. I didn’t know what to make of it, and a couple of times I was almost tempted to do something to get their attention – just to see what
  they’d do – but reason got the better of me, and I decided it was best to just sit there and keep my mouth shut.


  The short-haired man had control of Winston’s chain now. He was standing at the top of the steps, and Winston was at the bottom, waiting for his next instruction. The second man was
  standing a couple of metres behind him. As the first one told Winston to start climbing the stairs – ‘Nice and slow, one step at a time,’ – I saw the other one go over to
  the girl and pass her his pistol. It was obvious from the way she handled it that she was totally at ease with firearms, and as she slipped out the magazine to double-check it was loaded, then
  slapped it back in again and racked a round into the chamber, the look on her face never changed. No emotion, no concern, no nothing.


  The second man said something to her in a language I didn’t understand, which I assumed was Arabic. The girl nodded, casually tucking the pistol into the back of her jeans.


  I looked away from her at the sound of the basement door opening. Winston was halfway up the steps now, and the first man had opened the door in readiness to lead him out.


  ‘Four steps to go . . .’ he told Winston, ‘three, two . . . OK, stop.’


  As Winston stopped at the top of the stairs, the man stepped through the doorway. I couldn’t see him now, but I could still hear his voice.


  ‘Turn left,’ he told Winston.


  Winston turned.


  ‘Forward . . .’


  Winston shuffled through the doorway, out of sight.


  ‘Stop,’ I heard the man say.


  A moment later he called out to his colleague, and the second man moved quickly up the steps. Before going out through the door, he glanced over his shoulder and actually looked at me at last.
  It was only a quick look, presumably just checking on me before leaving, and then he too went out through the door, pulling it shut behind him.


  So now it was just me and the girl.


  As I watched her crossing the basement towards me, I couldn’t get the image of the second man passing her the gun out of my mind. What did he say to her? I wondered. Why did
  he give her the gun? What’s she going to do?


  My rational mind kept telling me there was no need to worry – there was no logical reason for the kidnappers to kill me now. Why would they go to all the bother of raiding the
  office and bringing me here – wherever here was – if all they were going to do was kill me?


  But unfortunately logic and reason are no match for fear, and as the girl stopped at the chalk line and stared at me with her vacant black eyes, I don’t mind admitting I was absolutely
  terrified. The pathetic little part of me that a few minutes ago had been bothered about what the girl thought of me . . . that was long gone. My only concern now was whether or not she was going
  to kill me.


  I could tell from the soulless look in her eyes that she was perfectly capable of killing me. There was no doubt in my mind about that. And I was pretty sure she wouldn’t lose
  much sleep over it either. But the question was, was she going to kill me? Was that what the man had told her to do?


  I looked at her now, watching as she slipped the pistol from the back of her jeans and levelled it at my head. There was nothing in her eyes at all, no telltale signs as to whether or not she
  was going to pull the trigger. But – with my heart pounding hard in my chest – I guessed I was about to find out.
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  ‘Stand up,’ the girl said, still aiming the pistol at me.


  Her voice was soft but firm.


  I got to my feet. ‘What are you going to—?’


  ‘Be quiet. Turn around.’


  ‘Are you going to shoot me?’ I said.


  ‘I told you to be quiet and turn around.’


  I shook my head. ‘If you’re going to shoot me, you’re going to have to look me in the eye while you’re doing it.’


  She hesitated for a fraction of a second, then let out a quiet sigh. ‘I’m not going to shoot you, OK? I just want you to turn around.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘Will you please just do it?’


  There was something oddly comforting about the way she said ‘please’. It wasn’t a polite ‘please’ so much as a slightly bored and impatient one, and it didn’t
  necessarily mean she wasn’t going to shoot me, of course. But somehow it made me feel just a little bit better. I still found myself holding my breath as I slowly turned around
  – waiting for the sudden crack of the gunshot . . . wondering if I’d even hear it . . . or if I’d feel anything when the bullet hit me . . . or if, any second now, I’d just
  suddenly become nothing . . . less than nothing . . .


  ‘All right,’ I heard the girl say, ‘you can turn back now.’


  I breathed out.


  I was still alive, still something.


  A shiver of shakiness ran through me – a mixture of relief and pent-up fear – and as I turned to face the girl my legs trembled and almost buckled beneath me, but I somehow managed
  to stay upright.


  The girl had stepped back from the edge of the chalk circle and was no longer aiming the gun at me. She still had it in her hand, but was holding it down at her side. The laptop she’d been
  carrying was now placed on the floor, about half a metre inside the chalk line. It was open. There was an image showing on the screen. It wasn’t all that clear from where I was standing, but
  it looked like a slightly blurred photograph of a road . . . a motorway, perhaps . . . with maybe a couple of vehicles in the distance. I stared at it for a few moments, squinting, trying to get a
  clearer view . . .


  It wasn’t a photograph.


  It was a stilled image from a video.


  I could see the control bar running along the bottom of the screen – PAUSE, PLAY, VOLUME, FULL SCREEN . . .


  As I looked up at the girl, I could feel something stirring inside me – a cold emptiness deep in my belly, a suffocating pain in my heart. It was a feeling that I both wanted and
  didn’t want, that I knew and didn’t know . . . a killing feeling that both energised me and sucked the life out of me.


  ‘You know what it is, don’t you?’ the girl said quietly.


  I couldn’t speak. I just stared at her.


  ‘It’s the truth,’ she said simply. ‘You need to see it.’


  She looked at me for a second, then turned away and went over to the far side of the basement. She lowered herself to the ground and sat cross-legged, leaning against the wall with her head
  bowed down and her eyes closed. I watched her for a while, waiting to see if she did anything, but she seemed completely zoned out – just sitting there, perfectly still and quiet.


  I turned my attention to the laptop . . . the image on the screen.


  You know what it is, don’t you?


  I knew.


  It’s the truth. You need to see it.


  She was right.


  I took a deep breath, let it out slowly, then went over and sat down in front of the laptop. Even close-up, the image was still fairly blurry, but it was clear enough to make out what it showed.
  A motorway stretching out straight ahead, a slip road veering off to the left . . . three cars on the slip road, about fifty metres away. The video had been shot from a following vehicle, the view
  ahead seen through its windscreen. The cars were too far away and too indistinct to make out any detail, but the two of them closest to the camera were dark, possibly black, and the car they were
  following was light-coloured . . . not white . . .


  It was yellow.


  The colour of my mum’s car.


  You know what it is, don’t you?


  I knew.


  The cursor on the laptop screen was already positioned over the PLAY arrow. I reached out slowly towards the mousepad, hesitated for a moment, asking myself if I
  really did want to see this, but I knew in my heart that it wasn’t a question of wanting to see it . . .


  It was the truth.


  I had to see it.


  I took another steadying breath, then tapped the mousepad and watched – with a petrifying emptiness – as the video began to play.
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  There was no audio on the video clip, and it only lasted for twenty-one seconds, but watching it was the most heart-wrenching thing I’ve ever experienced. It showed, as I
  knew it would, the car crash that killed my parents.


  It showed me my parents’ death.


  I saw them die. Right there, sitting in a basement, tied and bound, staring at a video on a laptop screen . . .


  I saw them die.


  Right in front of my eyes.


  It tore my soul to pieces.


  Twenty-one seconds.


  A lifetime, eternity, for ever.


  Twenty-one seconds.


  The first five seconds: Mum and Dad in the yellow Volvo have left the motorway and are heading down the inside lane of the slip road. Mum’s driving, Dad’s in
  the passenger seat. The two cars following them (also in the inside lane) are a black BMW with tinted windows and a black Mercedes van. The drivers and occupants of the BMW and the Mercedes
  aren’t visible, but I know who the cars belong to. I recognise them. I’ve been in both of them. There’s absolutely no doubt in my mind: the BMW is Winston’s car,
  the van is an Omega vehicle.


  The BMW is ahead of the van. There are no other vehicles in sight.


  The next five seconds: the BMW speeds up and moves into the outside lane, as if preparing to overtake Mum and Dad. The van speeds up too, closing the gap to the Volvo. Both vehicles start
  flashing their headlights – warnings? threats? instructions to pull over? – but Mum ignores them and keeps going. Roadside trees whoosh past in a strobing blur, great dark pillars of
  ancient oak, solid black slabs as hard as iron . . .


  The next five seconds: now the BMW is pulling up parallel to the Volvo and the Mercedes is closing up right behind it, almost touching the rear bumper. Mum and Dad are boxed in. All three
  cars are speeding round the increasingly tight curve of the slip road . . . too close together, too fast . . . and now an arm appears from the passenger side of the BMW, a waving, pointing arm,
  sending out unheard messages – slow down! pull in! slow DOWN! – but again Mum ignores the instructions and keeps driving.


  And I wonder at this point, just before the end – what are Mum and Dad doing? Are they talking to each other? What are they saying? What do they think’s going on? Are they scared?
  Calm? Angry?


  And the worst thing is, I know I’ll never know.


  Never.


  The last six seconds are the hardest to watch, almost unbearable. But I can’t stop now. I have to go through with this. My eyes are brimming with tears, blurring my vision. I wipe them
  away, swallow hard, and stare, transfixed, at the laptop screen.


  The last six seconds: nothing changes for a few fleeting moments – the three vehicles are still speeding down the slip road . . . still too fast, too close together . . . the
  disembodied arm is still gesticulating from the BMW’s window . . . Mum’s still ignoring it – and then suddenly it happens. It’s impossible to tell if the BMW moves first,
  swerving intentionally towards the Volvo, and Mum reacts almost instantly, swerving away, or if – for some inexplicable reason – both cars swerve simultaneously. But whatever the cause,
  the outcome is the same – the two cars veer suddenly to the left. It’s not a violent manoeuvre, just a momentary twitch, and both drivers seem to regain control almost immediately . . .
  the two cars veering back to the right, straightening up, apparently under control again . . . but just as it looks as if everything’s going to be OK, the back end of the Volvo twitches
  again, this time flicking to the right . . . then to the left again . . . and now it’s all going horribly wrong . . . Mum’s losing it, the Volvo’s fishtailing, the back end
  lurching wildly from side to side . . .


  I can’t watch this . . .


  I can’t . . .


  I can’t tear my eyes away from the screen . . .


  . . . and as the Mercedes backs off and the BMW speeds up to get out of the way, Mum completely loses control, and the Volvo rears up on two wheels for a moment then slams back down again
  and goes into a crazy 360-degree spin . . . lunging uncontrollably across the road at 65 mph . . . skidding across the hard shoulder . . . flying over the verge . . . spinning through the air . . .
  and then SMASH! . . . the Volvo crashes sideways into the solid black trunk of an ancient oak tree.


  My breath catches in my throat, a strangled sob.


  The ruined Volvo is lying upside down at the base of the massive tree – windows smashed, wheels spinning, the roof caved in, the chassis almost ripped in two . . .


  I can’t look . . .


  . . . oily black smoke billowing from beneath the crumpled bonnet . . .


  I can’t see my Mum and Dad trapped in that hellish destruction . . .


  . . . a lick of flame flickers in the cloud of smoke . . .


  I can’t see them.


  . . . and now the view from the camera is changing as the vehicle we’re travelling in approaches the crash site, briefly slowing down, the camera panning round as the vehicle passes
  the burning wreck of Mum and Dad’s car, filming it through the passenger window . . . and then the vehicle speeds up again, racing away from the scene, and the Volvo disappears from view . .
  .


  ‘Stop, for God’s sake,’ I whisper desperately. ‘What’s the matter with you? Why don’t you stop and help them?’


  . . . but they just keep going, speeding down the slip road, heading towards a roundabout . . . the BMW and the Mercedes van nowhere to be seen . . .


  And that’s it.


  The video stops.


  Twenty-one seconds.


  That’s it.


  The truth . . .


  Winston and his Omega colleagues drove Mum and Dad off the road. They might not have done it on purpose, but that doesn’t make any difference. They caused the crash that killed my parents.
  They were responsible. They killed my mum and dad.


  That was it.


  The ultimate truth.


  Or was it?


  As I sat there staring blindly at the laptop screen – sobbing like a baby, frozen with emptiness and despair – something flickered in the back of my devastated mind . . . an unknown
  question, an indefinable doubt. There was something wrong with what I’d just seen, something missing, something . . .


  I didn’t know what it was.


  I breathed out.


  My body was trembling.


  My blood was cold.


  My chained hands shook as I slowly reached out and hit the PLAY button again.


  The video started.


  Mum and Dad in the yellow Volvo have left the motorway and are heading down the inside lane of the slip road . . .
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  It wasn’t until I was watching the video for the third time that it finally dawned on me what was wrong with it. Or, at least, what I thought was wrong with it.
  But even then I wasn’t sure if it meant anything or not. My mind was so shattered by witnessing the horror of my parents’ death, over and over again, that it was hard to get my head
  round anything. I just couldn’t think straight. I didn’t know how or what to feel. Everything was all mixed up inside me – anger, despair, grief, longing, emptiness, confusion . .
  .


  Confusion.


  What bothered me about the video was that it didn’t support what I thought had happened. During the summer, when I’d first begun to suspect that Omega had something to do
  with my parents’ death, one of the things that had convinced me I was right was my discovery of some minor collision damage on the front-left wheel arch of Omega’s Mercedes van –
  a dent in the bodywork, crumpled metal, scratched paint . . . and, most importantly, flecks of yellow embedded in the gouged-out metal. I’d assumed the yellow paint had come from Mum’s
  Volvo, and I’d taken that as proof that the Mercedes van had driven Mum and Dad off the road. But in the video, the van had never touched the Volvo. It was the BMW that had caused the
  crash.


  So where had the yellow paint on the Mercedes come from?


  Had I been right all along? Had the Mercedes van driven Mum and Dad off the road? In which case, the video had to be a fake. But it didn’t seem like a fake. And even if it was, why would
  anyone go to all the trouble of producing such an authentic-looking video when all it proved was that it was Winston’s BMW that had caused the crash, not the Mercedes van?


  What was the point of that?


  It made no sense at all.


  Unless . . .


  ‘Have you finished?’


  It was the girl’s voice, and the sudden sound of it startled me. I’d become so wrapped up in my own little world of shock and bewilderment that I’d forgotten she was there.
  I’d blanked out everything – the girl, my kidnapping, the basement . . . everything but the images on the screen, the twenty-one seconds that had ripped my world apart.


  I looked up at the girl. She was still sitting cross-legged against the wall on the far side of the basement, but she wasn’t zoned out any more. Her head was raised, her dark eyes fixed on
  me.


  ‘Have you seen enough?’ she said.


  As I held her gaze for a moment, something suddenly occurred to me. I didn’t want to think about it, I wanted to carry on thinking about Mum and Dad, but I was back in the real
  world now, back in the basement – kidnapped, imprisoned, in chains – and I knew what Mum and Dad would have wanted me to think about. Now’s not the time for grieving,
  Travis, I could hear them telling me. You need to start thinking of yourself.


  I glanced down at the laptop, studied it for a moment, then quickly looked up at the girl again.


  ‘I need to watch it once more,’ I told her.


  ‘Why?’


  I only hesitated for a second, but it was more than enough for the girl.


  ‘We’re not stupid,’ she told me.


  ‘Sorry?’ I said, feigning ignorance.


  ‘Do you honestly think we’d let you have access to a Wi-Fi-enabled laptop?’


  I stared at her, trying to pretend I didn’t know what she was talking about, but the truth was she’d read my mind in an instant. The reason I’d glanced at the laptop was that
  it had just occurred to me that maybe, if I was quick enough – and if I could work out how to do it – I could email Grandad before the girl had a chance to stop me. I wouldn’t be
  able to tell him where I was, of course, but I was pretty sure he’d be able to trace me through the IP address.


  I looked down at the laptop again, searching for a Wi-Fi signal indicator, just in case the girl was lying, but there were no bars showing, just a red cross.


  No signal.


  No Wi-Fi.


  No email.


  I glanced back at the girl. She’d stood up now and was coming across the basement towards me.


  ‘Who made the video?’ I asked her.


  ‘You don’t need to know that.’


  ‘Were you there when they were filming it?’


  ‘Close the laptop and push it over the chalk line,’ she said, stopping a metre away from me.


  ‘My mother didn’t die immediately,’ I told her. ‘She was still alive when whoever shot the film drove on by . . . she was trapped in the burning car.’


  ‘The laptop—’


  ‘If someone had stopped to help her instead of just driving past, she might have survived.’


  ‘I’m not going to tell you again,’ the girl said firmly. ‘Push the laptop over the line. Now.’


  ‘I think the video’s a fake.’


  She sighed, pulling out the pistol.


  I looked into her eyes, searching for a reaction, a hint of emotion, anything at all, but there was nothing there.


  I got to my feet, still staring at her, then gave the laptop a desultory kick, shoving it over the chalk line. It wasn’t a particularly mature thing to do, and I probably deserved the
  girl’s disdainful look, but I was past caring what she thought of me. I watched her as she came over, bent down, and picked up the laptop.


  ‘Why did you show me the video?’ I asked her.


  She totally ignored me, just closed the laptop and turned to leave.


  ‘Have you got any idea how it feels to watch your parents die?’ I said to her as she walked away, my voice cold and hard.


  She faltered for a moment then, almost stopping, but not quite, and I guessed I’d hit a nerve somewhere. As she carried on towards the staircase, I thought I noticed a change in her
  demeanour – the way she walked, the way she held herself.


  ‘Why don’t you just talk to me?’ I said, not quite so coldly now. ‘It can’t do any harm, can it?’


  No answer. She headed up the stairs.


  ‘Are you with al-Thu’ban?’


  She unlocked the door and opened it, not even looking at me.


  ‘At least tell me your name.’


  I didn’t expect a reply, but to my surprise she paused as she was going through the door and turned back to me.


  ‘Issy,’ she said simply. ‘My name’s Issy.’


  ‘Hi, Issy,’ I said. ‘I’m Travis Delaney. But I suppose you already know that, don’t you?’


  Her face softened momentarily, and just for an instant she looked like a normal young woman about to break into a smile, but almost immediately she switched off again and the promise of the
  smile disappeared. It was like a mask coming down over her face, a veil of lifelessness that blacked out all her emotions.


  She went out through the door and locked it behind her. I listened to her footsteps slowly fading, leaving me alone in the underground silence, then I went back over to the pillar and sat down
  on the floor. My eyes were tingling with tears now, and my head was throbbing with a mind-numbing whirlwind of emotions and questions.


  Was the video real or a fake?


  If it was real, who had filmed it, and how? And why?


  If it wasn’t real, what was the point of faking it?


  Why had my kidnappers shown it to me?


  What did they hope to achieve?


  And what about the yellow paint on the Mercedes van? Was it possible that it was just a coincidence?


  And why, if the video was real . . . if what I’d just seen really was what actually happened that day . . . why, for God’s sake, had nobody stopped to help my mum and dad?
  Even if the crash wasn’t intentional, even if Omega hadn’t meant to drive Mum and Dad off the road, they’d still left them to die in a burning car . . .
  they’d just left them . . . and whoever had been filming the crash had left them to die as well. Why would anyone do that? How could anyone do that?


  Unless, of course, the video wasn’t real . . .


  I closed my eyes and thought about it, desperately searching for answers, and then – with my eyes still closed, and the tears still streaming down my cheeks – I reluctantly hit the
  PLAY button in my mind and began watching the video all over again.


  Mum and Dad in the yellow Volvo have left the motorway and are heading down the inside lane of the slip road. The two cars following them (also in the inside lane) are a black BMW with
  tinted windows and a black Mercedes van . . .
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  I don’t know how many times I forced myself to replay those terrible images in my mind, and because I had no way of telling the time – no watch or mobile, no window
  to see out of – I didn’t know how much time had passed, or even what time of day it was, when I finally heard the sound of footsteps approaching the basement door again. I opened my
  eyes and listened hard. It sounded like at least two, probably three people . . . and one of them seemed to be struggling. The struggler’s footsteps were slow and faltering, shuffling,
  irregular. The sound of someone not walking freely. Someone in pain.


  It’s Winston, I thought. They’ve done something to him, hurt him, beaten him up or worse.


  I didn’t know what to think about that.


  The only conclusions I’d come to after mentally watching the car crash time after time, and after asking myself the same perplexing questions over and over again, was that the video
  couldn’t be a fake, it had to be real, and that no matter who was actually driving the BMW at the time, it was Winston himself who was ultimately responsible for my parents’ death.
  Neither of these conclusions really changed anything. I was already convinced of Winston’s guilt before I’d seen the video, and the fact that it wasn’t faked – and I simply
  couldn’t see how it could be – only confirmed what I’d already accepted.


  So, in a sense, nothing had really changed.


  But now that I’d seen with my own eyes what had happened, now that I’d actually witnessed the worst thing imaginable, the worst thing that had ever happened to me –
  and probably the worst thing that would ever happen to me – that did change things. It brought everything up to the surface – the hate and anger that had been simmering inside
  me for months, the desperate desire for revenge, the need to make things right . . . it had all suddenly erupted in me, like a volcano spewing out red-hot emotions . . .


  I wanted to kill Winston for what he’d done.


  I wanted him to pay for it.


  He had to . . .


  It was the only way . . .


  He had to be punished.


  So why should I care if he was hurt or not?


  That’s what I kept telling myself anyway, and even as the door at the top of the stairs opened and I saw Winston’s hooded figure being shoved though the doorway by the same two men
  who’d taken him away, and it was immediately obvious that he was in a pretty bad state – barely able to stand unaided, stooped over in pain, his shirt splattered with blood – even
  then I didn’t feel any sympathy for him. How could I? This was the man who’d robbed my mum and dad of their lives and robbed me of my entire world. This was the man who’d driven
  off and left my mum and dad to die a horrible death in a burning car . . . why should I care if he was hurt or not? Why should I feel anything but hatred and rage towards him?


  I didn’t know . . .


  But as I watched the two kidnappers bundling him down the stairs and then dragging him by his chain across the basement to his pillar, there was something so pitiful about the sight of him being
  pushed around, being humiliated, doing his best to stay on his feet . . . it was impossible to take any satisfaction from it.


  And when the man with the beard and glasses padlocked Winston’s chain back to the wooden pillar and pulled the hood from his head, revealing the full extent of the beating he’d
  taken, I couldn’t help feeling sorry for him. His face was a mess: bruised and battered, his nose bleeding, his right eye swollen shut, blood oozing from a deep gash over his left eye . . .
  they’d really done a job on him.


  I didn’t know what to feel.


  I wanted to hate his guts . . . I did hate his guts . . . but no one deserves to be treated like that, no matter what they’ve done. No one. It wasn’t right. That’s all
  there was to it.


  The two men just walked away then, crossing the basement and heading up the stairs, without so much as a glance at Winston or me. There was no emotion in their faces, no feelings at all. They
  just left Winston slumped against the pillar – his head bowed down, blood still dripping from his face – as if he was nothing more than a butchered animal.


  I waited for them to leave, hoping in vain they’d forget to lock the door, but of course they didn’t. I heard the key rattling in the lock, then a heavy clack, then the
  kidnappers’ footsteps clomping away into silence – it was a sound that was already becoming unpleasantly familiar.


  I looked over at Winston. He was sitting up now, his head on his chest, his chained hands gingerly clutching his ribs.


  ‘Winston?’ I said. ‘Are you OK? Can you hear me?’


  No reply. No movement.


  ‘Winston,’ I said, louder this time. ‘Hey, look at me!’


  His slowly lifted his head and painfully squinted over at me through half-closed eyes.


  ‘How bad is it?’ I asked him.


  He smiled, wincing at the effort. ‘You should see the other guy,’ he said, his voice weak and raspy.


  He tried to laugh at his own joke then, but all that came out was a feeble hacking cough.


  I still didn’t know what to think or feel.


  It was simply too confusing. I had a right to hate him. He deserved to be punished for what he’d done. But now that he had been punished – hurt and
  humiliated – I knew it wasn’t right. And it certainly didn’t make me feel any better. It just made me feel . . .


  Confused.


  Helpless.


  Out of my depth . . .


  I was just a kid, wasn’t I? I was fourteen years old. How the hell was I supposed to know what to think or feel or do about any of this?
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  Grandad was at home when the kidnappers called. It was Sunday morning, nearly nine o’clock, and he was having a cup of coffee in the kitchen with his wife Nancy –
  my nan – and Granny Nora. Granny’s my great-grandmother, Grandad’s mum. She’s eighty-six years old and suffers from chronic arthritis in her legs and hips. On good days she
  can just about walk with the aid of a stick, but when her arthritis is really bad she can only get about in a wheelchair. She’s usually in so much pain that getting downstairs is a real trial
  for her, and she spends most of her time in her room upstairs, which is fitted out as a self-contained little flat. But despite all her physical frailties, Granny’s mind – and her
  attitude – is still amazingly sharp and determined, and from the moment she’d found out about my kidnapping she’d insisted on coming downstairs to be with Nan and Grandad for as
  long as it took to get me back, safe and sound.


  None of them had slept. They’d spent the night in the front room together, not saying much, just sitting and waiting . . . sitting and waiting . . . sitting and waiting. It was one of the
  hardest things they’d ever had to do. The worst of it was the not-knowing – not knowing where I was, how I was, whether I was alive or not – and what made it all the more
  frustrating for Grandad was not being able to do anything.


  ‘There must be something I can do,’ he said for about the hundredth time. ‘It just seems so pointless, sitting here doing absolutely nothing. I should be out there
  looking for him—’


  ‘We’ve already talked about this, love,’ Nan said gently. ‘I’m sure the police and those national security people you told me about . . .’


  ‘Strategic Operations.’


  ‘. . . I’m sure they’re doing everything they can. We just have to trust them and let them get on with it. I know it’s hard, but if you start running around looking into
  things on your own, there’s a possibility you’ll make things worse.’


  ‘I don’t see how,’ Grandad muttered, without any real conviction.


  ‘Yes, you do,’ Nan told him. ‘You know how delicate these cases can be. The last thing anyone needs is a loose cannon messing up the investigation.’ She took hold of his
  hand. ‘The best way for us to help is to do exactly as we’ve been told – stay here and wait for the kidnappers to call. That’s our job, Joe. That’s what we have to do,
  OK?’


  ‘Yeah, I know,’ Grandad sighed. ‘It’s just—’


  His mobile rang.


  He snatched it up from the kitchen table and quickly looked at the screen. There was nothing on the caller display. No number, no Caller Unknown or Number Withheld, just a
  blank screen.


  ‘I think it’s them,’ Grandad muttered, his heart beating hard.


  ‘Stay calm, son,’ Granny Nora said quietly. ‘Take your time, and try to keep them talking for as long as possible.’


  Grandad nodded, staring at the still-ringing mobile.


  ‘Answer it,’ Nan said, gently but firmly. ‘Put it on speakerphone.’


  Grandad took a few steadying breaths, then pressed the speaker key and answered the phone.


  ‘Hello?’


  ‘Is this Joseph Delaney?’


  The voice on the line was digitally distorted – a deep, guttural, almost robotic sound.


  ‘I’m Joe Delaney,’ Grandad said. ‘Who am I speaking to?’


  ‘Listen very carefully, Mr Delaney,’ the disguised voice said. ‘I will not repeat myself, and you will not interrupt. If you speak out of turn, if you ask me any questions, you
  will not see your grandson again. Do you understand? Yes or no?’


  Grandad hesitated for a moment. He desperately wanted to ask for proof that I was alive and well, but in view of what he’d just been told – if you ask me any questions, you will
  not see your grandson again – he knew he couldn’t take the risk.


  ‘Yes,’ he said simply.


  ‘Good. Now listen. At the moment your grandson is in good health and unharmed. If our demands are met, I guarantee he will remain in that condition and be returned to you in due course.
  If, however, our demands are not met, your grandson will be returned to you in small pieces. Is that clear? Yes or no?’


  ‘Yes,’ Grandad said through gritted teeth.


  ‘Good. Now this is what is going to happen. We will contact you again at 9 a.m. tomorrow, when you will be given a specific time and location. At that time and location, an exchange will
  take place. We will hand over your grandson to you, and you in turn will hand over Bashir Kamal to us. We know that Bashir is currently being held by MI5 agents somewhere in the UK. You will
  arrange for his release, Mr Delaney, and you will be held responsible for returning him to us. The exchange will not be compromised. There will be no tricks, no tracking devices, no snipers, no
  subterfuge. Any attempt to undermine these orders will result in the death of your grandson. And furthermore, do not assume that once he has been returned to you he will be safe. He will
  not. We are an extremely resourceful organisation, Mr Delaney. We have the capability to take your grandson’s life whenever we choose, wherever he might be. Do you understand that? Yes or
  no?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘I have one more thing to say, and this is for the benefit of Elias Ames, who I know is listening to this phone call. We are holding Andrew Winston Carson, Mr Ames, the founder and
  operational head of Omega. We are prepared to let you have him in return for five million US dollars. You have until this time tomorrow to think about it. When we call Mr Delaney at nine tomorrow
  morning, you will give us your decision. If your answer is no, Mr Carson will be disposed of immediately.’


  There was a hollow click and the line went dead.


  Grandad frowned and looked at Nan.


  She was crying. Granny Nora was comforting her. Granny seemed calm and composed, but Grandad knew her too well to be fooled. He could see the cold hard rage burning in her eyes.


  Another voice suddenly piped up from Grandad’s mobile.


  ‘Joe?’ it said. ‘Elias Ames here. We need to talk—’


  ‘Did you trace the call?’


  ‘No, but as I told you—’


  ‘Have MI5 got Bashir Kamal?’


  ‘I’m not discussing this on the phone, Joe.’


  ‘I just need to know—’


  ‘We’re on our way out to you now, OK? We’ll be there in ten minutes.’


  The phone went dead.


  ‘Damn it,’ Grandad spat, thumping his fist on the table. ‘Damn everything!’
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  I had no idea how long I’d been asleep when I woke up – it could have been twenty minutes, it could have been three or four hours – but however long it was, I
  didn’t feel very rested. The air was cold and damp, my head was all fogged up, and my back was stiff and sore from lying on the rock-hard ground. There was a gnawing emptiness in the pit of
  my stomach which I guessed came from not having eaten anything for quite a while, although oddly enough I didn’t actually feel all that hungry.


  Just tired and weak.


  And empty.


  And cold.


  ‘Drink some water,’ I heard Winston say.


  I looked over and saw him sitting at the base of his pillar. He’d opened up his shirt and was carefully tending to his injuries. He’d torn a sleeve off his shirt, dampened it
  sparingly from his bottle of water, and was now awkwardly dabbing at the cuts on his face and his body.


  ‘Drink,’ he repeated, nodding towards my bottle of water. ‘We can do without food for a while without suffering too much, but not water. We need to keep ourselves
  hydrated.’


  While I took a drink from the bottle, making sure I left some for later, Winston began buttoning his shirt. With his hands cuffed together it was a painstaking process, and if I were him I
  wouldn’t have bothered, but he seemed determined to do it. It was obvious from the strained look on his face and the stiffness in his movement that he was in a lot of pain.


  ‘How bad is it?’ I asked him.


  ‘A couple of cracked ribs,’ he said, awkwardly fastening another button. ‘A few cuts and bruises . . .’ He grinned. ‘I’ll live.’


  ‘What did they do to you?’


  ‘Well, that’s the funny thing,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘They gave me a pretty good going-over, but I was fully expecting that. I mean, they’re al-Thu’ban,
  I’m Omega. We captured their prize asset, Bashir Kamal, who they’d invested vast amounts of time and money in. We outplayed them. We revealed Kamal for what he was and handed him over
  to MI5.’ Winston smiled coldly. ‘So it goes without saying that al-Thu’ban don’t like me very much, to say the least.’


  ‘There’s no doubt they are al-Thu’ban then?’ I asked.


  ‘None at all. In fact, they were quite happy to admit it. They’re very proud of who they are.’ He paused for a moment, thinking. ‘What I don’t get is why they let
  me off so lightly . . . it doesn’t make sense. I was genuinely expecting a whole lot worse than a straightforward beating and a couple of cracked ribs.’


  ‘What did they actually want from you?’


  He shrugged. ‘Basic stuff about Omega – where we are, who we are . . . details of our operational capabilities . . .’


  ‘Did you tell them anything?’


  He shook his head. ‘I doubt very much they expected me to.’


  ‘Did they say anything about me?’


  He frowned to himself. ‘That’s another thing I don’t understand. It at least makes sense for al-Thu’ban to have kidnapped me. But you?’ He shook his head again.
  ‘Taking you doesn’t make sense at all.’


  ‘Maybe they’re going to demand a ransom for me as well?’ I suggested.


  ‘No offence, Travis, but you’re not a viable risk. And besides, if money is all they’re after, why take you? Why not the child of a multimillionaire or an influential
  politician or diplomat—?’


  ‘What makes you any different?’ I asked him. ‘I mean, who’s going to pay a ransom demand for you?’


  ‘The security services have been after me for years . . .’ He tapped his head. ‘There’s a lot of very valuable information up here. And besides . . .’


  His voice trailed off then and he went quiet for a while, and as he sat there – leaning back against the pillar, staring thoughtfully into space – I stared at him with ice in my
  heart. The sympathy I’d felt for him when he’d come back to the basement had all but disappeared now. Yes, he was in pain. And yes, he’d just been through a terrible experience.
  But that didn’t change the fact that he’d driven my mum and dad off the road and left them to die in a burning car . . .


  Nothing could ever change that.


  ‘I was going to tell you the truth,’ Winston said quietly.


  I frowned at him, not sure what he meant.


  ‘You asked me earlier on what I was doing at your office with Borstlap,’ he explained. ‘I was just about to tell you when we were rudely interrupted.’ He looked directly
  at me. ‘I wasn’t there to warn you off.’


  ‘No?’


  ‘No. As I said, I was going to tell you the truth.’


  ‘About what?’


  ‘Your parents. How they died.’


  I was barely breathing now.


  ‘It was an accident, Travis. You have to believe me. We didn’t mean to drive them off the road, we were simply trying to stop them.’ He sighed. ‘We weren’t sure how
  much they actually knew about Bashir Kamal, but we knew they were onto something, and we also knew they were meeting with someone at MI5 to talk about Bashir. We couldn’t let that happen. It
  was as simple as that. We had to stop them . . . for the good of everyone. You understand that now, don’t you?’


  I carried on staring at him.


  ‘If MI5 had found out about our operation at that point,’ he continued, ‘years of hard work would have been wasted, and al-Thu’ban’s most valuable asset would
  probably have slipped out of our hands again.’ He gazed down at the ground. ‘I tried calling your parents to explain the situation to them, but they weren’t answering their
  phones. So once they were on the road, on their way to MI5 HQ, the only option we had was to catch up with them and try to get them to stop. That’s all we were doing, Travis. I give you my
  word. I told my driver to pull alongside your parents’ car, but to keep a safe distance from it, and then I was just . . . I was just trying to convince them to stop and talk before they went
  any further. Our vehicles never came in contact. We didn’t even swerve towards them. I honestly don’t know why your mother lost control of the car . . . it was just . . .’ He
  shook his head again. ‘It was just one of those things. I’m genuinely sorry.’


  It was a pretty accurate description of what I’d seen on the video, so at least – to a certain degree – he was telling the truth. But, again, that didn’t really change
  anything. Especially as he’d been lying though his teeth about it up until now, not even admitting he’d been there when it happened.


  ‘What made you change your mind?’ I said, my voice empty and cold. ‘How come you’ve suddenly decided to tell the truth?’


  ‘Well, as I said, that’s why I came round to your office to talk to you and your grandad. I wasn’t there to threaten you or warn you off, I was there to confess.’


  ‘Is that why you and Borstlap were armed? Is that why you hit Grandad in the head with a pistol? Because you wanted to confess?’


  ‘I think you’re forgetting that your grandad and Gloria Nightingale had concocted a rather devious plan to lure me out into the open and trap me. If I’d turned up at Delaney
  & Co unarmed, I might not have got the chance to say anything.’


  ‘And what exactly were you were planning on saying?’


  He hesitated for a second, then let out a weary breath and said, ‘Omega’s finished. I’m finished too. I’m dying. That’s what I wanted to tell you.’
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  My grandad once told me that you should never trust a spook. ‘Spies tell lies for a living,’ he said, ‘and if you spend your whole life lying and cheating and
  twisting the truth, you get so used to it that in the end you don’t even know you’re doing it most of the time.’ So when Winston told me that he was riddled with cancer, and that
  he had less than six months to live, I’m not quite sure why I believed him. He was a spook through and through. He lied as naturally as he breathed. And in the short time I’d known him
  it was quite possible he’d never told me the full truth about anything. So why on earth should I start believing him now?


  I had no idea, to be honest. All I knew was that as he sat there in the damp silence of the basement, staring emptily at the ground and talking quietly about the demise of Omega and his own
  impending death, there was something about him that, for once, rang true. I was perfectly aware that I could be wrong, and that he could be duping me again, and I didn’t doubt for a second he
  was capable of such a sickening deception. I was also aware that I wasn’t in the best mental condition to be making judgements about anything.


  But in spite of all that, I just couldn’t help believing him.


  ‘I’ve known about the cancer for nearly two years,’ he explained matter-of-factly, ‘so I knew I’d have to hand over operational control of Omega to someone else
  eventually, but I thought I had plenty of time to think about it. The organisation was in a fairly healthy state at that point – plenty of good agents, no shortage of leadership contenders
  – so I wasn’t particular worried about anything. But all that changed at the end of last year when the national security services set up a new task force called Strategic
  Operations.’ He looked over at me, smiling ruefully. ‘It finally dawned on the powers that be that in the last ten years or so Omega have consistently been more successful in the fight
  against terrorism than any of the official intelligence agencies, and that instead of trying to get rid of us, they were much better off trying to become us.’


  ‘How could they become Omega?’ I asked.


  ‘It wasn’t difficult. The first thing they had to do was set up an organisational structure based on what they knew about ours – ultra-covert, self-ruling, off-the-radar
  – and then all they needed was the right kind of people to work within that structure and the right man to lead them. They chose well in both cases. The head of Strategic Ops is a highly
  experienced intelligence officer called Elias Ames. I’ve never actually worked with him, but I served with his father in Kuwait, and he was one of the most accomplished men I’ve ever
  come across. And from what I’ve been told, his son’s got everything his father had and more – guts, intelligence, determination – and despite his relative youth, he’s
  already worked on dozens of undercover operations all over the world – Iraq, Afghanistan, Yemen, Somalia – so he’s got plenty of experience too.’ Winston paused for a
  moment, dabbing at a cut on his face that had just started to bleed again, then carried on. ‘Apparently it was Ames himself who realised that if he could persuade Omega operatives to switch
  their allegiance to Strategic Operations, he’d be killing two birds with one stone: recruiting exactly the right kind of people and killing off Omega. So basically that’s what
  he did. The intelligence community is a small world, and if you know what you’re doing – and you know the right people – you can send out a message to virtually anyone, no matter
  how off-the-radar they might be. Ames’s message to Omega agents was simple: if you come and work for Strategic Operations, you’ll be doing exactly the same work you’re doing with
  Omega – protecting the nation and its citizens, with no rules, no restrictions, and no accountability – but you’ll be doing it legally. You’ll have better pay and
  conditions, you won’t be living as outlaws, and any crimes you’ve committed in the name of Omega will be permanently wiped from the records. However, if you choose to remain with Omega,
  you’ll be hunted down and forcibly retired.’ Winston let out a resigned sigh. ‘It was sickening when my men began to leave, but I couldn’t really blame them. It was too good
  an opportunity for them to pass up.’


  ‘So this Strategic Operations is kind of like an official version of Omega?’ I said.


  Winston nodded. ‘Official but unofficial, if that makes sense. Strat Ops is the kind of covert organisation that doesn’t officially exist, but at the same time it’s not a rogue
  operation either. It’s what’s sometimes known as a dark unit. It’s not a new concept by any means – the US security services have always used dark units – but
  they’re relatively rare in this country.’ He sighed again. ‘Anyway, that’s it really. That’s why Omega’s almost finished. Eighteen months ago we were thirty-six
  strong, yesterday there were seven of us, and now Borstlap’s gone as well . . .’ Winston looked across at me. ‘We’re no threat to you any more, Travis. That’s what I
  wanted to tell you and your grandad last night, or whenever it was. Omega has run its course. And pretty soon I’ll be gone too. Do you understand what I’m saying? You don’t need
  to fight for the truth any more. I’ve given you the truth. And now that it’s out, and Omega’s finished anyway, we don’t need to fight to cover it up. The fight’s over,
  Travis.’


  ‘It’s as simple as that, is it?’ I said coldly. ‘You finally admit to killing my mum and dad and you think that makes everything OK?’


  ‘I didn’t say that. All I meant was—’


  ‘What about justice?’ I spat. ‘You took my whole world away, for God’s sake!’


  ‘I can’t change that,’ he said quietly. ‘I wish I could, but I can’t. Nothing can change what happened. And as for justice . . . well, in less than six months
  I’ll be facing the ultimate justice.’


  I stared long and hard at him, hating him . . . not knowing what to feel . . . despising him . . . not knowing . . . hating myself for not knowing . . . for starting to cry . . . for feeling so
  useless and helpless and having nothing to fight. I wanted something to fight. I needed it. I needed to fight him. He wasn’t any good to me dead.


  I couldn’t stop crying.


  I really couldn’t think about anything for the next twenty minutes or so. I just sat there and cried like a baby, and I felt like a baby too. I felt unknowing, unable to
  understand, incapable of rational thought. My mind was wild, a wilderness . . . a desert, a sea . . . a nothingness . . . timeless . . . everything . . .


  I think I went a bit crazy for a while.


  When I finally came back to something like myself, there was a hardness in my heart that felt like granite. I wasn’t crying any more. I had no emotions at all.


  ‘Yellow paint . . .’ I heard myself say. My voice sounded distant, as if it didn’t belong to me.


  ‘What?’ Winston said.


  I blinked slowly, trying to clear my head. ‘Yellow paint,’ I repeated. ‘The yellow paint on the Mercedes van . . . I told you about it when we were in the warehouse, remember?
  There was a dent over the front-left wheel arch . . . it was all scratched up and there were flecks of yellow paint in the scratches, exactly the same colour as my mum’s Volvo . .
  .’


  Winston nodded, suddenly getting it. ‘That’s why you suspected us of being involved in your parents’ death. You thought the crash damage on the Mercedes was proof that it had
  driven the Volvo off the road.’


  ‘Yeah . . . but it didn’t, did it? It was your BMW that drove Mum’s car off the road. The van never touched the Volvo.’


  Winston stared at me, his eyes narrowed in confusion. ‘How do you know that?’


  ‘The girl showed me a video of the crash. I saw it all. I saw everything.’


  He shook his head, even more bewildered. ‘What girl? What are you talking about?’


  ‘The girl with the kidnappers, the one with the laptop. Her name’s Issy. When the other two took you away, she showed me a video. It was filmed from a car that was following you when
  you were following my mum and dad.’


  ‘Where?’


  ‘The slip road off the A12.’


  ‘Someone was following us?’


  I nodded. ‘I assume it was al-Thu’ban.’


  ‘How the hell did they know where we were? And why—?’


  ‘Does it matter?’ I stared at him. ‘I saw what happened . . . you in the BMW, the others in the Mercedes van . . . you pulling alongside Mum’s Volvo—’


  ‘Oh, God . . .’ he whispered, suddenly realising the true meaning of what I was telling him – that I’d witnessed the actual moment of my parents’ fatal crash.
  ‘I’m so sorry, Travis,’ he said, genuinely horrified. ‘That’s not right. You should never have had to see that—’


  ‘I’m glad I did,’ I said, my voice eerily calm. ‘At least I know how they died now. I mean, it doesn’t make it any easier knowing you left them to die in a burning
  car, but at least I know.’


  I was staring at Winston as I spoke, staring right down into his soul, and he couldn’t take it. He had to look away.


  ‘Why didn’t you stop?’ I said simply. ‘You could have helped them.’


  For a while I thought he wasn’t going to say anything, that he couldn’t say anything, but then I saw him take a breath and I heard him mutter, ‘We couldn’t stop
  . . . we just couldn’t.’


  ‘Why not?’


  He looked up at me. ‘You know the answer to that.’


  I glared at him, silently demanding a reply.


  He sighed. ‘We’re a rogue organisation, we work outside the law. If we’d stopped to help your parents and still been there when the police arrived, our entire operation would
  have been jeopardised. And if we’d lost Bashir Kamal at that point, the consequences could have been fatal.’


  ‘The consequences of not stopping were fatal. My mum was still alive when you drove away. You could have saved her life.’


  He didn’t say anything for a while, he just sat staring thoughtfully at nothing, and when he began talking again his voice was soft and low. ‘Do you remember when I told you that
  sometimes we have to make short-term sacrifices for the sake of potential long-term benefits? That a life risked today might save a thousand lives in years to come?’


  ‘Yeah, I remember,’ I said emptily. ‘But I don’t care about a thousand lives in years to come. I don’t care about a billion lives in years to come. The
  only lives I ever cared about were the ones you risked and lost that day.’
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  It’s strange how quickly you get used to things, no matter how unpleasant or extraordinary they might be. I probably hadn’t been in the basement for twenty-four
  hours yet, but it was already beginning to feel weirdly familiar – the brick walls, the stone floor, the pillars, the musty smell of the air. It had become my space, my world. The blackened
  ceiling of scarred old floorboards was my sky, the door my horizon, the single bare light bulb hanging from a rafter on a knotted grey flex . . . that was my sun.


  I didn’t like any of it, but for the moment it was all I had.


  Even the bucket . . . although actually that was the one thing I was still finding incredibly hard to get used to. It wasn’t so much the process of using a bucket as a toilet that bothered
  me – though it was a pretty degrading thing to have to do – it was just that there was absolutely no privacy. Even though Winston and I had come to an unspoken agreement that
  we’d give each other as much privacy as possible when either of us needed to use our buckets, there was no getting away from the fact that we couldn’t be alone. Our right to privacy had
  been taken away from us, and personally I found that even more distressing than the more obvious aspects of imprisonment – the chains and padlocks, the lack of food, the absence of
  freedom.


  No matter how I felt about Winston – which for the most part was simply too confusing to think about – he was also part of this unwanted world, and I could no more ignore his
  presence than I could ignore the walls or the floor. I could ignore his attempts at conversation though, and as we sat there together – but not together – in that timeless
  underground world, I imagined the sound of his voice as the sound of a muttered wind, his words drifting in the air like dead leaves fluttering in a tired breeze.


  . . . the yellow paint on the van came from a bollard . . . I didn’t know anything about it when you asked me at the warehouse, but I found out later that one of my men had damaged the
  van on a bollard a couple of weeks after the car crash . . .


  It didn’t matter any more.


  Nothing mattered.


  . . . I know you don’t want to talk about the crash, Travis, and I’m sorry this is so hard for you, but I have to know how al-Thu’ban made that video . . . did the girl
  tell you who filmed it?


  The wind dropped for a moment, waiting for me to answer. But I wasn’t crazy enough to start talking to the wind just yet.


  . . . all right, fair enough, I understand if you don’t want to talk to me . . . I’m just thinking out loud anyway . . . the way I see it, if the video’s genuine –
  and from the way you describe it, it sounds like it is – and if it really was filmed by al-Thu’ban . . . they must have been onto us all along . . . but that doesn’t make sense .
  . .


  The wind died down again as Winston lapsed into silence. I knew what he was thinking about. If al-Thu’ban had known all along about Omega’s operation – to reveal the truth
  about Bashir Kamal – why hadn’t they done anything about it? Why hadn’t they tried to rescue Kamal from the warehouse when Omega were pretending to protect him from the CIA? And
  why hadn’t they done anything at all to prevent their prized asset’s cover being blown?


  Winston was right, it didn’t make sense.


  . . . unless, of course, they didn’t know everything . . . if they, like Kamal, thought we were on their side, and they thought we really were protecting him from the CIA and MI5, then
  all they had to do was keep an eye on us . . . let us do all their work for them . . .


  And by keeping themselves out of it, I thought, Kamal’s cover would remain intact, and that might even allow him to infiltrate MI5 again.


  ‘But that doesn’t matter either . . .’


  ‘What?’


  I looked across at Winston, not sure what was going on.


  ‘What doesn’t matter?’ he said.


  It was only then I realised I must have spoken out loud, and for a moment or two I felt kind of disorientated. It was as if I’d been having a conversation in a dream, and then I’d
  woken up to find that it wasn’t a dream after all, it was real.


  ‘Are you all right?’ Winston asked me. ‘You look a bit—’


  ‘None of it matters, does it?’ I said. ‘All this stuff about how al-Thu’ban knew this, why they didn’t do that . . . I mean, what difference does it make?
  It’s not going to help us get out of here, is it?’


  ‘The more we know about our kidnappers, the better chance we have of outwitting them and—’ He suddenly gasped, taking a sharp intake of breath, and as he squeezed his eyes shut
  and gritted his teeth it was obvious he was in a lot of pain, but I had no idea where he was hurting, or what was causing it – cracked ribs? cancer? something else? Whatever it was though, it
  was equally obvious that he wasn’t going to let it get the better of him. I watched in silence as he slowly breathed out, rested for a moment, then breathed in deeply through his nose. A few
  seconds later he forced himself to straighten up, and when he opened his eyes again they were shot through with a renewed sense of purpose and determination.


  ‘I’m not going to lie down and let them walk all over us, Travis,’ he said quietly. ‘Do you understand? I’m not giving up without a fight. If you
  don’t want to join me, that’s fine. You’ve got every reason to despise me, and I’m not going to try to change that. But just ask yourself this, Travis – why do you
  think they showed you the video? Do you think they did it out of respect for the truth? Do you honestly think they showed it to you for your sake?’


  ‘Why do you think they showed it to me?’


  ‘To set us against each other. Divide and conquer . . .’


  ‘I was already against you,’ I reminded him.


  ‘Look, Travis, I’m not asking you to forgive me, but unless we stick together right now, we’re never going to get through this—’


  ‘I know,’ I said emptily. ‘Don’t worry, I’m not going to let my feelings get in the way of anything.’ I looked him in the eye. ‘You can count on
  me.’


  For the next hour or so we talked fairly normally about things, and for most of the time I managed to listen to Winston without drifting off into a world of craziness or
  half-awake dreams.


  Although he’d been hooded when the kidnappers had taken him from the basement, he’d still had access to his other senses, and he’d used them to good effect, soaking up as much
  information as he possibly could about the kidnappers and our location.


  ‘There’s a corridor leading off to the right away from the basement door,’ he told me, closing his eyes in concentration. ‘Heavy double doors at the end of the corridor,
  rusty hinges . . . then you’re outside.’ He paused, remembering. ‘Cold air, damp, brisk wind . . . uneven concrete . . . maybe some kind of yard . . . we’re walking away
  from the building we’ve just left . . . at a slight angle to the right . . . and I can smell something in the air now . . .’ He paused again, breathing in through his nose.
  ‘It’s a yeasty kind of smell, malty . . .’


  ‘Malty?’


  He opened his eyes and looked at me. ‘I don’t suppose you’ve ever smelled beer brewing, have you?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘It gives off an unmistakably malty odour – hops, barley, yeast . . . that’s what I smelled outside. It was very faint, and certainly not fresh, but it was definitely
  there.’


  ‘You think we’re being held in a brewery?’


  ‘Not a working brewery, no. I didn’t hear any machinery. But it’s possible we’re in a disused brewery, or near one . . . out in the countryside somewhere.’ He
  closed his eyes again. ‘It’s quiet . . . no city noises, just birds, crows . . . the wind in the trees . . . and distant traffic, maybe two or three kilometres away, a constant low rush
  of traffic . . . a motorway or an A-road.’ He stopped again for a moment, putting his hand to his forehead, then continued. ‘Across the yard for about thirty metres, then we go into
  another building. One of them opens the door with a key . . . sounds like a Yale lock. And inside it’s . . . it’s not the same as this building. This place feels empty, echoey, unused,
  like an outbuilding. The building they’ve taken me to feels more like a house – carpets, no echoes, a hint of warmth . . . not the heat of a fire or radiators, but the warmth of people
  . . . bodies, breaths . . . temporary habitation. I know the smell . . . sweat, food, unwashed clothes . . . it’s the smell of waiting. They’re taking me along a short hallway now . . .
  I can hear the low murmur of a television playing in another room . . . then it’s down a couple of steps into a stone-floored room . . . maybe a kitchen . . . then a door opens on my right, a
  heavy old wooden door, and I’m taken down a flight of wooden steps into what I assume is another basement. I’ve still got the hood over my head, so I can’t see where I am, but
  there’s an all-too-familiar feel to the air – earthy, damp, underground . . .’ Winston reached for his bottle of water and took a small sip, then he held up his hand and began
  counting off the number of kidnappers on his fingers. ‘There’s the three we’ve already seen – the girl, the one with the hooked nose, and the one in the tracksuit top
  – and as far as I could tell there were two more in the basement. Both men. Both speaking Arabic. One of them did all the work – tying me to a chair, hitting me when he was told to
  – the other one just gave him his orders and asked me questions. He was quietly spoken, articulate, very calm, almost apologetic. But at the same time he left me in no doubt at all that my
  life was worth nothing to him. I’ve dealt with enough psychopaths and stone-cold killers in my time to know . . .’


  He stopped in mid-sentence, and I could tell by the look on his face that he’d suddenly remembered who he was talking to – i.e. a fourteen-year-old kid – and that maybe it
  wasn’t such a good idea to share everything with him.


  ‘It’s all right,’ I told him. ‘You don’t have to hide anything from me. I mean, I kind of worked it out myself that our kidnappers probably aren’t the
  nicest people in the world.’


  ‘Right,’ he said, with a hint of a smile. ‘Well, anyway, as I was saying . . . there’s definitely five of them, and possibly one or two more. I can’t be sure, but
  when I was being interrogated I thought I heard two sets of footsteps leaving the house and then a vehicle starting up outside – sounded like an old Land Rover – and shortly afterwards
  I heard what sounded like two people going upstairs, and after that someone turned off the television. So if I’m right we could be dealing with seven kidnappers in total.’


  ‘Do you think they’re all al-Thu’ban?’


  He nodded. ‘They wouldn’t work with outsiders.’


  ‘And what do you think . . . ?’


  I didn’t get to finish the question. Footsteps were coming along the corridor again, and we’d both reacted in the same familiar way – turning towards the door, listening to the
  approaching steps . . . waiting to see what was coming over the horizon.


  ‘It’s the girl and Hook Nose,’ Winston muttered.


  I wondered how he could tell, just from the sound of their steps. It never even occurred to me that he might be wrong.


  And he wasn’t.
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  I hadn’t realised how hungry I was until I saw the tray of food that Issy was carrying. It wasn’t much of a meal – two big chunks of dark-brown bread
  (unbuttered), two slabs of dry-looking cheese, two fresh bottles of water – but as Issy brought it down the steps, followed closely by Hook Nose, I was literally drooling at the sight of it.
  My stomach was grumbling away at full volume too, and it momentarily crossed my mind what a sight I must have been – a bug-eyed drooling kid with an uncontrollable belly – but I
  couldn’t care less. The only thing I cared about was getting stuck into that bread and cheese. I was so fixated on it that I didn’t even realise I was getting to my feet until Hook Nose
  pointed his Kalashnikov at me and barked at me to sit back down.


  I sat back down.


  As well as the Kalashnikov, he had a handgun tucked in his belt.


  He glared at me for a second or two, then turned and nodded to Issy. She came over to the edge of my chalk line, then leaned down and put the tray on the floor. A brief glance at me, then she
  quickly dished out my half of the food and water, placing it all on the ground just inside the chalk circle.


  ‘Thanks,’ I said.


  ‘No talking,’ Hook Nose grunted. ‘Don’t move until I say.’


  Issy picked up the tray, took it over to Winston’s side of the basement and gave him his food and water, once again putting it on the ground inside his perimeter. Winston sat there in
  silence, watching her every move. She picked up the tray and went back over to Hook Nose. He spoke to her in Arabic, she nodded. He turned back us.


  ‘Eat,’ he said.


  We both got to our feet and began shuffling across to the edge of our circles. I got to my food first – Winston was moving really awkwardly and slowly – and just as I grabbed hold of
  the chunk of bread with my manacled hands and sank my teeth into it, attacking it like a starving animal, I heard the sound of a phone ringing. Chewing ravenously on a mouthful of bread, I looked
  over and saw Hook Nose pulling a mobile from the back pocket of his trousers. He put it to his ear, listened for a while, then rattled off a few quick words, ended the call, and slipped the phone
  back in his pocket. As he turned to Issy and started talking to her, I took a big bite of cheese and glanced across at Winston. He’d reached his food now and was squatting down on his
  haunches with the lump of bread in his hands. He hadn’t taken a bite from it yet though. He was just sitting there, perfectly still, with the bread half raised to his mouth and his eyes fixed
  steadily on Hook Nose. He looked like a hunter, like a big cat stalking its prey – motionless, muscles tensed, ready to pounce. And then, in an instant, as Hook Nose stopped talking to Issy
  and turned back towards us, Winston’s manner suddenly changed. The intensity left him, his body relaxed, and he turned his attention to the food, biting into the bread and chewing hungrily.
  His eyes flicked over at me, and I saw him glance briefly at the bread in my hand, and then – with a hand-and-eye gesture so quick and subtle I almost missed it – he signalled for me to
  take no notice of him and carry on eating. It was only then that I realised I’d stopped chewing and was staring open-mouthed at him, momentarily amazed by the way he’d been looking at
  Hook Nose.


  Although I had no idea what he was up to, I immediately looked away from him and turned my attention back to the food, swallowing the chewed mouthful of bread and cheese and washing it down with
  a drink of water. It was tap water, not bottled water, and it had that slightly unpleasant plasticky taste you sometimes get when you fill a used bottle from the tap.


  Not that I cared.


  I was thirsty.


  It was water.


  I tore off another chunk of dark bread and shoved it in my mouth.


  Plasticky tap water, dry bread, dry cheese – it was the best meal I’d ever had.


  I heard a sudden outburst of coughing and gasping then, and when I looked over at Winston and saw the state he was in – grasping his throat, his eyes bulging in panic – I realised
  straight away that he’d got some bread or cheese stuck in his throat and was choking. We were both starving, wolfing it down too quickly, and the food was all so dry . . . he must have
  swallowed a mouthful without chewing it properly.


  He was doubled over now, making a really horrible hacking noise – ack, ack, ack . . .


  ‘Winston!’ I called over to him, getting to my feet. ‘Are you all right? Winston!’


  ‘Can’t . . . ack, ack,’ he gasped, his mouth wide open, his neck straining, ‘can’t . . . ack . . . breathe!’


  ‘He’s choking!’ I yelled at Hook Nose and Issy. ‘Help him!’


  They didn’t move. They just stood there, watching him choke.


  ‘For God’s sake!’ I screamed at them, hobbling as fast as I could towards Winston. ‘You’ve got to do something! He’ll die if you don’t
  help him. Look at him!’


  He was on his knees now. His face bright-red, tears streaming from his eyes, his breath coming out in a terrible strangled whisper.


  ‘Yeeaaahhh . . . kaaa . . . aarr!!!’


  I’d almost reached the edge of my chalk circle now, but in my panic I’d forgotten I was chained to the pillar, and I just kept going. I wasn’t moving at any great speed, but
  when the chain suddenly tightened round my waist, it felt as if I was being torn in half. My body kind of jackknifed, my feet flying out from beneath me, and I crashed down to the ground landing
  hard on my backside. The impact shuddered right through me, jarring my spine and emptying my lungs, but I was shocked more than anything, and once I’d realised I was still all in one piece I
  turned my attention back to Winston.


  He was in a really bad way now – kneeling down, his head on the ground, desperately trying to breathe . . .


  I turned to Issy.


  ‘Please help him!’ I pleaded. ‘Please . . . ?’


  She didn’t say anything, she just gazed blankly at me, and as I lay there staring helplessly at her and Hook Nose, I genuinely thought they weren’t going to do anything. They were
  actually going to let Winston die, right in front of their eyes. But then, all of a sudden, Hook Nose passed his rifle to Issy, quickly said something to her, and started walking over to Winston.
  There was no urgency to his movement at all, he was almost strolling, and it was all I could do not to yell at him – hurry up! get a move on! – but I didn’t want to do
  anything to upset him in case he changed his mind, so I forced myself to keep quiet.


  It seemed to take him forever to reach Winston, and even when he got there he still didn’t do anything for a few seconds. He just stood over him, looking down, idly watching as he writhed
  breathlessly on the ground. He could have been watching a dying insect for all the care he showed.


  But then, finally – after a quick look over at Issy – he squatted down beside Winston and put a hand on his shoulder. It was a strange thing to do, I thought. It was almost as if he
  had no intention of administering first aid, but instead was just letting Winston know he was there. It was the kind of gesture you’d use to quietly wake someone up – a hand on their
  shoulder, a gentle shake . . .


  I almost screamed at Hook Nose then – he’s not asleep, you idiot! he’s choking! you need to get the food out of his windpipe! – but just as the words were
  forming in my mind, Winston suddenly made his move.
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  Winston’s performance of a man choking to death was so convincing that when he suddenly sprang into action, lunging up and slamming his shoulder into Hook Nose, I
  couldn’t believe what was happening. The impact sent Hook Nose flying backwards, and as he lost his balance and fell to the ground, Winston was after him in a flash – launching himself
  off the ground, then flying through the air and crashing down on Hook Nose with all his weight. Hook Nose was sprawled out on his front, and when Winston landed on him, smashing down on his back,
  the force of the collision momentarily stunned him. Winston seemed to have landed awkwardly – his manacled hands sandwiched at waist level between his body and Hook Nose’s – and I
  was half expecting him to immediately pull his arms out so he could use the handcuffs as a weapon.


  But Winston had other ideas.


  As Hook Nose lay there grunting and gasping for breath, Winston twisted around, keeping his upper body pressed down on Hook Nose’s back, while at the same time shifting his lower body to
  give himself room to move his hands . . .


  At first I couldn’t work out what he was doing, he just seemed to be wriggling around, trying to free his hands, as if they were caught up in something underneath his body, but then
  suddenly he rolled to one side and reached out to Hook Nose’s belt, and I realised he was going for the pistol.


  There was a strange sense of timelessness in my mind as all this was going on. Winston had moved so fast that it was probably only a second or two since he’d launched his attack, but as I
  sat there on my still-aching backside, watching his hands edge closer and closer to Hook Nose’s pistol, it was almost as if time wasn’t passing at all. Everything was so clear and
  distinct, every little movement frozen and magnified. It was like watching a tiny world in a bubble. But then, just as Winston’s fingers were curling round the grip of the gun, a shout rang
  out from Issy – ‘SALEH!’ – and all of a sudden the bubble burst and time and reality came crashing back in.


  At the sound of Issy’s voice, Hook Nose twisted round and swung his right elbow at Winston’s head, cracking him hard on the jaw. It was such a vicious blow that Winston’s body
  immediately went limp, and as he toppled off Hook Nose and slumped sideways to the ground, I knew straight away he was in trouble. He was still just about conscious, trying to get to his feet, but
  his legs had given up on him and his eyes were all glazed over . . . I doubted if he even knew where he was.


  My big worry now was what Hook Nose was going to do. He’d already got to his feet and was moving deliberately towards Winston, his eyes fixed coldly on him, seemingly determined to finish
  him off, and my worst fears were confirmed when I saw him reaching for the pistol in his belt.


  Then Issy spoke to him again – ‘Saleh!’ – only this time it didn’t sound like a warning, more like a stern reminder, or perhaps even a command. I looked
  round and saw that Issy was approaching Hook Nose now – or Saleh, as I assumed he was called – and as she moved towards him, staring calmly into his eyes, he hesitated for a moment,
  glaring back at her, and then – with a reluctant nod of acknowledgement – he moved his hand away from his gun, leaned over and spat in Winston’s face, and quietly walked away.


  Issy was standing over Winston now. She was still carrying the Kalashnikov rifle, and as Winston wiped the spit from his face and groggily tried to get up again, she raised the rifle in both
  hands, holding it vertically, and brought it down with all her strength, slamming the butt into Winston’s ribs.


  As he doubled up in agony, moaning in pain through gritted teeth, Issy simply turned round and walked away, without so much as a shred of emotion in her face. She calmly walked over to Saleh,
  gave him back his rifle, and headed for the wooden stairs. After a brief glance at me, and an even quicker look at Winston, Saleh followed Issy up the stairs and they both went out through the
  door.


  I was so utterly stunned by what I’d just seen that all I could do for a moment or two was stare in dazed bewilderment at the door, listening senselessly to the clack of the lock
  and the sound of footsteps disappearing down the corridor.


  I couldn’t believe what Issy had just done. How could anyone be so cold and violent and cruel? It simply wasn’t human.


  She wasn’t human.


  She was just a thing. A heartless, broken, sickening thing . . .


  Winston groaned then, and the sound of his suffering snapped me out of my raging thoughts and brought me back to reality. He was trying to sit up now, carefully easing himself up off the floor,
  gritting his teeth against the pain. His shirt was ripped open where the rifle butt had hit him, and I could see the damage it had caused to his already bruised and battered torso. A big chunk of
  skin had been torn off, leaving a nasty-looking open wound. It wasn’t too deep though, and it didn’t seem to be bleeding too much, but it was obvious from the ugly swelling and bruising
  that at least a couple of his ribs were broken. I’d seen people with broken ribs before – I’ve been boxing since I was a little kid – but I’d never seen anything quite
  as bad as Winston’s injuries, and I began to wonder if there was a lot more to it than just broken ribs – organ damage, internal bleeding, a punctured lung . . .


  ‘How do you feel?’ I asked him. ‘Is it bad?’


  He was just about sitting up straight now – as straight as he could manage anyway.


  He took a breath, wincing slightly, and cautiously breathed out. ‘I’ve felt better, to be honest,’ he said, coughing weakly, then immediately clutching at his ribs.
  ‘Damn, that hurts.’


  ‘Can you breathe all right?’


  ‘Just about . . .’


  ‘Where does it hurt?’


  He looked at me. ‘It’s all right, Travis . . . I can deal with it, OK? I mean, I appreciate your concern, I really do, but we don’t have much time . . . I don’t
  have much time . . .’


  ‘Time for what?’


  He adjusted his position slightly, grimacing at the pain, and gingerly reached into his trouser pocket.


  ‘Sooner or later our friend’s going to miss this,’ he said, pulling out Saleh’s mobile phone. ‘But with a bit of luck it’ll be too late by
  then.’


  


  20


  ‘Who are you calling?’ I asked Winston as he keyed in a number on Saleh’s phone.


  ‘My people,’ he replied, putting the phone to his ear. ‘What’s left of them anyway.’


  ‘What about my grandad or the police?’ I suggested. ‘Maybe we should call them first. I mean—’


  ‘Mark?’ he said into the phone, gesturing for me to be quiet. ‘Yeah . . . yeah, I’m all right . . . yeah, he’s OK too . . . is Kramer there? . . . OK, good, I need
  to speak to him . . . I don’t have much time, Mark, OK? I need him on the phone now.’ Winston paused, looking over at me. ‘Let me know if you hear anyone coming, Travis,
  all right? Just wave your hands at me or something.’


  ‘OK.’


  ‘And don’t worry about—’ He stopped talking to me, held up his hand, and spoke into the phone again. ‘Yeah, Kramer . . . is the AT on? . . . right . . . have you
  got it on screen? . . . no, I was hooded all the way . . . where? . . . are you sure? . . . how long before you get the coordinates? . . . yeah, it’s a fairly remote place, rural,
  possibly a disused brewery, with at least two buildings . . . we’re about three clicks from an A-road or a motorway . . . yeah? . . . yeah, that sounds like it . . . have you got a visual? .
  . . any more buildings? . . . and just the one road in? . . . right . . . OK, are the others there? . . . put me on speaker . . . ready? . . . all right, listen up, everybody, I don’t know
  how long I’ve got, so I’ll make this quick.’


  It took Winston less than a minute to brief his men about our situation – number of kidnappers (minimum and possible maximum), their (estimated) firepower, our specific location
  (outbuilding basement) and theirs (the house) – and it took him even less time to tell them about the rescue operation itself.


  ‘It’s your call, Mark,’ he said simply. ‘You know the drill – get in, get out, hard and fast, no loose ends.’


  He spoke quickly to Kramer again, double-checking he had our precise location, then he ended the call and took a long drink of water from the bottle.


  ‘Can I call my grandad now, please?’ I said to him, holding out my hand for the phone.


  ‘Sorry, Travis,’ Winston said, ‘but we’re not calling anyone else.’


  ‘Don’t be stupid,’ I snapped. ‘Give me the phone, I’ll call him.’


  He shook his head. ‘Your grandad’s phones – landline and mobile – will be bugged. The police will definitely be listening in to all his calls and trying to trace them,
  and I’m pretty sure MI5 will be listening too.’


  ‘So?’


  ‘So, firstly, I don’t trust MI5.’


  ‘Why not?’


  ‘Think about it. Who was it that was duped into employing Bashir Kamal in the first place?’


  ‘MI5.’


  Exactly. And how many dirty cops have you come across recently?’


  ‘Quite a few,’ I admitted.


  ‘I could give you the names of three high-ranking officers in the local force alone who are still on Omega’s payroll,’ he said, ‘and I know for a fact there’s at
  least as many working for MI5. And that’s just the tip of the iceberg. There are networks of paid informants throughout the force, and most of them don’t care who they work for
  . . . so, no, I don’t trust the police. And I can’t afford to trust MI5 either.’ He looked at me. ‘We can’t afford to trust them.’


  It crossed my mind that Winston might have had other reasons for wanting to keep MI5 out of it, slightly more selfish reasons – i.e. if MI5 rescued us, there was no way they’d just
  let him go. Winston was a wanted man. He was Omega – the scourge of British security services.


  But even if he did have ulterior motives, I realised, there was no getting away from the fact that he was basically right about the police and MI5 – they couldn’t be trusted.


  ‘What about texting Grandad?’ I said. ‘Just to let him know I’m all right.’


  ‘Too risky,’ Winston said, taking another drink. ‘The thing is, Travis, even if we could trust the police and MI5, there’s no telling what they’d do if they knew
  where we were. They might take a low-key approach – surrounding the buildings, sealing off the area, bringing in a hostage-negotiation unit. Or they might think a special forces team is the
  better option. But either way, any official operation is going to make it impossible for my people to do their job.’ He drank some more water and looked across at me. ‘My
  people are already on their way, Travis. They’ll be here in forty-five minutes. Our AT software – that’s automatic tracking – traced my call to our precise location. So my
  men know exactly where we are, and they know exactly what they’re doing. If anyone can get us out of here, they will.’


  ‘I thought you said Omega was finished?’


  ‘Almost finished,’ he corrected me.


  ‘How many men have you got left?’


  ‘Enough.’


  ‘How many?’


  ‘Six . . . well, five, if you don’t count me.’


  ‘So five then.’


  He grinned. ‘All right, five.’


  ‘And you really think that’s enough?’


  ‘These aren’t ordinary men, Travis,’ he said. ‘They’re the best – the toughest, the smartest, the most experienced . . . they’re the best in the
  business, simple as that.’


  ‘Why are they still with you when all the others have defected to Strategic Operations?’ I asked.


  ‘The six of us started Omega together. We believed in it then, and we still believe in it now.’ He shrugged. ‘Omega’s in our blood, that’s all there is to
  it.’ He sniffed and cleared his throat. ‘Anyway, like I said, if anyone can get us out of here . . . well, they can do it, there’s no question about that. We just have to hope
  they get here before Saleh realises I took his phone.’


  ‘He might just think he’s lost it,’ I suggested. ‘But even if he doesn’t, he can’t prove you took it, can he? Not if you get rid of it.’


  ‘And how exactly am I going to “get rid of it” down here?’ Winston asked, looking around. ‘What do you suggest I do – eat it?’


  I grinned. ‘That’s not a bad idea, actually.’


  He smiled. ‘In that case, you can eat it.’


  ‘We could just hide it somewhere.’


  ‘The truth is,’ he said seriously, ‘it doesn’t matter what we do with it. We can hide it, eat it, pretend we’ve never seen it . . . I could delete the call record
  from the log and insist I never rang anyone. But whatever I say or do, if they so much as suspect we’ve had access to Saleh’s phone, they’re going to assume we’ve contacted
  somebody, and the first thing they’ll do is get us out of here as fast they can.’


  We both went quiet for a while then and got stuck into our bread and cheese. It was so dry – and it seemed really salty too – that it was almost impossible to eat without washing
  every mouthful down with water, and as I took another swig from the bottle I was surprised to realise that I’d already drunk nearly half a litre. And when I glanced over at Winston I saw that
  his bottle was even emptier than mine. I started wondering if I should say something about it, maybe remind Winston that perhaps we shouldn’t drink too much, just in case . . . but then, for
  some strange reason, I completely forgot what I was thinking about.


  I was just sitting there, staring intently at Winston’s water bottle, vaguely aware that I’d been thinking about something – something to do with water? – but I simply
  couldn’t remember what it was.


  It was such a weird feeling.


  It only lasted a moment or two though, and once it had gone everything felt perfectly normal again. Apart from the soles of my feet, oddly enough, which seemed to have gone a bit numb . . . my
  fingertips too, come to think of it . . .


  It’s probably just the cold, I told myself. Pins and needles . . . poor circulation . . .


  ‘So where exactly are we anyway?’ I said to Winston, waggling my fingers to get the blood moving.


  ‘Uh?’


  There was a strangely confused look on his face, as if he didn’t know who I was.


  ‘Are you all right?’ I asked him.


  He blinked slowly a couple of times, widened his eyes, then shook his head as if he was trying to clear it. ‘Yeah . . . yeah, I’m all right,’ he muttered. ‘I just . .
  .’ He frowned at me. ‘Sorry, what did you say?’


  ‘I asked you where we were . . . are.’


  ‘Oh, right . . . right . . . yeah, we’re in an old brewery complex about a kilometre to the west of East Tilbury, not far from the power station. It’s roughly seventy
  kilometres from Barton, just over . . . uh . . . say forty from our London office.’ He paused, wearily blowing out his cheeks. ‘Do you feel OK?’ he asked me.


  ‘Not really,’ I admitted, awkwardly trying to rub my right shoulder. ‘I keep getting this, sort of . . . uh . . . this thing . . .’


  My head had suddenly emptied again. I couldn’t remember what I was talking about.


  ‘Travis?’ I heard Winston say.


  I looked at him. I didn’t know who he was.


  ‘It’s me, Travis,’ he said calmly. ‘Winston.’


  Click.


  I was back again.


  ‘What was I saying?’ I asked him.


  ‘You were telling me . . . um . . . this thing . . . something . . .’


  ‘Oh, yeah . . . the thing, the numb thing . . . that was it . . .’ I looked at him, taking a breath and trying again. ‘I keep getting this numb kind of feeling.’


  ‘Feet and fingertips?’


  ‘You too?’


  He nodded. ‘Can’t think straight either . . . it’s getting worse . . .’


  ‘Like you keep forgetting what you’re doing?’


  ‘Damn it,’ he muttered, reaching unsteadily for the bottle of water. He picked it up and held the spout to his nose, sniffing cautiously.


  ‘Do you think they put something in it?’


  ‘Can’t smell anything . . .’


  ‘I thought it tasted funny . . . but I just . . . I thought it was the plastic . . . old plastic . . .’


  I was definitely feeling really disjointed in my head now, and the numbness was spreading all over my body. My limbs felt like lead weights, my hands and feet seemed a long way away . . .


  I didn’t like it at all.


  And then it got even worse.


  I heard Winston curse as the bottle slipped from his hands and dropped to the ground, and I could hear the water glugging softly from the bottle, but when I tried to look round to see what was
  happening . . . I couldn’t move my head.


  It wouldn’t move!


  I was literally petrified.


  My head, my neck, my shoulders . . . nothing would move. I tried to stand up . . . nothing. Arms, hands, legs, feet . . . nothing. No feeling anywhere! Nothing nothing NOTHING! And
  suddenly I didn’t even know how to move any more. How do you do it? How do you move? For God’s sake, how do you move?


  ‘Try to stay calm, Travis,’ I heard Winston say. His voice was strained and muffled, as if he was talking through gritted teeth, like a bad ventriloquist. ‘Breathe
  slowly,’ he urged me. Greathe shlowly. ‘Don’t panic.’


  My heart was pounding like a jackhammer.


  ‘Travis?’ Winston said. ‘Can you hear me?’


  I tried to say ‘yes’, but my lips wouldn’t move. It came out as ‘Yunnhh . . .’


  ‘Listen to me, Travis,’ Winston grunted. ‘We’ve been drugged . . . the water . . . or the food . . . some kind of paralysing toxin . . . but it’s not going
  to kill us, OK? If they wanted to kill us, we’d be dead already. Do you understand?’


  ‘Yuh . . . yeah . . .’


  ‘Good.’


  Goog.


  ‘Why?’ I managed to say.


  ‘Why what?’


  ‘Why have they paralysed us?’


  We heard the sound of footsteps then, and for a fraction of a second I thought it might be Winston’s men, but the flicker of hope died almost immediately. The footsteps were unhurried.


  Familiar.


  Hopeless.
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  Whatever it was that had caused the weird fogginess and confusion in my head – and I can only guess it was a side effect of the paralysing toxin – it vanished in a
  flash just as the basement door opened. My body was still paralysed – I couldn’t move a muscle – but all of a sudden my mind was perfectly clear again. In fact, if anything, my
  mind and my senses were keener than they’d ever been. Everything seemed magnified – my sight, my hearing, my thinking – so although my vision was limited to what I could see
  without moving my head, everything I could see was so stunningly sharp I could make out every tiny detail.


  I could see the four men coming in through the door as if they were right in front of me. I could see the expressions on their faces, the looks in their eyes . . . and as they came down the
  steps I could see that one of them was carrying a small metal case that seemed vaguely familiar. I was sure I’d seen it before somewhere, but I couldn’t remember where or when. All I
  could remember was an unknown feeling of distance and nothingness.


  The man carrying the case wasn’t familiar to me – not as far as I knew anyway. He was middle-aged, dark-skinned, with a neatly-trimmed beard, designer glasses, and a studious-looking
  face. He was wearing a grubby white suit over a collarless white shirt, and as he reached the bottom of the stairs and turned my way, I saw that one of his eyes was completely white too. There was
  simply nothing there – no iris, no pupil – just an eye-shaped glob of milky whiteness. The matching whiteness of his clothing was too obvious to be a coincidence, and in any other
  circumstances I probably would have wondered what that said about him – why would a man with one white eye deliberately wear matching white clothes? – but right now I couldn’t
  care less.


  As the white-eyed man took off his glasses and gazed over at Winston and me, studying us as if we were laboratory animals, I stared hard at the metal case in his hand, trying to jog my memory,
  but I still couldn’t remember where I’d seen it before. What I did remember though was something my grandad had told me – sometimes the best way of solving a puzzle,
  he’d said, is by not thinking consciously about it. So I put the metal case to the back of my mind and turned my attention to the other three men.


  One of them was Saleh, but I’d never seen the other two before.


  I certainly would have remembered the one who was standing slightly apart from the others if I had seen him before. He was the kind of man you don’t forget in a hurry –
  almost two metres tall, as wide as a truck, with legs as thick as tree trunks and arms of solid muscle. I guessed he was in his late twenties or early thirties. His skin was deep black, almost
  glossy, and his face and forehead were heavily scarred with crude symbols and lines. His anvil-like head was shaved, he was dressed in jungle fatigues, and he was armed with a Kalashnikov and a
  half-metre-long machete.


  The fourth man was nearly as tall as the black guy, but that was the only thing they had in common. This man was lean and angular for a start, not an ounce of fat or muscle on him, and he was at
  least fifty years old, maybe even older. He had a tired-looking face, dull wrinkled skin, and a long black beard flecked with grey. He was dressed in traditional Arabic clothing – baggy white
  trousers, a loose white smock, a flat-topped turban – together with a military-style camouflage gilet. Overall he wasn’t much to look at – frail, undernourished, slightly
  bedraggled – but there was something about him, something in his eyes perhaps, that exuded an extraordinary mixture of serenity, wisdom, and ruthlessness.


  It was obvious he was in charge. He was standing in between Saleh and the white-eyed man, and as White Eye began talking to him – speaking rapidly in Arabic – the tall bearded man
  didn’t move a muscle. He stayed exactly where he was, facing forward, forcing White Eye to turn towards him.


  White Eye was getting quite animated now – pointing at Winston and me, pleading with the tall man about something, his voice getting more and more desperate – but whatever it was he
  was trying to get across, the tall man wasn’t moved by it. He just stood there, listening patiently, letting White Eye have his say, until eventually – after a quick glance at the cheap
  digital watch on his wrist – he simply raised his hand and fixed White Eye with a withering glare, and that was enough to stop him in his tracks. Tall Man said a few quiet words to him,
  patted him reassuringly on his arm, then turned and spoke softly to Saleh.


  Saleh nodded and headed over to Winston.


  Winston was just outside the limits of my paralysed vision, so I didn’t actually see Saleh retrieve his mobile, but as he came back into my line of sight and crossed over to Tall Man, he
  had the phone in his hand. He was staring at the screen as he walked, his thumb skipping over the keys, and as he stopped in front of Tall Man it was clear he’d found what he was looking for.
  He said something to Tall Man, then held out the phone and showed him the screen.


  Tall Man studied it for a moment, then nodded at Saleh.


  Saleh stepped to one side, and Tall Man looked over at Winston.


  ‘Mr Carson,’ he said, using Winston’s real name. ‘Do you know who I am?’


  His English was perfect, no accent at all.


  ‘Abdul-Qadir Akbar Khan,’ I heard Winston say, ‘the leader of al-Thu’ban. You like being known as “The Farmer”, but I’m not buying into your pathetic
  self-mythology, so I’ll stick with Khan.’


  Winston’s voice wasn’t quite as strained and muffled now, but it certainly wasn’t back to normal, so I guessed he was still paralysed too. His voice was clear enough to make
  out though, and although I didn’t actually understand most of what he’d said to Khan – especially the stuff about self-mythology – it was clearly some kind of insult. But if
  Khan was offended in any way, he certainly didn’t show it. In fact, the way he reacted made me wonder if he’d been listening to Winston at all.


  ‘Let me introduce my colleague,’ he said, indicating White Eye. ‘This is Dr Ibrahim Sherazi. I’m sure you know the name, Mr Carson, but I’m equally sure you
  won’t have seen the face.’ Khan gave a small twitch of a smile. ‘You may have noticed Dr Sherazi remonstrating with me just now . . . that’s if the paralysis hasn’t
  affected your eyesight too much, of course. Which, appropriately, is precisely what the good doctor was discussing with me. You see, this is only the second time his toxin has been used on humans,
  and quite understandably he’d like the opportunity to examine the results. Unfortunately, as I’ve just explained to him, we have to leave here before your men arrive.’ He paused
  for a moment to let his words sink in, and then – after a quick look at his watch – he went on. ‘You called your base in London seventeen minutes ago, Mr Carson. Your operatives
  tracked the call using your AT system, and your entire team – that’s all five of your remaining men – are on their way here as we speak. We estimate that at an average speed of 75
  mph they’ll be here in nineteen minutes. They will, of course, leave their vehicles at a safe distance and make their final approach on foot, adding perhaps another five minutes to their
  final arrival time.’ He paused again, looking directly at Winston. ‘And I’m afraid it will, quite literally, be their “final” arrival time.’


  After a moment’s heavy silence, I heard Winston let out a desperate groan.


  ‘It was a set-up from the start, wasn’t it?’ he muttered, his voice a broken whisper. ‘You knew I’d take the phone . . .’


  ‘Of course,’ Khan said.


  ‘So when my men get here . . . oh, God!’ I could hear the terrible realisation in his voice. ‘You’re going to blow the whole place, aren’t you?
  You’re going to take them all out at once.’


  ‘You should never have got involved with us, Mr Carson,’ Khan said softly. ‘Your men were all dead from the moment you did.’
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  I knew now where I’d seen the metal case before. As Dr Sherazi headed over towards Winston, opening the case as he went, everything came flooding back to me –
  the stun grenade smashing through the office window, a deafening BOOM! and a blinding flash of light . . . the blast blowing me out of my chair . . . Borstlap getting shot . . .
  darkness . . . torch beams . . . lying on the floor against the wall . . . my head reeling . . . half blind, half deaf . . . my body battered and numb . . .


  I remembered.


  Four men, two of them heading over to Winston, the other two coming over to me. One of each pair carrying a small metal case . . .


  Exactly the same kind of case as the one Sherazi was carrying as he moved closer to Winston and disappeared into my blind spot . . .


  I remembered.


  The cases, the case, contained pre-loaded hypodermic syringes.


  I could hear Sherazi’s voice now, speaking in Arabic to Khan.


  Then Khan interrupted him, in English. ‘No, Ibrahim, we don’t have five minutes. We have to be nowhere near this place when it blows. Now please get on and do your
  job.’ His soft voice had taken on a hard edge. ‘And Doctor?’


  ‘Na’am?’


  ‘You’d be wise not to question me again.’


  Sherazi didn’t reply.


  There was a few seconds’ silence, then I heard a chink of glass on metal.


  ‘Winston?’ I muttered through gritted teeth. Rinson? ‘What’s he doing?’


  ‘Quiet, boy,’ Khan said. ‘The doctor needs to concentrate. You don’t want him to make a mistake, do you?’


  I didn’t.


  I knew what he was doing.


  I remembered.


  One of the men kneeling down beside Winston and plunging the syringe into his arm . . . and then, moments later, the second man squatting down next to me . . . and I’m conscious enough
  to sense his presence . . . and I know he poses a danger to me, and I have to do something about it . . .


  Sherazi came back into sight then.


  He was coming over to me.


  Taking another hypodermic syringe from the case . . .


  I remembered.


  . . . crouching down to the left of me . . .


  Sherazi paused, double-checking the syringe . . .


  . . . and then suddenly I feel him take hold of my left arm . . .


  And that’s when I’d made my move. But now I was paralysed. I couldn’t move. I tried, flexing the muscles in my arm, trying to flex the muscles . . . but
  nothing responded. Nothing worked. There was nothing there.


  Sherazi lifted my dead arm, lowered it, lifted it again, all the time nodding studiously to himself. He let go of my arm, letting it drop like a dead weight, and peered curiously into my eyes. I
  stared back at him, wishing that looks could kill, but he just kept studying me – raising a finger in front of my eyes, moving it from side to side, then reaching out and giving my earlobe a
  pinch, squinting at it to see the reaction . . .


  ‘Sherazi!’ Khan snapped.


  The doctor quickly grabbed hold of my arm again, and I watched in paralysed helplessness as he stuck the needle into a vein. There was no stinging pain this time, just the same dull pressure
  I’d felt when he’d pinched my earlobe. But I did feel the almost instantaneous effect of the injection.


  I didn’t want to remember it.


  . . . struggling in vain for a moment or two . . . then starting to feel really weird . . . kind of floaty and distant and disconnected from my own mind and body . . .


  Distance and nothingness . . . I remembered.


  . . . wondering dreamily if this is it . . . the end . . . the end of me . . .


  I wasn’t frightened. Or curious. I didn’t care if there was some kind of life after death. Not this time. This time I knew that life and death are the same. Life is death.
  And once you know that, there’s nothing to fear . . .


  Nothing at all.
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  Thirteen minutes after leaving the old brewery, the silver VW van and the black Land Rover Defender were heading south on the M25 at a steady 70 mph. The two vehicles had just
  passed junction 31, and were now about a kilometre north of the River Thames.


  Saleh was driving the van – which was in front of the Land Rover – and beside him in the passenger seat was the man in the blue Nike tracksuit top and black skullcap. His name was
  Murad. In the back of the van, Issy and Dr Sherazi were sitting on a bench seat watching over Winston and me. Not that we needed watching over. We were both unconscious, anaesthetised, lying
  motionless on the floor, with our feet shackled and our hands cuffed and the handcuffs in turn chained to a leg of the bench.


  Sherazi’s job was to monitor our condition, keep us unconscious but make sure we didn’t die. Issy’s job was to make sure Sherazi did as he was told.


  There were four men in the Land Rover: a nineteen-year-old Algerian called Cedric Mostefa was driving, the big black guy was in the passenger seat, and Khan was in the back
  with his trusted lieutenant, a Chechen man in his late thirties called Kyrra.


  Khan had an open laptop on his knees, and he and Kyrra were staring intently at the images on the screen.


  The images came from six miniature CCTV cameras that Mostefa had set up in and around the old brewery. The laptop showed all six views simultaneously in a grid of separate panels, any of which
  could be selected as the main view by a tap on the mousepad. There were two external cameras – one in a tree beyond the brewery courtyard, another fixed to a telegraph pole near the house
  – two more in the outbuilding, and another two in the house. None of them had remote tracking capability, which was limiting to a certain extent, but the advantage of a static camera is that
  it’s much harder to spot than a camera that moves. Khan was a careful man. He knew how experienced the Omega operatives were, and he knew there was a good chance they’d be alerted by
  the movement or sound of a mobile camera, and their immediate response would be to disable it.


  And as he’d patiently explained to the gadget-obsessed Mostefa (who’d desperately wanted to try out his new high-tech cams), ‘I’d rather have six limited views than no
  views at all.’


  Khan’s calculated guess as to when Winston’s men would arrive was almost spot-on. He’d estimated nineteen minutes driving time plus another five to approach the buildings on
  foot. The actual driving time had been just over eighteen minutes, and it had taken the five-man Omega team almost six minutes to reach the brewery on foot. They’d left their van in a
  secluded lane about a kilometre north of the brewery, then they’d split up into two teams and made their approach from different directions: two of them heading through a lightly wooded area
  to the west of the brewery, the other three circling round from the east. Both teams had now reached the courtyard perimeter and had taken cover behind the crumbling remains of its walls; the
  two-man team to the west, the other three to the east.


  The two-man team consisted of the leader of the operation, a Gulf War veteran called Mark Stanley, and an ex-SAS corporal known only as Knox. The other three were: Richard Reid, Stanley’s
  second-in-command; Lou Kramer, Omega’s technical expert; and John Lee Arneson, a Canadian intelligence analyst. All five men were heavily armed – assault rifles, handguns, grenades
  – and they were in radio contact via an encrypted short-range comms link.


  After studying the brewery buildings in silence for a minute or two, Mark Stanley finally contacted Richard Reid.


  ‘This is Blue Alpha. Anything your side, Red Alpha?’


  ‘Negative.’


  Stanley studied the outbuilding again though a pair of high-powered binoculars. The building was on his team’s side of the yard, the west side, about thirty metres from the perimeter wall.
  The other building, the house, was roughly twenty metres to the right of the outbuilding, closer to the other team. There was no cover between the perimeter wall and the buildings.


  Stanley lowered his binoculars. There’d been no sign of movement anywhere so far, no sign of life at all. No vehicles either. The target seemed deserted, but Stanley was far too
  experienced to take anything for granted.


  ‘Red Alpha?’ he said into his mike.


  ‘Go ahead.’


  ‘Blue Unit is go. Target seven-seven. Repeat, target seven-seven.’


  ‘Copy that. Target seven-seven.’


  ‘Red Unit, maintain your position. Cover Blue and maintain eyeball target nine-nine.’


  ‘Copy, Blue Alpha.’


  Stanley and Knox double-checked their weapons, and then – at a hand signal from Stanley – they broke cover and began their assault on the outbuilding (target seven-seven).


  As they zigzagged across the courtyard, moving at speed and keeping as low to the ground as possible, their progress was clearly visible on Khan’s laptop screen. While Khan concentrated
  closely on the images of Blue Unit – filmed by the CCTV camera in the tree – Kyrra was studying the view from the camera on the telegraph pole, which looked out across the courtyard
  towards the perimeter.


  ‘There,’ he said calmly, pointing at the screen.


  Khan turned his attention to the CCTV image Kyrra had indicated. The three men of Red Unit were just about visible, crouching down behind a brick wall.


  ‘You know any of them?’ Khan asked.


  ‘Kramer . . . Reid,’ Kyrra said, pointing out the figures on the screen. ‘This one I don’t know.’


  ‘What are they doing?’


  ‘Covering the other two and watching the house.’


  Khan nodded and turned back to the main-screen view. Stanley and Knox had reached the outbuilding now and were standing either side of the door with their backs against the wall. At a signal
  from Stanley, Knox stepped out, his rifle at the ready, and kicked open the door. Stanley immediately threw a stun grenade into the building. A moment after the blinding white flash, both men
  stormed the building, rushing in through the open door with their rifles raised.


  The CCTV camera inside the outbuilding picked up the two men as they made their way along the smoke-filled corridor to the basement door.


  ‘They know where they’re going,’ Khan observed.


  ‘Of course,’ Kyrra said. ‘They’re good men.’


  Khan looked at him. ‘Don’t go soft on me, Kyrra.’


  He shrugged. ‘Good men, bad men . . . makes no difference to me. They live, they die.’


  Stanley and Knox had entered the basement now. The camera hidden behind an air-vent grille high in the wall showed them cautiously descending the wooden steps, then splitting up and circling the
  basement. Once they’d confirmed it was empty, they went over to the pillars and quickly examined the evidence left behind by Winston and me – empty water bottles, breadcrumbs, the
  buckets. Stanley squatted down at the base of Winston’s pillar and closely studied a dark stain on the stone floor. He dabbed his finger in it, rubbed it between his thumb and finger, then
  sniffed it.


  ‘Blood,’ he said to Knox.


  ‘Fresh?’


  ‘Couple of hours, maybe.’


  ‘They’re gone, aren’t they?’


  ‘Let’s see what’s in the house first,’ Stanley replied. ‘Red Alpha?’ he said into his mike.


  ‘Go ahead, Blue Alpha.’


  ‘Seven-seven clear.’


  ‘Copy that. Nine-nine still negative.’


  ‘We’re coming out. Wait for a visual, then go. We’ll cover you.’


  Khan switched back to the tree-cam view and he and Kyrra watched as Blue Unit exited the outbuilding, signalled Red Unit, then covered the three men as they left their position, spread out, and
  headed across the courtyard towards the house.


  ‘The final arrival,’ Khan muttered, carefully taking a mobile phone from his pocket.


  When the three men of Red Unit reached the house, Arneson and Kramer crouched down against the front wall to cover Blue Unit’s approach, while Reid kept his eyes – and his rifle
  – trained on the house itself.


  ‘Clear to go, Blue Alpha,’ Arneson said into his mike.


  Stanley and Knox crossed the courtyard, watching the house as they went.


  By this time, the operational instincts of all five men were telling them the brewery was deserted. It wasn’t just the fact that so far everything pointed that way – no sign of life
  anywhere, no vehicles, no one left in the basement – it was more a case of the Omegamen’s collected military experience. They were soldiers, professionals, survivors. They could
  sense human presence. They could feel it in their blood. They all knew, without knowing how they knew, that the house was empty. But they also knew that the first rule of survival is never
  trust anything, especially your own feelings.


  So as the five of them got ready to enter the house, they all knew exactly what they had to do: assume the worst, expect resistance, prepare to fight for your life.


  ‘Ready?’ Stanley said to his men.


  They all nodded.


  ‘On three, OK? One . . . two . . . three!’


  Reid kicked the door in, immediately stepped to the side, and Kramer lobbed in a stun grenade. Stanley waited for the deafening BOOM! and flash of the explosion, then gave the order to
  his men.


  ‘GO!’


  The view from the camera at the end of the hallway showed the bright white flash of light and then four men storming in through a cloud of smoke.


  ‘Where’s the other one?’ Khan snapped, the mobile phone ready in his hand.


  ‘Wait,’ Kyrra said calmly.


  A moment later the fifth man, Arneson, came though the door.


  ‘Now?’ Khan asked Kyrra.


  The Chechen nodded.


  ‘Goodbye, Omega,’ Khan murmured.


  He pressed the SEND key.


  There was enough C4 plastic explosive packed into the rucksack on the hallway floor to totally destroy a building three times the size of the old brewery house. The explosion was so fierce that
  all four walls were obliterated and parts of the roof were blown over fifty metres into the air. The thunderous blast was heard by people in a village five kilometres away, and within thirty
  seconds the emergency services were inundated with calls.


  All five Omega men were within five metres of the rucksack when it exploded. They were all vaporised in an instant, their bodies never found.
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  My grandad’s been through a hell of a lot in his life, including being imprisoned by the KGB and critically injured in an IRA car bomb, but he would happily have swapped
  any of those experiences for the one he was going through now.


  It was eight fifty-five Monday morning, five minutes before the kidnappers were due to call, and Grandad had been sitting at the kitchen table trying not to stare at the phone for the last two
  hours. It wasn’t so much the waiting he couldn’t stand, it was the fact that he couldn’t do anything but wait. And it wasn’t as if he didn’t understand
  why that was all he could do either. If he was running an investigation into the kidnap of a fourteen-year-old boy, he would have told the boy’s parents (or grandparents) exactly the
  same as Elias Ames had told him – you can’t get involved in the investigation, no matter how much you want to, you have to leave everything to us.


  It was standard practice in a case like this, he knew that.


  And he knew it made perfect sense.


  That didn’t make it any easier to accept though.


  He glanced at his watch – three minutes to nine.


  ‘Don’t worry, Joe,’ John Holland said to him. ‘They’ll call.’


  Ames and Holland were sitting across the table from him, Granny Nora was in her wheelchair at the far end, and Nan was right beside him. None of them had slept, and they all looked the worse for
  it. Especially Grandad. His face was gaunt, his bloodshot eyes sunk into his head, and although it was only a couple of days since he’d eaten anything, he looked as if he’d lost a lot
  of weight.


  A gust of rain rattled against the kitchen window. It had been raining all night, and there was no sign of it letting up.


  ‘Travis is going to be OK,’ Holland said quietly. ‘They don’t have any reason to harm him.’


  ‘They’re terrorists,’ Grandad muttered. ‘They don’t need a reason to hurt anyone.’


  ‘Yes, they do,’ Ames said simply. ‘Everyone has their reasons, even terrorists. We might not agree with them, or even understand them, but that doesn’t mean they
  don’t—’


  The phone rang.


  Grandad immediately went to answer it, but Ames reached out and stopped him.


  ‘Let it ring for a bit,’ he said, putting on a pair of headphones.


  ‘Why?’


  ‘You know why.’


  Mind games, Grandad thought, forcing himself to wait. Don’t let the kidnappers know how desperate you are. Don’t let them walk all over you . . .


  He swore quietly and picked up the phone. ‘Yes?’


  ‘If you keep me waiting again, Mr Delaney,’ the distorted voice said, ‘your grandson will pay the price. Do you understand?’


  ‘Yes,’ Grandad said, flashing an angry glance at Ames. ‘I’m sorry, it won’t happen again.’


  ‘And you, Mr Ames,’ the voice said, ‘you should know better. You know who you’re dealing with, don’t you? You know we’re not amateurs. And yet you advise Mr
  Delaney to play silly games with us. I expected a lot more from you.’ The voice paused for a moment, then went on. ‘I assume this call is being monitored?’


  ‘Yes,’ Grandad said.


  ‘Who else is in the room with you at the moment?’


  ‘Elias Ames, John Holland, my mother, and my wife.’


  Nan quietly took hold of his hand.


  ‘And who else is listening in?’ the voice asked.


  ‘I honestly don’t know. I expect DCI Stringer and other members of his investigation team are listening, but I really don’t know who else. Do you want me to find
  out?’


  ‘That won’t be necessary. I’m going to give you your instructions now, Mr Delaney, and as before, I will not repeat myself, and you will not interrupt. If you speak out of
  turn, if you ask me a question, you will not see your grandson again. Not alive anyway. Is that clear? Yes or no?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Good. Now this is what is going to happen. Tomorrow morning at seven o’clock precisely – that’s zero seven hundred hours on Tuesday – you will meet me at the
  following coordinates.’ The voice paused, then read out the longitude and latitude of a location. ‘It’s a disused airfield about five kilometres south-east of Dartford in Essex,
  on the edge of the Blackdown Woods. Have you got all that?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘You will have Bashir Kamal and Elias Ames with you, and the three of you will arrive in one vehicle only. You will not be in communication with anyone else, and there will be no police or
  security service personnel within ten kilometres of the airfield. Understood?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘When you arrive at the airfield you will drive to the south end of the runway and park your car facing north with the headlights on. You will then wait for further instructions. The
  exchange will take place exactly as ordered. You will hand over Bashir Kamal, and we will hand over your grandson. Now, before I go any further, I need to know what Mr Ames has decided about Andrew
  Winston Carson. Is he willing to pay the five million dollars for Carson’s return?’


  Grandad and Ames had already discussed this – there was very little they hadn’t discussed in the last twenty-four hours – so Grandad didn’t have to think about the
  answer.


  ‘Yes,’ he said simply. ‘He’ll pay.’


  ‘In that case, you will bring the money with you. Five million dollars in used notes, no consecutive serial numbers. The money will be checked before Carson is handed over, and if we find
  any tracking devices – or anything else untoward – both Mr Carson and your grandson will be killed immediately. Clear?’


  ‘Perfectly.’


  ‘That also goes for every other aspect of the exchange. If it’s compromised in any way at all, your grandson will die on the spot. If our instructions are not followed to the letter,
  if any attempt is made to follow us when we leave, if any tracking devices are found on Bashir – and believe me, we will find them if they’re there – your grandson will
  be hunted down and killed, together with you and the rest of your family.’


  Nan squeezed Grandad’s hand, and he had to force himself not to look at her. There was nothing he wanted more than to look into her eyes and share this agony with her, but he knew he
  couldn’t. Not yet. He had to stay focused. And if he looked at her now . . .


  ‘If you have any questions,’ the voice went on, ‘you may ask them now.’


  ‘How do I know you’ll keep your side of the bargain?’ Grandad said.


  ‘You have my word.’


  ‘That’s not good enough. I need proof that Travis is alive and well.’


  ‘And if I refuse?’


  Grandad hesitated, not sure what to say.


  ‘All you need to know,’ the voice told him, ‘is that if you don’t do exactly as you’re told, you will receive proof of your grandson’s
  death.’


  ‘But—’


  ‘That’s all, Mr Delaney.’


  ‘No, please—’


  Click.
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  His name was Mohammed Hassan. He was nineteen years old and he’d been with al-Thu’ban since the age of nine, when his entire family had been killed in a
  mis-targeted drone strike on a remote road near Peshawar in Pakistan.


  Mohammed was a good soldier. Hard-working, determined, loyal to the core. He’d give up his life for al-Thu’ban without a moment’s hesitation.


  The only thing that stopped him from being a great soldier was his over-eagerness to do well. There was nothing wrong with this in itself, of course, but Mohammed’s desire to
  succeed was so overwhelming that sometimes it got the better of him, and that’s why he was occasionally prone to error. He was perfectly fine in situations that didn’t require any
  conscious thought, when he could rely on his instincts alone, but there was a lot more to being an al-Thu’ban soldier than just fighting. There were operations like the one he was on
  now – watching the girl through the telescopic sight of the sniper rifle, keeping her in sight at all times, getting a photograph of her in the cross hairs of the scope . . .


  And all that required time.


  Lots of time.


  Too much time for Mohammed.


  He’d been thinking about the mobile-phone attachment that Dr Sherazi had designed ever since the doctor had shown him how to fix it to the telescopic sight. Mohammed had told the doctor
  that the attachment’s bracket was too close to the laser-sight switch . . . he’d told him. But the doctor was too arrogant to listen.


  ‘It’s perfectly all right,’ he’d said dismissively. ‘As long as you’re careful, there’s nothing to worry about.’


  But Mohammed did worry. Just be careful, he kept reminding himself. Be careful, be careful, be careful . . .


  When the time finally came to take the picture of the girl through the rifle’s scope, he’d been thinking so much about not pressing the laser-sight switch when he connected
  the attachment to the telescopic sight, it was almost inevitable that he would. So he was so relieved when he didn’t – when he’d managed to fix up the attachment and get
  a perfect close-up photograph of the girl’s head in the cross hairs of the scope without making a mistake – that he completely forgot to keep concentrating when he removed the
  attachment from the scope. And as his thumb slipped off the bracket, and its momentum carried it on to the black metal switch of the laser sight, there was absolutely nothing he could do to stop
  it.


  It all happened in an instant. The switch clicked softly, the laser sight snapped on, and in the fraction of a second it took for Mohammed to turn it off again, a bright red dot appeared in the
  centre of the girl’s forehead.


  Mohammed wasn’t looking through the scope at the time, and the girl was over seventy metres away, so he didn’t actually see the red dot of the laser sight flash on and off on her
  head, but as he put his eye back to the telescopic sight and focused on the window of her flat, his heart sank as he saw her brother move into view and position himself between the window and his
  sister. There was no obvious sign that the brother had seen the red dot, but why else would he suddenly appear and stand right in front of her, blocking Mohammed’s view? And if he
  had seen the laser sight . . . ?


  Mohammed cursed himself.


  Her brother was trouble. Big trouble.


  ‘Everything all right, Mo?’ a voice said in English from across the room.


  Mohammed turned to his colleague, an Afghan who called himself Poya.


  ‘Fine,’ Mohammed said. ‘Everything’s fine.’


  ‘You get the photo?’


  ‘Of course. No problem.’


  Poya frowned. ‘You sure you’re OK? You look kind of—’


  ‘I said I’m fine, all right? You want to take over from me while I get this picture sent? The Farmer needs it as soon as possible.’


  As Poya took over Mohammed’s position at the window, putting the sniper rifle to his shoulder and peering through the telescopic sight, Mohammed disconnected the attachment from his phone
  and set about texting the photo to Khan.


  ‘What’s the brother doing there?’ Poya asked him.


  ‘Where?’ Mohammed heard himself say.


  ‘He’s standing right in front of the girl. I can’t see her.’


  ‘He must have just come in,’ Mohammed said casually. ‘He wasn’t there when I took the picture.’


  It’s not your fault, Mohammed told himself. You told Sherazi, didn’t you? You warned him about the attachment. And that’s why you can’t tell anyone what
  happened just now. You’re not lying for your own sake, you’re doing it for Sherazi. You’re covering up for him . . .


  Mohammed hated lying to himself.


  But he knew he couldn’t help it.


  His heart was tied in knots.
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  Mason Yusuf has been my closest friend ever since I saved his younger sister from a bunch of thugs a couple of years ago. He’s a year or so older than me, and his
  background couldn’t be more different than mine. Mason lives on the Slade Lane estate, the roughest estate in Barton. The Slade is controlled by gangs, and although Mason isn’t actually
  a member of any of them, he knows all the gang kids, he hangs around with them, and for the most part they respect him. I’m pretty sure Mason doesn’t spend much time in school, if any,
  but he’s the smartest kid I know by a long way. And he’s the best friend anyone could ever wish for – loyal, protective, kind . . . there’s nothing Mason wouldn’t do
  for me. He helped me out a lot after my mum and dad died, when I was trying to find out what really happened to them and why they were looking for Bashir Kamal, and although our friendship had
  recently been put to the test – in fact, it had almost been stretched to breaking point – there was no doubt in my mind that our relationship was simply too strong to be broken.


  The silver lining for me in the temporary cooling of my friendship with Mason was that it had allowed me to get to know his sister a lot better. Jaydie was a year younger than me, and
  she’d never been afraid to let me know how much she liked me, but until recently I’d only ever thought of her as Mason’s kid sister. I liked her – I liked her a lot
  – but not in the way she liked me. And not in the way she wanted me to like her. But as Mason had drifted away from me – his loyalties complicated by circumstances – and
  Jaydie had stepped in to help me get through a really difficult time, I gradually realised that my feelings for her had changed. She wasn’t just Mason’s little sister any more. She
  wasn’t just the nice ditzy kid who constantly embarrassed me with her over-exuberant affection. She was Jaydie Yusuf – a smart, sassy, strong young woman – and although her hugs
  and kisses still embarrassed me a little bit, it was no longer the kind of embarrassment that made me want to run away. It was the kind that made me feel good.


  Jaydie and Mason live with their mum in a third-floor flat in one of the low-rise blocks in the middle of the Slade estate. It’s one of several squat, grey, rectangular buildings that
  surround a concrete square. The two al-Thu’ban operatives, Mohammed Hassan and Poya, were in a seventh-floor flat in a high-rise block on the other side of the square. From their position
  they had a perfect view of the front windows of the Yusufs’ flat. The rooms at the front were the sitting room and Jaydie’s bedroom. There were no curtains in the sitting room –
  Mrs Yusuf had taken them down six months ago, intending to replace them with blinds, but she still hadn’t got round to it – and although there were curtains in Jaydie’s
  room, she never fully closed them because of her life-long fear of absolute darkness.


  Ten seconds before Mohammed inadvertently pressed the laser-sight button on the sniper rifle, Jaydie was sitting cross-legged on her bed with her mobile in her hand, halfway through writing a
  text to me, and Mason was standing in the open doorway. The last time I’d seen Jaydie was around eight o’clock on Friday evening, just over an hour before al-Thu’ban had kidnapped
  me. It was just after she’d helped me out of a very sticky situation. We’d been driving back to town with Gloria and Courtney, and Jaydie had just been dropped off near her flat. As
  Gloria had driven away, I’d looked back through the rear window and seen Jaydie waving both hands at me and doing a dopey little dance on the pavement.


  And now, three days later, Jaydie was getting really worried. I hadn’t answered any of her phone calls or texts, and each time she’d got in touch with Courtney to find out where I
  was, Courtney had been evasive. He’s not feeling too well at the moment, Jaydie, she’d claimed. I’ll get him to call you when he’s better. Ten,
  the next day, No, he’s still in bed, Jaydie. Sorry. It’s nothing to worry about, just a nasty stomach bug . . . no, it’s probably best if you don’t visit him.


  But that didn’t explain why I wasn’t answering her calls or texts, did it?


  Please answer me, Trav, she texted now, I just wanna know you’re OK.


  ‘Any luck?’ Mason asked her.


  She shook her head. ‘I don’t get it, Mase. I keep trying to think if I’ve done anything to offend him, or scare him off or something. But we haven’t even spoken to each
  other since Friday, so I don’t see how . . .’


  It was then that Mason had seen the red dot appear on her head.


  It was gone almost before he had time to register it, and for a second or two he just stood there, blinking his eyes, trying to convince himself it wasn’t what he thought it was. It
  can’t have been that, he told himself. It had to be something else – a stray flash of light from somewhere, a momentary reflection off an ornament, or maybe one of those odd
  floating lights you get in your eyes sometimes . . .


  But Mason knew what he’d seen.


  Guns are commonplace on the estate, and although Mason hates them – he’s never carried one, and certainly never used one – he’s lived with them all his life. Firearms are
  part of his world, and like everything else in his world, it’s in his best interest to know all about them.


  He’d seen a laser sight in action before.


  He knew exactly how they worked, and exactly what they looked like.


  He knew that someone had just aimed a laser sight at his sister’s head.


  He didn’t panic though. As he casually moved across the room and stopped at the foot of the bed, positioning himself between the window and Jaydie, he was already assessing all the
  options. It was probably just some idiot in the high-rise across the square messing about with a laser pen. Admittedly, most of the laser-pen lights he’d come across produced a slightly
  smaller dot than the one he’d just seen. That one was closer to the size of the dot you get from the laser of a telescopic rifle sight. But even if it had come from a rifle
  scope, he thought, the chances of the scope being attached to an actual rifle were still pretty slim. Handguns were the weapon of choice on the estate, not rifles.


  A slim chance wasn’t no chance though.


  ‘Do you want to go round to Travis’s place?’ he said casually to Jaydie.


  ‘Now?’


  ‘Well, I’ve got a couple of things to do first, but if you do me a little favour now, I’ll get hold of a car and we’ll drive out there later on.’


  ‘What’s the little favour?’


  Mason grinned. ‘The dishwasher.’


  Jaydie sighed. ‘It’s your turn, Mase.’


  ‘I know, that’s why you’ll be doing me a favour if you do it.’


  ‘Yeah, all right.’


  ‘Before Mum gets back.’


  ‘When’s she getting back?’


  ‘In about five minutes.’


  Jaydie sighed again. ‘Just give me a second.’


  She finished off her text, sent it, then got up off the bed and headed for the door.


  ‘I’ve just got to make a quick call,’ Mason told her, taking out his mobile and pretending to key in a number.


  He waited until he heard the sound of the dishwasher being loaded, then he put his phone away, slowly turned round, and gazed intently out of the window, studying the high-rise block across the
  square. He knew every millimetre of it – every window, every balcony, every curtain, every door. He knew exactly how it should look, and if there was anything out of place, anything that
  shouldn’t be there, he’d know it when he saw it.


  He started at the top of the tower block and worked his way down – left to right, right to left, scanning every flat, every window, one by one – until eventually he got to the third
  flat from the left on the seventh floor, and that’s when he saw it.
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  I don’t know if the memories I have of the journey to the farmhouse – and the horror of what happened when I got there – are true recollections or not. I was
  meant to be anaesthetised the entire time, and I certainly don’t recall waking up at any point, but if Dr Sherazi didn’t do his job properly – which is quite possible – and
  I did drift up into semi-consciousness once or twice, I suppose I could have noticed things without being aware of it. The memories I have feel like broken snapshots from a half-forgotten nightmare
  – fragmented, senseless . . . just bits of things that twist and turn in the back of my mind like the flicker of bats in the twilight.


  Murmured voices breaking in and out of the muffled roar . . . foreign voices . . . a boastful man, trying to impress . . . a girl who wants to be somewhere else.


  A metallic rattle . . . rhythmic, hypnotic.


  White sea, static waves.


  A pale rusted sky.


  Stop.


  A cold breeze of fresh air.


  The smell of grass and mud.


  Inside . . .


  The smells of a house.


  Then plastic, rubber . . .


  White things.


  Bright lights, a silver sun.


  A jab of pain.


  The slick slice of a blade, my skin opening up . . .


  My head screams . . . an angry shout, a thousand miles away . . .


  A thick breath of gas.


  And down into nothing.
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  They must have given me something to wake me up – a shot of adrenaline or something – because the instant I opened my eyes I was fully conscious. I didn’t
  feel any grogginess or disorientation. I wasn’t dopey or not-quite-there. It was as if one second my lights were off, and then – click – they suddenly burst into
  life.


  The first thing I realised was that I was no longer paralysed. I knew straight away. I could feel the life in my body again. I could feel the potential for movement coursing through my
  muscles.


  I flexed my fingers. They worked.


  I turned my head to one side. It moved.


  A numb ache throbbed in the back of my neck. I ignored it.


  I looked down, studying myself.


  I was sitting in a chair. My feet weren’t shackled, and when I cautiously tried raising my arms, nothing stopped them. I wasn’t handcuffed. I wasn’t tied to the chair. I lifted
  my head and looked around. I was in a small, white-walled room. Alone. No Winston. No one but me. The only window – over to my right – was blacked out by a sheet of cardboard
  gaffer-taped to the frame, and the room was lit by a fluorescent strip light on the ceiling. There was a sink to the side of the window, a toilet in the corner, and white linoleum on the floor.


  It looked like a bathroom.


  It was a bathroom.


  Except, where the bath should have been, there was an operating table. At least, it looked like an operating table. A bed-sized metal trestle table surrounded by medical equipment
  – gas canisters, monitors, tubes, drips. There was more medical paraphernalia on a smaller table off to one side – bandages, scalpels, needles, thread, cotton-wool swabs. A waste bin in
  the corner was half filled with screwed-up paper towels, all of them bloodstained.


  ‘What the hell is this?’ I muttered.


  Don’t even think about it, I told myself, just go. Get the hell out of here. Now!


  The door to the room was directly opposite me. It was closed. I couldn’t tell if it was locked or not, but it didn’t seem especially solid. Just an ordinary bathroom door. I glanced
  at the bloodstained paper towels in the bin.


  There’s something primitive about the sight of blood, an animal feeling that gets right into you and screams at you to do something. Run, fight, run . . .


  There was nothing for me to fight.


  All I could do was run.


  I took a deep breath, braced myself, got to my feet . . .


  And the bathroom door swung open.


  The huge black man came in first. He was so massive that he actually had to turn sideways to get through the door. He glared silently at me for a moment, quickly looked around
  the room, then moved to one side to let Khan in. Both men seemed unarmed. It was quite possible I just couldn’t see their weapons, but if they were armed, I thought, why would they
  want to hide their guns from me? They’d never felt the need to conceal them before. Why start now? My guess was that because I wasn’t tied up (for whatever reason), Khan felt safer
  without any guns around, just in case I somehow managed to get hold of one. Two unarmed men against an unarmed fourteen-year-old kid was an acceptable risk; two unarmed men against a kid with a
  Kalashnikov wasn’t.


  I didn’t consciously think about any of this, it all just flashed through my mind in a nanosecond. In fact, I wasn’t consciously thinking about anything. All I was doing was waiting
  to see what I was up against. And once both men had entered the room, and the black guy had turned round and locked the door, I knew it was just the three of us. Two unarmed men, one the size of a
  mountain, and me.


  An acceptable risk?


  You’ve just made your first mistake, I thought, glancing at Khan as I began moving towards the big man. His size didn’t bother me. I’d put down men as big as him
  before. The thing that did concern me though was the sudden realisation that I was moving incredibly slowly, and that my legs felt like two lumps of lead. That bothered me a lot. I’d
  barely taken a step and I was already totally exhausted. There was something wrong with the air. It was too thick, like invisible treacle – too solid to move through, too heavy to breathe.
  All I could do was stand there – doubled over, with my hands on my knees – desperately trying to get some oxygen into my already bursting lungs.


  ‘I’d sit down if I were you, Travis,’ I heard Khan say. ‘You’ve lost a fair bit of blood, I’m afraid, and I need you back on your feet as soon as possible. So
  right now you need to get some rest.’


  I looked up at him in breathless disbelief.


  ‘Don’t worry,’ he said, giving me a tight-lipped smile. ‘I’ll explain everything in due course. But you really do need to sit down now.’


  I didn’t move, I just stared at him. He wasn’t that far away from me . . . two metres at the most. If I could just get my hands on him, just for a second or two . . . if I could
  somehow dredge up enough energy from somewhere . . . just enough to get to him . . .


  I sucked in an energising breath . . .


  And immediately let it out again.


  I was so weak I couldn’t even hold my breath.


  ‘Claude,’ Khan said quietly.


  As the giant man began lumbering towards me, I hurriedly held up my hands, signalling my surrender, and quickly muttered, ‘OK, OK, I’m sitting down.’ I waited as big Claude
  paused, looking to Khan for instructions, and once Khan had given him the nod – OK, leave him for now – I shuffled round and sat back down into the chair.


  It wasn’t just stupid trying to fight in my condition, it was physically impossible. A guaranteed no-win situation. The only sensible thing to do was back off, buy some time, and wait for
  a better opportunity. And in the meantime, try to find out what the hell was going on . . . especially regarding what Khan had just said about me losing ‘a fair bit of blood’.


  I didn’t like the sound of that at all.


  In fact, as the menacing reality of Khan’s words began to sink in – you’ve lost a fair bit of blood, I’m afraid – and I glanced over at the operating table
  and saw the bloodstained paper towels in the bin, while simultaneously realising that the numb ache throbbing in the back of my neck was rapidly becoming a deep stabbing pain . . .


  I began to wonder if I’d be better off not knowing what the hell was going on.


  But then Khan began talking, his soft voice cutting through the silence like a razor blade, and I knew I was about to find out the blood-ridden truth whether I wanted to or not.
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  ‘You know who we are, don’t you?’ Khan said to me.


  ‘Yeah,’ I told him, ‘I know who you are. You’re terrorists, kidnappers, cold-blooded killers—’


  ‘Please don’t waste my time, Travis,’ he said calmly. ‘We either do this sensibly, like two reasonable people, or we don’t do it at all.’


  I stared at him. He was standing in front of me, about two metres away – straight-backed, his arms crossed loosely, his eyes fixed steadily on mine. Claude was blocking the door behind
  him.


  ‘You’re al-Thu’ban,’ I said to Khan.


  ‘That’s better.’


  ‘A terrorist organisation.’


  He shrugged. ‘All armies bring terror.’


  ‘You kill innocent people.’


  ‘All armies kill innocent people.’


  ‘Not deliberately.’


  ‘Very deliberately.’


  It was clear from the conviction and quiet rage in his voice that he was speaking from personal experience, and for a fleeting moment I could see the depth of pain in his eyes, and it made me
  realise that I really didn’t know what I was talking about. I knew nothing of his life. Nothing at all.


  But then I reminded myself – what do you need to know? He’s abducted you, imprisoned you, frightened you, drugged you, hurt you. Nothing gives him the right to do that.


  Nothing.


  The pain had gone from Khan’s eyes now, and he’d regained his sense of measured serenity.


  ‘I think, perhaps, under other circumstances,’ he said thoughtfully, ‘it’s possible that you and I could learn something from each other. However—’


  ‘Why don’t you just get on with it?’ I said. ‘I’m getting a bit sick of the sound of your voice, to be honest.’


  If the insult bothered him, he didn’t show it. He just glanced at his watch, cocked his head in thought for a moment, then said, ‘At 7 a.m. tomorrow, you and I will meet up with your
  grandfather at a disused airfield near Dartford. Mr Delaney has been given a series of instructions, and if he follows those instructions to the letter – if he accedes to our every
  demand – you will be returned to his care. Is that clear?’


  ‘What are your demands?’ I asked.


  ‘The safe return of Bashir Kamal.’


  ‘Bashir Kamal?’ I said, surprised.


  Khan nodded. ‘Omega handed him over to MI5 shortly after your confrontation with them at the warehouse. He’s been held in secret detention ever since. Unlawful detention too, I might
  add.’


  ‘So is that what this is all about?’ I said. ‘You’ve kidnapped me simply to get Kamal back?’


  ‘Not exactly, no.’


  I frowned at him, confused. ‘I don’t understand.’


  ‘Exchanging you for Bashir Kamal is just the first part of our operation. The second part is rather more complicated.’ He paused, looking at me. ‘How are you feeling now? A
  little better?’


  ‘My neck hurts,’ I said, reaching back over my shoulder. ‘It feels like—’


  ‘Careful,’ Khan said.


  ‘What’s this?’


  There was something stuck to the back of my neck. I leaned my head down and very cautiously examined it, running my fingers over it, gently pressing it . . . I felt cloth, gauze, adhesive
  tape.


  It was a bandage . . . a dressing.


  I pressed down on it a bit more firmly . . .


  ‘Aarghh!’


  The pain stabbed into me like a white-hot knife.


  ‘I told you to be careful,’ Khan said.


  ‘What have you done to me?’ I hissed at him though gritted teeth. ‘I mean, God! What the hell have you done?’


  ‘If you just calm down and listen a moment, I’ll tell you.’


  ‘Calm down?’ I said, shaking my head in disbelief. ‘You want me to calm down?’


  ‘If you wouldn’t mind.’


  I sighed to myself. He was a cool operator, I had to give him that. Cool as an ice pick.


  ‘Would you like some water?’ he asked me.


  ‘Is it going to paralyse me?’


  He smiled, gesturing over his shoulder to Claude. Claude took a bottle of water from his pocket and brought it over to Khan. Khan took it without even looking at him, and as Claude resumed his
  position at the door, Khan uncapped the bottle and took a sip.


  ‘There,’ he said. ‘Satisfied?’


  I nodded. He put the cap back on and lobbed the bottle over to me. I was so incredibly thirsty that it was all I could to stop myself ripping the cap off and guzzling the whole bottle down in
  one go. But I was damned if I was going to let Khan see how desperate I was, so I deliberately took my time – slowly unscrewing the cap, carefully wiping the top of the bottle, then forcing
  myself to take just a couple of very civilised sips. It was a pathetic thing to do really. A meaningless show of pride. But sometimes you have to take whatever crumbs of comfort you can find, no
  matter how insignificant they might be. An empty victory is better than no victory at all.


  And besides, it made me feel good.


  Thirsty as anything, mind you. But good.


  ‘Where’s Winston?’ I said.


  ‘Mr Carson is safe and well. You’ll be reunited with him shortly.’


  ‘What are you going to do with him? Is he part of the exchange deal?’


  ‘Why do you care what happens to him? He killed your parents. I would have thought he’d be the last person on your mind.’


  ‘I don’t care what happens to him. I’m just curious, that’s all.’


  Khan looked at me for a moment, then said, ‘Yes, Mr Carson is part of the exchange deal.’


  ‘What are you getting in exchange for him?’


  ‘Five million dollars. Now, are you ready to listen to me?’


  ‘I’m all ears.’


  Khan frowned at me, confused by the phrase.


  ‘Yeah,’ I told him, smiling to myself, ‘I’m ready to listen.’
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  As Khan started telling me about the second part of the operation, the crumbs of comfort I’d been clinging onto gradually turned to dust.


  ‘Bashir Kamal won’t be the only person with your grandfather at the meeting tomorrow,’ he explained. ‘A man called Elias Ames will also be there.’


  At first I couldn’t remember where I’d heard the name before, but after a moment or two it suddenly came to me. Winston had told me about him. The head of Strategic Ops is a
  highly experienced intelligence officer called Elias Ames. The realisation must have shown in my face, because the next thing Khan said was, ‘You’re familiar with Mr Ames, I
  gather.’


  I shook my head. ‘Never heard of him.’


  Khan grinned. ‘You’re a poor liar, Travis. I know for a fact that Mr Carson told you about Ames when the two of you were in the basement at the brewery. He mentioned him when he was
  telling you about Strategic Operations. It was just after he’d told you about his terminal illness, remember?’


  ‘You were listening to us.’


  ‘Of course. Listening and watching, actually.’


  I wasn’t really surprised. In fact, the only thing that surprised me was that I hadn’t thought of it before.


  ‘Why’s the head of Strategic Operations going to be there?’ I asked Khan.


  ‘That’s no concern of yours. All you need to know is what you have to do when you meet him.’


  ‘I don’t understand—’


  ‘Just be quiet and listen,’ Khan said, his soft voice edged with steel. ‘Don’t test my patience. Do you understand?’


  I nodded. The steeliness in his voice was nothing compared to the heartless dark of his staring eyes. There was something awful in them, something ancient and without light. They burned into my
  soul with a coldblooded hideousness that momentarily struck me dumb.


  And then Khan blinked, slowly and deliberately, and in an instant his eyes were back to normal again.


  ‘Anyway,’ he continued, ‘as I was saying, Elias Ames will be with your grandfather at the meeting tomorrow. Now, if all goes well – and for your sake I hope it does
  – Bashir Kamal will be safely returned to us, and you in turn will be safely returned to your grandfather. At that point, you will deliver a message to Mr Ames. You will tell him that you
  must have a face-to-face meeting with Sir John Ingleton, the head of MI5’s K Branch, at 0900 hours today. Repeat that back to me.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘Repeat the message.’


  ‘I must have a face-to-face meeting with Sir John Ingleton, the head of MI5’s K Branch, at 0900 hours today.’


  ‘Again.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘Again.’


  I sighed. ‘I must have a face-to-face meeting with Sir John Ingleton, the head of MI5’s K Branch, at 0900 hours today.’


  ‘Good. Now Mr Ames’s initial response to this will be to ignore your demand and start asking you questions. You will then repeat the demand, over and over again if necessary, until
  Mr Ames gets the message, as it were. Have you got that?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Repeat it back to me.’


  I wearily went through it again.


  Khan nodded, satisfied, then took a mobile phone from his pocket and carried on with his instructions. ‘At some point Mr Ames will tell you that a meeting with Ingleton is out of the
  question. You will then show him something to change his mind.’ Khan lobbed the mobile phone over to me. ‘Open the main menu and press the “live feed” icon.’


  There were only three icons on the opening screen: ‘live feed’, ‘X’, and ‘JY’. I opened ‘live feed’.


  The image that appeared showed a sturdy brown package, wrapped tightly with black tape, fixed to the base of some kind of large green plastic tank. A cheap-looking mobile phone was fixed to the
  package. Two wires led from the phone to a connecting mechanism embedded in the package, and an LED digital countdown timer was clearly visible on the screen of the phone, displaying hours,
  minutes, and seconds . As I stared at it, the time changed from 20:14:00 to 20:13:59, then 13:58 . . . 57 . . . 56 . . .


  ‘Is that a bomb?’ I asked, looking up at Khan.


  He nodded. ‘When Ames tells you that you can’t see Ingleton, you show him that. Do you understand?’


  I glanced at the screen again, watching the seconds tick down.


  ‘Look at me, Travis,’ Khan said.


  I looked at him.


  ‘You show that to Ames,’ he went on, ‘and you tell him it’s a remote live feed. You tell him it’s five kilos of plastic explosive attached to a 2000-litre oil tank,
  and it’s timed go off at 9.05 a.m. on Tuesday. Repeat that back to me.’


  ‘Remote live feed,’ I muttered, ‘five kilos of plastic explosive, 2000-litre oil tank, timed to go off at 9.05 a.m. Tuesday.’


  ‘And the oil tank is located in the basement of a primary school in Essex.’


  I stared at him in shocked disbelief.


  ‘Repeat,’ he said simply.


  I numbly repeated his chilling words.


  ‘You will then inform Mr Ames that the timing mechanism will be provisionally suspended when he agrees to your request, and the device itself will be permanently deactivated once you have
  actually met with Ingleton.’


  I didn’t wait for him to tell me this time, I just went ahead with the repetition.


  ‘When the meeting has been agreed,’ Khan continued, ‘you simply press the MENU key on the phone then select the CONTACT option that will appear on the toolbar at the bottom of the screen. That will automatically inform me that the meeting has been confirmed, and I will then suspend the timing
  mechanism. Repeat.’


  ‘Where am I supposed to meet him?’ I asked.


  ‘Repeat.’


  I quickly repeated the message, then asked Khan again, ‘Where’s the meeting going to take place?’


  ‘It doesn’t matter. Ingleton can choose the location.’


  ‘What if Ames doesn’t agree to arrange the meeting?’


  ‘He will.’


  ‘But what if he doesn’t? I mean, you’re not going to actually do it, are you? You’re not really going to blow up a school full of little kids.’


  ‘What do you imagine people would think of me if I didn’t?’


  ‘They’d probably think you’re a half-decent human being.’


  ‘No,’ Khan said, ‘they’d think of me as a man whose threats need not be taken seriously. They’d think of me as weak.’


  ‘So you’d slaughter dozens of innocent children just to protect your reputation?’


  He laughed quietly. ‘Tell me something, Travis. This “innocent victims” notion of yours . . . it presupposes there are guilty victims, victims who deserve their fate.
  Who are these guilty victims, do you think?


  ‘You?’ I suggested.


  He smiled. ‘How about the man you know as Winston? The man who killed your parents? Does he deserve to be a victim?’


  I didn’t know what to say to that, so I didn’t say anything. Khan seemed amused by my confusion.


  ‘Surely you’d like to see him punished for his crime,’ he said to me. ‘You saw what he did. You witnessed his callous disregard—’


  ‘What do you want me to say when I meet the head of K Branch?’ I said wearily.


  He didn’t like being interrupted, and he didn’t like the exaggerated tone of boredom in my voice either, and just for a moment I saw that awful darkness burning in his eyes again.
  But almost immediately his expression changed, and as his lips curled into a nasty little smile and he slowly moved towards me, I got the feeling he’d been saving the worst till last, and
  that I was about to find out what it was.
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  ‘When you meet Sir John Ingleton tomorrow,’ Khan said to me, ‘all you have to do is ask him his name.’


  Khan was standing right in front of me now, his tall figure stooped over, his face just a few centimetres from mine. He was so close that I could feel the breath of his voice on my skin. His
  breath smelled sour, like rotten milk, and as he raised his hand to scratch at a scab on the side of his nose, I almost retched at the sight of his fingernails. I hadn’t noticed them before,
  and now that I had I couldn’t believe I hadn’t. They were so long they were beginning to curl at the ends. They were thick and horny too, like claws. And worst of all was their colour
  – a sickening yellowy-brown, like age-old bone.


  ‘You don’t have to say or do anything else,’ he went on, speaking in a low whisper. ‘Just ask Sir John to state his name.’


  I couldn’t help recoiling as Khan moved his clawed hand towards my head. At first I thought he was going to stroke my face for some reason, or maybe even hit me, but there didn’t
  seem to be any violence in his action. He paused for a moment, stilling his hand, as if to reassure me that he meant no harm, and then he continued his movement, reaching round the back of my head,
  and with a surprisingly gentle touch he laid his hand on the dressing on back of my neck.


  ‘This, Travis . . .’ he whispered in my ear, tapping the dressing with his finger, ‘this is what it’s all about. This is the endgame.’


  As I waited in petrified silence for him to go on, I felt his hand move from the dressing, and a moment later I felt the dressing being carefully pulled away from my skin. Whatever was there,
  whatever had been done to me, it felt raw and vulnerable and open, and as Khan made a slight adjustment to his position – edging to the right and leaning over me a little more – my
  entire body instinctively tensed up.


  ‘It doesn’t seem to be bleeding any more,’ he said.


  ‘What?’


  ‘The wound . . . the incision. It’s stopped bleeding.’


  He removed his hand from my neck, straightened up, and moved back a couple of steps. As he stood there staring hard into my eyes, I didn’t want him to say anything else. I didn’t
  want to know anything else. I didn’t want to know what they’d done to me, or what they had planned for me. I didn’t want to know why I had an incision in the back of my
  neck. I didn’t want to know anything about anything. All I wanted to do was wake up from this sickening nightmare and never think about it again.


  But then Khan started speaking, his softly-spoken words shattering my hopes, and it soon became clear that my nightmare was only just beginning.


  ‘Just over an hour ago,’ he explained, ‘a small explosive device was surgically implanted in the back of your neck. It was a very minor procedure, performed by Dr Sherazi, and
  apart from a slight problem with a nicked vein – the cause of the excessive bleeding – it seems to have been successful. The incision has now been closed, and the device itself is
  securely lodged in a safe area of soft tissue approximately three centimetres beneath your skin.’


  Khan paused, studying me closely to see how I was taking it so far.


  I didn’t know how I looked, but I felt surprisingly calm. It was almost as if I was being told about something that had happened to somebody else, and although it was a pretty horrific
  account, it didn’t actually bother me too much. That’s how I felt at the time anyway. Looking back on it now, I think I was probably so traumatised that the only way I could deal with
  the reality of the situation was by subconsciously distancing myself from it. Either that or I was simply too stunned to be scared.


  ‘Now this device,’ Khan continued, ‘is much more than just an explosive. It’s a highly advanced piece of engineering that Dr Sherazi has been working on for
  almost a decade. We’ve been using prototypes in the field for some time now, and the predecessor of this particular model has already been employed very successfully on a number of occasions.
  Sherazi has now updated that model by adding a miniature tracking device with a range of up to 100 kilometres. The real beauty of it is that it’s virtually undetectable. It’s no bigger
  than a small flash drive, it’s made entirely of non-metallic material, so it doesn’t show up on metal detectors, and the amount of conventional explosive in the detonating element is so
  minuscule – and so well disguised – that the chances of it being detected are astronomically small. The only problem Dr Sherazi hasn’t overcome yet is how to shield the device
  from X-rays, but I’m sure he’ll figure it out eventually.’ Khan smiled. ‘The doctor might not be much of a surgeon, but when it comes to bombs he’s a
  genius.’


  While Khan was going on about Sherazi, I was mentally replaying something he’d just said, a few simple words that had given me a tiny sliver of hope – the amount of conventional
  explosive in the detonating element is so minuscule . . . the amount of conventional explosive is so minuscule . . . so minuscule . . . so minuscule . . .


  ‘How small is minuscule?’ I heard myself say.


  ‘I’m sorry?’ Khan said.


  ‘You just said, “the amount of conventional explosive in the detonating element is so minuscule that the chances of it being detected are astronomically small.”’ I looked
  at him. ‘How small is miniscule?’


  ‘Oh, I see what you’re thinking,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘No, I’m sorry, Travis. I should have made it perfectly clear from the start that you won’t
  survive. I’m afraid there’s no doubt about that whatsoever. Even if the tiny amount of conventional explosive doesn’t kill you – which given its proximity to your head is
  highly unlikely – you definitely won’t survive the secondary non-conventional detonation. That’s not to say that the secondary explosive is enormously powerful – it
  doesn’t need to be – but it’ll certainly cause significant damage to anything or anyone within a ten-metre radius. And as for the effect it’ll have on you . . .’


  He didn’t have to go on.


  I got the picture.


  I still didn’t really understand it – why were there two explosives? – but it wasn’t hard to imagine the devastating impact that a bomb inside my body would have on me.
  Not that I wanted to imagine it, of course, but it was impossible not to. I could feel the device inside me now or, at least I thought I could . . . an alien thing, a time bomb,
  ticking down to my death . . . and I wanted to run away from it . . . as far away as possible . . . but how do you run away from something inside you? You can’t. You can’t run away from
  yourself.


  An uncontrollable shiver ran through my body.


  ‘You won’t feel anything, Travis,’ Khan said. ‘I promise. You won’t feel a thing.’


  ‘Oh, well, that’s all right then, isn’t it?’ I said sarcastically. ‘As long as I don’t feel anything . . .’


  ‘Would you prefer an agonising death?’


  I nearly burst out laughing then. This whole thing – this utterly insane man and everything he stood for – it was all so ludicrous and over the top that it was hard to take seriously
  any more. Death, pain, bombs, terror . . . even my own terror seemed laughable now.


  It was madness.


  ‘When you meet Sir John Ingleton,’ Khan continued, oblivious to my lunatic thoughts, ‘and the device is detonated, the two virtually simultaneous explosions will release half a
  gram of a substance known as SX9. It’s a nerve agent, the most toxic ever synthesised. The lethal dose for humans is less than a quarter of a milligram, and there’s no known cure.
  Exposure to SX9 – through either skin contact or inhalation – is both fatal and unbelievably painful: violent body spasms, uncontrollable twitching, agonising muscle contractions. Death
  usually occurs in under five minutes, and every one of those minutes is like an eternity in hell.’ Khan stared at me. ‘So although you won’t feel anything when the device
  is detonated, Sir John – and anyone else within a thirty-metre radius – will die a particularly unpleasant death.’


  He stopped talking then and just stood there, his arms crossed, looking expectantly at me. I didn’t know what he was waiting for, but whatever it was, he wasn’t going to get it. He
  wasn’t getting anything from me. I deliberately looked away from him and fixed my gaze on a patch of stained lino in the corner of the room.


  ‘I know it’s a lot to take in all at once,’ Khan said quietly after a while, ‘and I understand how difficult this must be for you, but I just need to go over one or two
  more things before I can leave you alone. Is that all right?’


  Difficult? I thought to myself, still staring at the stained linoleum. You understand how difficult this must be for me?


  Utterly insane.


  ‘Firstly,’ he went on, ‘if any attempt is made to either remove the device or deactivate it while it’s still in your body, a tripwire will automatically detonate the
  explosive. Secondly, you will be searched before your meeting with Ingleton, and his security people will try to confiscate your mobile phone – the one I just gave you, that is . . . are you
  listening to me, Travis?’


  I ignored him, concentrating instead on a curious little pattern I’d just noticed in the stained lino. If you looked at it in a certain way, I’d realised, it resembled a two-headed
  dog.


  ‘Travis!’ Khan snapped.


  I lazily looked up at him.


  ‘Pull yourself together,’ he said sternly. ‘This is important.’


  ‘Really?’ I drawled. ‘You think so?’


  He glared at me, clearly annoyed by my apathy. I just grinned at him. I really didn’t care any more. The way I saw it, I didn’t have anything to lose. I was going to die
  anyway, wasn’t I? So why should I do anything Khan said? Why should I even bother listening to him? What was he going to do – kill me twice?


  ‘JY,’ Khan said simply.


  I looked at him, my curiosity slightly aroused. JY was one of the three icons on the phone he’d given me, but there was a vague familiarity about the letters too . . . something that meant
  something to me . . .


  I couldn’t get hold of it.


  ‘Open it,’ Khan said. ‘The JY icon on the phone – open it.’


  As I stared at the phone in my hand for a second or two, a really bad feeling began stirring in the back of my mind . . .


  ‘Open it,’ Khan repeated.


  I unlocked the main menu, hesitated for another moment, then opened the JY icon.


  The image that appeared on the screen was slightly blurred at first, and I couldn’t quite make out what it was, but within a second or two it automatically came into focus, and the vague
  familiarity I’d been feeling suddenly came into heart-rending focus too.


  JY stood for Jaydie Yusuf.


  Of course it did.


  And there she was, right in front of me . . . her beautifully sad-looking face framed in the cross hairs of a telescopic rifle sight.


  ‘Now maybe you’ll listen to me,’ Khan said.


  There was murder in my heart as I slowly looked up at him.
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  Mohammed and Poya had set up the sniper rifle to make it both relatively comfortable to use and as unobtrusive as possible. They’d cut a small circle in the window with a
  glass cutter, then positioned the rifle (using a tripod and a small table) so that only the tip of the barrel protruded from the circular hole. With the curtains almost closed – leaving only
  a small gap to see through – there was very little chance of being accidentally spotted, and even if someone was actively searching for the rifle, it would still take a sharp pair of eyes to
  find it.


  Mason’s eyes were sharper than most.


  The first thing he did after spotting the tip of the rifle barrel was explain everything to Jaydie. He would have preferred not to tell her anything until he’d found out exactly what was
  going on, but it was vital to keep her out of her room and the sitting room now, and the only way he could think of doing that was by telling her the truth.


  ‘It’s probably nothing,’ he assured her when he’d finished. ‘Just some stupid kid messing around with an air rifle or something . . .’


  ‘Do air rifles have laser sights?’


  It was a good question . . . and Mason couldn’t answer it.


  ‘Just keep out of the front rooms until I come back, Jay. All right?’


  ‘Where are you going?’


  ‘To sort this out.’


  ‘I’ll come with you.’


  He shook his head. ‘Someone needs to be here to warn Mum when she comes back.’


  Jaydie wasn’t happy, but she knew her brother was right.


  It took Mason three quick phone calls to find out who lived in the flat on the seventh floor of the block across the square, and ten minutes later – after another slightly longer phone
  call – he had all the information he needed. The window through which he’d caught a glimpse of the rifle barrel belonged to Flat 717, which according to one of his contacts – a
  kid called Sully who lived on the floor below – was registered in the name of Mrs Sajida Jalil. However, although Mrs Jalil was the registered tenant, she’d actually moved out almost
  eighteen months ago, leaving her two sons to share the flat on their own. Umar, the older of the two boys, was out of the country at the moment – Sully didn’t know where or why –
  but seventeen-year-old Younus was definitely still around.


  ‘In fact,’ Sully had told Mason, ‘I saw him about five minutes ago.’


  ‘Where?’


  ‘Said he was off to the shop.’


  ‘Which one?’


  ‘Big one.’


  ‘Was he walking?’


  ‘Yeah.’


  The Slade was served by two local shops: a small convenience store on the edge of the estate, and a Tesco Express about a kilometre away on Slade Lane. The Tesco’s was known as the
  ‘big’ shop.


  Instead of heading straight for the high-rise block when he left his flat, Mason took a more cautious route, skirting round the edge of the square to avoid the possibility of being spotted. As
  he went, he did some quick mental calculations. It would take Younus Jalil between twenty and twenty-five minutes to walk to Tesco and back, plus however long he spent in the shop, minus the couple
  of minutes since Sully had seen him . . .


  He probably wouldn’t be back for at least another half an hour.


  Plenty of time.


  Mason took out his phone and called Big Lenny.


  Big Lenny isn’t just Mason’s minder, he’s also his loyal friend and confidant, and the two of them very rarely go anywhere without each other. Lenny is
  something of an enigma, to say the least. Although I’ve know him for as long as I’ve known Mason – and I consider him a really good friend – I still don’t really
  know anything about him at all. I don’t know if Lenny is his real name or not, or what his surname is. I don’t know where he lives, or who he lives with, or if he lives on his
  own. I don’t know how old he is or if he still goes to school. And I don’t know why he hardly ever speaks, or why he dresses the way he does . . . which most people find either
  laughable or slightly disturbing, in a scary-clown kind of way. The last time I saw him, for example, he was wearing an old-fashioned woollen cardigan (with leather buttons) over what appeared to
  be a striped pyjama top (buttoned up to the neck), together with blue suit trousers and a pair of black elasticated plimsolls. Now this kind of outfit would be weird enough on a normal-sized
  person, but Lenny more than lives up to the ‘Big’ part of his name. He’s freakishly big – almost two metres tall, as broad and solid as an ox, with a head like an Easter
  Island statue.


  It’s these two qualities – his extraordinary size and his aversion to talking – that most people tend to latch on to, and a lot of them make the mistake of assuming that
  Lenny’s a bit slow or dim-witted, or that he’s suffering from some kind of mental or emotional disorder. But it’s a mistake that no one makes twice. Because although Lenny
  can be the clichéd ‘gentle giant’, he can also be a very ungentle giant.


  As he was about to prove with Younus Jalil.


  ‘He’s that kid who got a bit of a kicking from Malik’s boys a few years ago,’ Mason told Lenny. ‘Remember that? Jalil was running stuff for
  Malik’s gang with another kid, and they got jumped by some Beacon boys. The other kid faced up to them, but Jalil just dropped the gear and ran. He never worked for Malik or any of the gangs
  again.’


  Lenny nodded.


  They were looking out of a window on the first-floor landing of the high-rise block, waiting for Jalil to return. Mason had told Lenny everything – the laser sight appearing on
  Jaydie’s head, spotting the rifle barrel in the window of Flat 717 – and now he was reminding both Lenny and himself of what he knew about Younus Jalil.


  ‘I haven’t seen him around all that much since then,’ Mason continued. ‘I heard he took it really badly though. Not just the actual beating – although it
  was pretty serious – but the embarrassment and dishonour of getting kicked out of Malik’s gang and barred from all the rest . . . that must have hit him really hard.’


  Lenny just nodded.


  ‘Someone told Sully they’d seen Jalil threatening an old woman with a machete a few months ago. Did you hear anything about that?’


  Lenny shook his head.


  Mason glanced out of the window. Still no sign of Jalil. Mason wondered if the kid was cracking up – kicked out of the gangs, publicly dishonoured and disrespected, his family seemingly
  falling apart . . .


  Or maybe he just spends too much time on his own in his flat, Mason thought. Angry and bitter, bored . . . his head all twisted up with thoughts of violence and revenge . . . but
  he’s too cowardly to go after his real enemies, so he threatens an old lady and fantasises about shooting a girl in the flat across the square—


  ‘Here he comes,’ Lenny said, his voice deep and low.


  Mason looked out of the window and saw Jalil hurrying across the square with a full Tesco carrier bag in each hand. It seemed a lot of shopping for a kid who lived on his own, Mason
  thought. And why had he gone all the way to Tesco to get it rather than using the convenience store?


  ‘I’m thinking too much,’ Mason muttered, shaking his head.


  Lenny looked at him. ‘Like Travis.’


  Mason smiled.


  Lenny glanced out of the window. ‘He’s coming in.’


  ‘OK,’ Mason said, ‘let’s do it.’


  He turned round, stepped over to the lift, and pressed the button.
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  Although Mason was fairly confident that Younus Jalil was responsible for the laser light, it wasn’t until the lift stopped at the first floor and the doors opened that
  he knew without a doubt. The sudden shock and fear in Jalil’s face as he realised who he was looking at was all the proof Mason needed.


  ‘Hey, Younus,’ he said casually, stepping into the lift. ‘Been shopping?’


  Jalil tried to make a run for it, but before he’d taken half a step he realised it was useless. Big Lenny was blocking his only exit, and no matter how scared Jalil was, there was no way
  he was taking on Lenny. He froze for a second, staring wide-eyed at the mountainous figure in the doorway, then he grinned sheepishly and edged back into the corner of the lift.


  ‘Changed your mind, eh?’ Mason said. ‘Good idea.’


  Lenny lumbered into the lift, still blocking the way out, and Mason turned to the row of floor-indicator buttons on the wall. Number seven was lit. Mason pressed it, turning it off, then hit the
  button for the fifteenth floor. The lift door hummed, clanked, and slid shut. A second later the lift rumbled into action and began going up.


  Mason turned to Jalil. He’d backed himself tightly into the corner now – as if somehow that made him safe – and his panicked eyes were darting around all over the place –
  from Mason to Lenny, from Lenny to the lit fifteenth-floor button, from the button back to Mason . . .


  Mason smiled at him.


  It was a smile that made Jalil’s blood run cold.


  The security measures that barred public access to the tower-block roof were no match for Mason’s lock-picking skills, and it wasn’t long before the three of them
  were stepping out through a doorway onto the roof. A cold wind was blowing hard, spitting icy needles of rain into their faces, but for Jalil that was the least of his problems. He was still
  clinging on to his two carrier bags, but when Lenny grabbed hold of his arm and began dragging him over towards the edge of the roof, he quickly forgot about the shopping and dropped the bags to
  the ground. As bottles broke and loose apples spilled out, rolling across the concrete, Jalil began kicking and screaming, lashing out at Lenny with his free hand, desperately struggling to tear
  himself free. But it was all to no avail. Jalil’s kicks and punches simply bounced off Lenny like raindrops off a rock, not even slowing him down. And when Jalil tried a different tactic,
  letting himself go limp so that Lenny had to literally drag him across the roof, that didn’t make any difference either. It was like trying to slow down a tank.


  ‘All right, all right!’ Jalil yelled at Mason, who was following along behind them. ‘I’ll talk, OK? I’ll tell you everything—’


  ‘I know you will,’ Mason said calmly.


  ‘You don’t have do anything stupid—’


  ‘Who are you calling stupid? Hey, Lenny, did you hear what he just called you?’


  ‘No!’ Jalil screamed. ‘No!’


  Lenny had suddenly bent down, grabbed hold of Jalil’s right ankle, and effortlessly hoisted him feet first into the air. For a moment he just held him there – dangling upside down by
  one foot, his head a good metre from the ground – and then, at a nod from Mason, Lenny stepped over to the very edge of the roof and held out Jalil at arms’ length. There was nothing
  between Jalil and the ground down below now – just fifteen floors of dizzying emptiness – and the only thing stopping him from falling to his death was Lenny.


  Jalil was sobbing and pleading now. ‘Please! . . . oh, please, man! . . . no, no, no . . . !’


  When Mason sat down on the roof, with his feet hanging over the edge, his head was just about on the same level as Jalil’s.


  ‘Right then, Younus,’ he said, cocking his head at Jalil’s upside-down face. ‘You know what I want from you, don’t you?’


  Jalil tried nodding his head, but it’s a difficult thing to do when you’re hanging upside down, so he just grunted instead.


  ‘Good,’ Mason said. ‘Now as long as you tell me the truth, you’ll be fine. Lenny can hold you up there all night if he needs to. But if you lie to me . . .’ Mason
  leaned forward and peered over the edge. ‘All right, Len,’ he said quietly.


  Lenny briefly loosened his grip on Jalil’s ankle, letting him drop for just a fraction of a second before grabbing hold of him and abruptly halting his fall.


  Jalil let out a terrified moan.


  Mason just looked at him. ‘No lies, OK?’


  ‘Nuh-nunh . . .’ Jalil gasped.


  ‘Start talking.’
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  Once Jalil had started talking it didn’t take him long to tell his story. He rattled it all off like a machine gun, and by the time Lenny had lowered him back down to the
  safety of the roof, Mason was satisfied he’d got the truth. His method might have been morally questionable, if not downright barbaric, but it got results, and it got them quickly, and that
  was all Mason cared about. His kid sister’s well-being was the only thing that mattered to him, and even if the truth had turned out to be relatively harmless – Jalil playing
  around with a laser pen, say – the end would still have justified the means as far as Mason was concerned.


  But that was all by the by.


  Because, as it turned out, the truth was far from harmless.


  Jalil had initially met Mohammed and Poya – who he knew as Ali and Sav – through a social media site called RealTalk. Mason had never actually visited the site but
  he knew what kind of people it attracted – misfits, loners, lost souls . . . people with an axe to grind.


  People like Jalil.


  Al-Thu’ban often used sites like RealTalk for recruiting low-level operatives, and once Mohammed and Poya had found Jalil and identified him as the ideal dupe for their operation –
  ideal in that he lived in the high-rise block, and was gullible enough to believe almost anything – all they had to do then was follow their standard recruitment procedure: nurture him, make
  him feel valued, encourage his hatred, then reel him in and use him.


  The story Mohammed and Poya fed Jalil – the reason they gave for needing his flat – was a carefully twisted version of the truth. They told him they were members of an al-Qaeda cell
  that was trying to root out a network of informants working undercover on the Slade. These informants, they told Jalil, were being paid by MI5 to identify and reveal anyone suspected of terrorist
  activity, especially those with ‘Middle East’ connections.


  ‘Like you,’ they told Jalil.


  ‘I don’t have any Middle East connections.’


  ‘Exactly, but these informants – and a lot of them are gang members – don’t care about the truth. They’re getting paid to identify suspects, and as far as
  they’re concerned, anyone with a brown skin is a potential terrorist.’


  ‘That’s disgusting,’ Jalil said angrily. ‘It’s just wrong . . .’


  Mohammed and Poya went on to explain that al-Qaeda had acquired a list of informants – which included Jaydie and Mason – and that Jaydie’s boyfriend, a kid called Travis
  Delaney, was being held hostage as part of a plan to force MI5’s hand and extract a guarantee that paid informants would no longer be used on the Slade. Their mission, Mohammed and Poya had
  told Jalil, was to keep Jaydie Yusuf under armed surveillance in order to make sure that Travis Delaney did exactly as he was told.


  Jalil was further told that if he successfully assisted them in their operation, and kept his mouth shut, he’d receive £10,000 in cash and a trip to an al-Qaeda training camp, all
  expenses paid.


  ‘Why the hell would you want to join al-Qaeda?’ Mason said despairingly.


  Jalil was sitting on the roof – a safe distance from the edge – with his hands on his head and his head between his knees, still in a state of shock.


  ‘They’re fighting for a just cause,’ he muttered shakily, ‘a cause I happen to believe in.’


  ‘Yeah? And what cause is that?’


  ‘Freeing us from the shackles of Western imperialism.’


  Mason laughed. ‘Do you even know what that means?’


  Jalil hesitated. ‘It’s not a question of what it means—’


  ‘You’re unbelievable,’ Mason said, shaking his head. ‘Absolutely unbelievable.’


  ‘Can I go now?’ Jalil said sulkily. ‘Sav and Ali will be wondering where I am.’


  Mason almost lost his cool then. There was nothing he wanted more than to punch some sense into Jalil’s head, but he knew he couldn’t. He still needed him. For everyone’s sake
  it was imperative that Mason stayed calm and used his head, not his fists.


  He took a couple of steadying breaths, closed his eyes for a few seconds, thinking things through, then went over and crouched down in front of Jalil.


  ‘Look at me,’ he told him.


  Jalil raised his head.


  ‘You can go when I’ve finished with you, OK? Until then you’re going to do exactly as I say. You answer my questions, you tell me the truth. If you don’t, Lenny’s
  going to pick you up and toss you over the edge like the piece of crap you are. Is that perfectly clear?’


  ‘Yeah.’


  Mason paused, thinking again. There were so many things he needed to know, so many possibilities and unknowns, but he knew his time was limited. The two men in Jalil’s flat – whoever
  they really were – would be wondering where Jalil had got to, and until Mason knew exactly what he was up against, he couldn’t afford to take any risks. But the only way he was
  going to find out anything was by questioning Jalil, which was going to take time . . .


  It was a vicious circle, in more ways than one.


  ‘Mason?’ Lenny said serenely, breaking into his thoughts.


  As he gazed up at his massive friend, the reassuring look on Lenny’s face did what it always did – it brought Mason back to earth, shook the doubts from his mind, and renewed his
  faith in himself.


  ‘What time are they expecting you back?’ he asked Jalil.


  Jalil shrugged. ‘About now, probably.’


  ‘What will they do when you don’t show up?’


  ‘Call me? Text me, maybe.’ Another shrug. ‘I don’t know, do I?’


  ‘What did I just say about answering my questions? Do you want to take a dive off the roof?’


  ‘Text,’ Jalil said quickly.


  ‘Give me your phone.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘Just give it to me.’


  Jalil reluctantly dug out his mobile and passed it to Mason. Mason opened up the text menu and rapidly scanned Jalil’s last few messages. He wasn’t interested in the content so much
  as Jalil’s style of texting, which as far as he could tell was pretty straightforward and easy enough to mimic. He scanned the texts again, found the last one from Sav – dont forget
  apples – and wrote a new message: sory, bout 20 mins late. big ques in tesco & no apples. had to go to other shop. Y.


  Mason showed it to Jalil. ‘OK?’


  Jalil read it, then nodded.


  Mason sent the message then passed the phone back to Jalil. Jalil took it, glanced at Mason for a second, then thoughtfully looked down at the phone. It was clear from the look on his face that
  he was wondering if he could call Sav and Ali before Mason stopped him.


  Mason sighed. ‘You still don’t get it, do you?’


  ‘Get what?’


  ‘What do you think Sav and Ali would do if they knew you were up here talking to me? Do you think they’d come running to your rescue?’


  Jalil said nothing.


  ‘They’d kill all three of us,’ Mason told him.


  ‘No . . .’


  ‘Yes.’ He leaned closer to Jalil. ‘You’re nothing to them, Younus. Less than nothing. They’re just using you, OK? They don’t care about you, they don’t
  like you, they don’t trust you. All they want from you is the use of your flat. Once they’re done with that, they’re done with you. Do you understand? They’ll kill you
  –’ Mason snapped his fingers – ‘just like that.’


  Jalil shook his head. ‘No, that’s not how it—’


  ‘Oh, come on, Younus. Think about it. I mean, it’s all a bit of a coincidence, isn’t it? Sav and Ali just happen to meet up with you at exactly the
  same time they’re looking for a place with a sniper’s view of my flat? They just happen to bump into someone who just happens to live in the perfect location?’
  Mason shook his head. ‘It’s so obvious it’s ridiculous.’


  Jalil just sat there staring at nothing for a while – not saying anything, not showing any emotion – and Mason forced himself to wait. Time was of the essence, but if Jalil could be
  made to see sense and realise he was being used, Mason wouldn’t have to force the answers out of him any more. Jalil would willingly give them up in order to get his own back on Sav and Ali.
  So Mason knew that a little patience now could save a whole lot of time in the end.


  It was touch and go for a while though, and after half a minute or so Mason was almost ready to give up. But then Jalil took a deep breath, straightened his back, and – with a look of grim
  determination on his face – fixed his eyes on Mason.


  ‘OK, what do you want to know?’
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  Sav and Ali hadn’t shared any operational details with Jalil – supposedly for security reasons – but if there was one thing Jalil had always been good at, it
  was fading into the background to such an extent that people often forgot he was there. So while he didn’t know everything about Sav and Ali’s operation, he’d overheard enough to
  give Mason a basic outline.


  ‘I don’t know where Delaney’s being held,’ he admitted, ‘they never let that slip, but I’m pretty sure that whatever they’ve got planned for him –
  and I think it’s some kind of exchange – it’s going down either tonight or sometime early tomorrow.’


  ‘What about Jaydie? Is she actually in danger of being shot, or is that just a threat to keep Travis under control?’


  Jalil hesitated for a moment.


  ‘Just tell me, Younus,’ Mason said quietly. ‘I need to know.’


  ‘Ali took a photo of Jaydie through the rifle sight and sent it to the Farmer. He’s the guy they talk to on the phone. I think he’s the boss.’


  ‘The Farmer?’


  ‘Yeah. I guess they showed the photo to Delaney to prove they’ve got your sister in their sights.’ Jalil lowered his eyes. ‘But I also heard Sav talking to Ali about
  actually doing it, you know . . . actually shooting her, if they had to. I think Sav was worried Ali couldn’t do it.’


  Mason showed no emotion as he took out his phone and starting texting Jaydie, spelling out every word to ensure absolute clarity.


  Jay, he wrote, gun is real. Do NOT go into your room or sitting room under any circumstances. Do NOT answer the door to anyone. I’ll be back in 20 mins. Mx.


  He sent the text, then turned back to Jalil. When he spoke his voice was like ice.


  ‘I want you to think very carefully now, Younus,’ he said. ‘Under what circumstances, exactly, would they “have” to shoot Jaydie?’


  Jalil hesitated again, unnerved by the quiet menace in Mason’s voice. ‘I can only tell you what I heard . . .’


  ‘That’s OK,’ Mason replied, softening his tone in an effort to placate him. ‘I know you’re doing your best.’


  Jalil nodded. ‘If something goes wrong with the operation at any stage, like if Delaney escapes or there’s a rescue attempt or something, Sav and Ali will get a coded text from the
  Farmer . . . a coded signal to go ahead and do it.’


  ‘Shoot her, you mean.’


  ‘Yeah.’


  ‘What if nothing goes wrong? What do Sav and Ali do then?’


  ‘I don’t know.’


  Mason stared hard at him. ‘Are you sure? You haven’t heard them talking about what happens after this exchange you told me about?’


  Jalil shook his head. ‘Not a word.’


  ‘All right,’ Mason said thoughtfully, ‘let’s go back to this coded message.’ He frowned to himself. ‘What I don’t get is how it’s meant to work. I
  mean, say they get the message when Jaydie’s not there . . . she’s in a different room, or she’s gone out somewhere. What are they supposed to do then?’


  ‘They wait for her to come back.’


  ‘They said that?’


  Jalil nodded. ‘Ali asked Sav about it, and Sav’s exact words were, “There’s no rush. As long as we kill at her some point.”’


  ‘Sounds like a nice guy,’ Mason said drily.


  ‘He scares me,’ Jalil confessed. ‘The other one, Ali, he’s not so bad, but Sav . . . yeah, there’s something not right about him, you know? Something
  missing.’


  ‘Yeah, well, terrorists aren’t generally known for their kindness and decency, are they?’


  ‘I didn’t know things were going to go this far,’ Jalil said defensively. ‘I just thought . . . I don’t know. I just wanted to feel—’


  ‘Forget it,’ Mason told him brusquely. ‘Right now all I’m concerned about is my sister.’


  ‘Yeah, of course.’


  Mason closed his eyes for a moment and rested his head in his hand, rubbing his eyes with his thumb and index finger, trying to think things through. It was hard . . . hard thinking. There were
  too many unknowns, too much that didn’t make sense.


  ‘I still don’t get it,’ he said to Jalil. ‘What’s to stop Jaydie – and me and our mum too, come to that . . . I mean, what’s to stop us all just leaving
  the flat and going away somewhere until this is over? Sav and Ali aren’t going to wait for ever, are they?’


  Jalil shook his head again. ‘If anything goes wrong this end, Delaney gets it. If Sav and Ali are spotted, say, or if someone finds out what they’re doing—’


  ‘Which they have.’


  ‘Yeah, but Sav and Ali don’t know that, do they?’


  ‘Right. But if they do find out, Travis gets it?’


  ‘Jaydie too. If she’s still around.’


  ‘But if we all just leave, and we do it without them knowing . . . they’re not going to know why we’ve left, are they? They can’t just assume we’ve gone because we
  know about them.’


  ‘Yeah, they can . . . and they will. They’ve been planning this for a long time, they’ve done their homework. They know all about you and your family. They know you never go
  away anywhere. No holidays, no long weekends away . . .’ Jalil looked at Mason. ‘That’s right, isn’t it?’


  ‘I suppose so, yeah.’


  ‘Right, so if you all suddenly leave, they’ll know why. They’ll assume the worst and take it out on Delaney.’


  Mason shook his head. ‘That doesn’t make sense . . . I mean, I could understand it if we knew they’d kill Trav if we tried to run. That’d stop us from running.
  But just killing him if something goes wrong this end . . . it doesn’t serve any purpose. It doesn’t solve anything or prevent anything . . . it’s not even a punishment.
  It’s just utterly senseless.’


  ‘I think the way they see it is that if Jaydie or anyone spots Sav and Ali, or suspects something’s going on in my flat, the first thing they’re going to do is call the cops.
  And if that happens, the entire operation could be compromised.’


  ‘Right,’ Mason said, nodding in agreement, ‘and this Farmer guy’s not going to take any chances. He’ll just cut his losses and run. But not before getting rid of
  any loose ends, like Travis.’


  ‘Exactly.’


  ‘Damn it,’ Mason said quietly.


  ‘You haven’t called the cops, have you?’


  ‘Don’t be stupid. You know as well as I do that no one round here ever calls the cops. If these al-Qaeda guys had done their homework properly, they’d know that too.
  That’s if they are al-Qaeda, which I doubt.’ He looked at Jalil. ‘Are you sure you’re right about them killing Travis if anything goes wrong?’


  ‘Yeah, totally. If Sav and Ali think they’re busted they send a coded text to the Farmer, just like he texts them if he wants Jaydie taken out. The code changes every day.
  Ali’s really bad at remembering it. He asked Sav once why they couldn’t just send a text saying “Kill him”.’


  ‘How many guns have they got? Just the sniper rifle?’


  ‘God, no. They’re armed to the teeth. They’ve both got handguns and grenades and knives, and one of them’s always got an Uzi . . . the one who’s not at the window
  with the rifle. They take it in turns at the window – an hour at a time, then they swap over.’


  ‘So what do you think would happen if me and Lenny – or anyone else – burst into your flat and tried to take them out?’


  Jalil shook his head. ‘You wouldn’t last two seconds. The door to my place opens straight into the front room, which is where they’ve set themselves up. The one with the
  Uzi’s always got it trained on the door. You know how fast that thing fires?’


  ‘Six hundred rounds a minute.’


  ‘Yeah, or ten rounds a second . . . anyone coming in the door of my flat’s going to be cut to ribbons. And even if they did manage to get in and take out Sav and Ali,
  that’s still not going to save Delaney.’


  ‘Why not?’


  ‘I told you they call the Farmer every hour, didn’t I? Well, if anything happens to them and he doesn’t get that call, that’s the end of Delaney.’


  Mason sighed and rubbed his eyes again. The chances of him sorting this out reasonably quickly and quietly were diminishing by the second, and he was already starting to consider the
  practicalities of bringing in outside help. He didn’t want to – the more people involved, the more likelihood there was of mistakes – but Mason was a realist. He knew how
  capable he was, but he also knew his limitations. On the other hand . . .


  He cursed under his breath.


  He needed time to think. But he didn’t have time.


  ‘All right, listen,’ he said to Jalil, glancing at his watch, ‘you’d better get going before they start worrying about you. When you get back, whatever you do,
  don’t give them any reason to suspect anything, OK? You’re just as much a “loose end” as Travis and Jaydie, and if they think something’s wrong . . . well, you know
  what they’ll do to you, don’t you?’


  Jalil nodded.


  ‘So just carry on as if nothing’s happened, all right? Can you do that?’


  ‘I think so.’


  ‘You’d better, for your own sake.’ He looked at his watch again. ‘I’ll be in touch again as soon as I can. I’ll text you, OK? Give me your number.’


  Jalil read it out, and Mason keyed it into his phone.


  ‘I don’t know how we’re going to fix this yet,’ he told Jalil, ‘but whatever happens, you’re going to be right in the middle of it. We need you,
  Younus. We can’t do this without you. Are you up for it?’


  Jalil got to his feet, straightened himself up, and looked Mason in the eye. ‘You can trust me.’


  As Mason nodded at him and gave him a friendly pat on the arm, he could see the renewed sense of pride and confidence in Jalil, and he didn’t doubt it was genuine. Jalil had realised how
  stupid he’d been and was determined to make up for it, and he truly believed he could do it.


  Mason only wished he shared his conviction.
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  At around the same time that Mason was on the tower-block roof with Lenny and Jalil, finding out about the threat to Jaydie, I was still cooped up in the converted bathroom
  with Khan and big Claude, listening to the same devastating details myself – the two men in Jalil’s flat, the sniper rifle trained on Jaydie twenty-four hours a day, the prearranged
  back-up plans, the coded texts, the hourly phone calls, the threat to my life if anything went wrong . . .


  I didn’t know how Khan had found out about my relationship with Jaydie, and I didn’t ask, but it was obvious he knew how much she meant to me, otherwise he wouldn’t be using
  her to threaten me. I could only guess he’d had someone watching us – and for quite some time too – which not only made me feel really annoyed with myself for not noticing, but it
  also made me feel sick. The idea of someone following us, studying us, probably taking photographs of us . . . invading our lives, stealing our privacy . . .


  But right now I couldn’t care less about that. It was nothing compared to the very real – and very present – danger to Jaydie.


  ‘Listen’ I said to Khan, ‘I’ll do whatever you want, OK? Anything at all . . . I don’t care what it is. I give you my word I’ll do exactly what you want. But
  please leave Jaydie out of it. She doesn’t know anything. She’s not even—’


  ‘Enough,’ Khan said simply. ‘You will do exactly as I say or your friend will get a bullet in the head. Is that clear?’


  ‘Yeah, but—’


  ‘Is that clear? Yes or no?’


  ‘Yes,’ I sighed.


  He held up his phone. ‘Remember . . . one quick text, a press of a button, and she’s dead. You don’t want that to happen, do you?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘You’d never forgive yourself, would you?’


  I held my tongue, too angry to risk saying anything.


  Khan smiled. ‘Hatred’s a powerful motivator, isn’t it? Perhaps you can understand just a little of how we feel now. Imagine the loathing you have for me multiplied by a
  thousand . . . you still won’t be anywhere near the hatred that burns in our hearts. That’s what this is all about. That’s why—’


  ‘Just tell me what I have to do,’ I said bluntly.


  He looked at me. ‘You’re not interested in our ideology then?’


  ‘You haven’t got one. You just like killing people.’


  He laughed.


  I lost it then. I just completely lost control of myself. My mind filled with a swirl of red mist, and before I knew what I was doing I’d launched myself at Khan and ripped the phone from
  his hand. He didn’t do anything to stop me – I was too quick for him even if he’d wanted to – but as I backed away from him, with the phone firmly in my grasp, I saw Claude
  lumbering across the room towards me. I braced myself, getting ready to skip away from him rather than meet him head on, but as he drew level with Khan, Khan calmly put out his arm and blocked his
  way.


  I grabbed the opportunity to glance down at the phone, open the menu, and rapidly scan the icons. I didn’t really have a clue what I was doing, I was just hoping – with blind
  desperation – that I’d find something on Khan’s phone that triggered the device in my neck. If I’m going to die, I was thinking, I might as well take him with
  me. But even as I was searching the main screen, the crazy red mist in my head was beginning to clear, and I was starting to think reasonably again.


  My first reasonably clear thought was – he’s not going to have an icon labelled BOMB on his main menu, is he?


  And then – and even if you could find the detonator and work out how to trigger the device, you wouldn’t just be killing yourself and Khan and Claude, would you? No Khan, no
  hourly phone call to his killers . . . you’d be killing Jaydie too.


  I looked up at Khan.


  He was just standing there, expressionless, holding out his hand.


  I lobbed the phone to him and sat down heavily in the chair. A sharp pain was biting in my neck. I guessed a stitch had come open. I could feel a dribble of blood running down my back, like cold
  sweat.


  I shivered.


  ‘Right,’ Khan said patiently, ‘now you’ve got that out of your system, we can get back to work. We’re going to go over everything again, step by step, and
  we’re going to keep going over it until it’s etched into your mind, and then we’re going to go over it again. Are you ready?’


  I could barely find the energy to nod my head.


  Half an hour later and everything was etched into my mind, step by step.


  Step 1) After the exchange with Bashir Kamal, I tell Elias Ames that I must have a face-to-face meeting with Sir John Ingleton, the head of MI5’s K Branch, at 0900 hours.


  Step 2) When Ames tells me that a meeting with Ingleton is out of the question, I show him the live feed of the bomb in the basement at the primary school in Essex and tell him that it’s
  five kilos of plastic explosive attached to a 2000-litre oil tank, and that it’s timed go off at 9.05 a.m. I then inform Ames that the timing mechanism will be provisionally suspended when he
  agrees to my request, and the device itself will be permanently deactivated once I’ve physically met with Ingleton.


  Step 3) When I’m searched by Ingleton’s security people before being allowed to meet him, I do not let them take my mobile phone from me (and if they insist, I explain that
  the bomb at the school will be detonated if they take the phone), and if they ask me about the incision on my neck I tell them it’s a minor knife wound sustained during an escape attempt.


  Step 4) When I finally get to meet Sir John Ingleton, when I’m physically in his presence, I open the ‘X’ icon on the phone. This will automatically open a link to a voice
  recognition system. Keeping the phone in my hand, and making sure I’m within five metres of Ingleton, I say to him, ‘What is your full name?’ Whatever answer he gives, I then
  repeat the question, ‘What is your full name?’


  ‘You don’t have to do anything else,’ Khan told me. ‘The voice recognition system will give a positive or negative identification within seconds. If we receive a positive
  ID, the device will be triggered. The device will also be detonated following a negative ID, but in addition I will also give the order to execute Jaydie Yusuf.’ He looked at me.
  ‘I’ll remind you once again that the device is fitted with a tracker, so we will know exactly where you are at all times, and if we detect any deviation from our instructions, or any
  attempt to undermine them, Ms Yusuf will be shot. However, you have my word that if you carry out our instructions to the letter, her life will be spared.’


  ‘You’re all heart, aren’t you?’ I muttered.


  He stared at me. ‘You’re not scared of dying, are you, Travis?’


  The last thing I wanted just then was to get into a discussion about the philosophy of life and death. And besides, as far as I was concerned, there was nothing to discuss anyway. The way I see
  it, it’s perfectly simple: life is good, death is bad. End of discussion. But I knew Khan wouldn’t see it like that. And I’d had more than enough of his twisted opinions for
  now.


  ‘Can I ask you a question?’ I said to him.


  He glanced at his watch. ‘As long as it’s quick.’


  ‘Why me?’


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘Why did you pick me to do this? You could have chosen anyone. I mean, you could have used Winston, couldn’t you? What’s so special about me?’


  ‘Do you think Winston would have sacrificed his life in order to save the life of someone else?’


  I didn’t have to think very long about that. ‘Well, no . . . I suppose not.’


  ‘You’re an honourable person, Travis. You’re prepared to give anything for those you love, including your life. We didn’t have to use Jaydie Yusuf as a threat,
  we could have used her brother, or your grandfather, or Courtney Lane . . . you’d give your life for any of theirs, wouldn’t you?’


  ‘I’m not exactly giving my life for Jaydie’s though, am I?’


  ‘That depends how you look at it. Of course, your sense of honour isn’t the only reason we chose you for this operation. You’re an enemy of al-Thu’ban. You’re
  directly responsible for Bashir Kamal’s capture and incarceration. It’s only fitting that your freedom is exchanged for his.’


  ‘Getting my head blown off is a funny kind of freedom.’


  ‘On the contrary,’ he said, glancing at his watch again, then signalling Claude that it was time to go. ‘Death is the ultimate freedom.’
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  The meeting took place in a rented office above a newsagent’s in town that Ames and Holland were using as their temporary HQ. Desks around the walls were cluttered with
  laptops and phones and all kinds of hi-tech equipment, there were dozens of empty coffee cups and takeaway food boxes strewn all over the place, and the floor was covered in tangles of wires snaking
  out from overloaded extension leads plugged into the office’s only two sockets. Holland had ‘borrowed’ a large table from the office next door, and they’d manage to cobble
  together enough chairs to seat everyone around the table.


  There were six of them: Elias Ames, John Holland, Grandad, Courtney, Gloria, and Mason.


  ‘Sorry it’s such a mess,’ Holland had said at the beginning of the meeting, ‘but the reason we had to meet here is that it’s the only place we can guarantee
  isn’t bugged. We’re using the best anti-surveillance gear there is. Whatever anyone says in here, it doesn’t go any further.’


  When Mason had called Grandad earlier that afternoon he hadn’t gone into any details about the snipers, he’d just told him enough to make sure he understood the gravity of the
  situation. Ames and Holland had been listening in to his call, so they knew as much as Grandad, but no more. Now it was time for Mason to tell them everything, and for the first half-hour of the
  meeting that’s what he’d done.


  Apart from Courtney – who’s in her early twenties – everyone else around the table was at least twice as old as Mason. And that wasn’t the only difference. Mason was a
  mixed-race estate kid, dressed as usual in a baggy hood and trackpants; the others came from the ‘normal’ world, the world beyond the Slade. Apart from Courtney (again) – who was
  wearing a short skirt, stripy tights, a crop top, and bright-yellow DMs – they were all dressed quite formally. Suits, shirts . . . ‘grown-up’ clothing. The kind of clothes that
  kids like Mason only ever wear when they’re trying to impress a judge. But although Mason might have looked out of place, he certainly didn’t show it. As he stood there recounting his
  story – explaining everything that had happened from the moment he’d seen the laser sight on Jaydie to the moment Jalil had left the tower-block roof and gone back to his flat on the
  seventh floor – Mason was totally in control. Calm, concise, unhurried, rational . . . by the time he’d finished, Ames and Holland’s initial prejudices about him had been
  completely blown away. Like a lot of people, they’d made the mistake of prejudging Mason on his appearance alone. They’d seen a tough-looking gang kid in a baggy hood, and they’d
  jumped to the wrong conclusions.


  ‘Have you told your mother and sister about this?’ Holland asked him.


  Duh, Mason thought.


  ‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘It’s all sorted for now. They’re safe. Jaydie’s with some friends who live on the other side of the estate. We arranged it so they came over
  to our place first, then after a while Jaydie left with them, so the guys in Jalil’s flat will have seen her heading across the estate with her friends.’


  ‘So they won’t suspect anything.’


  Mason nodded. ‘And just to be on the safe side, I’ve got someone watching out for her outside her friends’ place.’


  ‘What about your mother?’


  ‘Same thing. She’s out with friends, and I’ve got someone keeping any eye on her. I’ve also got someone watching the flat.’


  ‘What time are your mother and sister coming back?’


  ‘We haven’t decided yet. I wanted to talk it over with you lot first, see what you think. I mean, they’ve got to come back at some point, otherwise it’ll look suspicious.
  But the longer they stay out of the flat the better.’


  ‘Right,’ Holland said, ‘well, the first thing we need to do is get some of our men down there to take over the protection detail on Jaydie and your mum. No offence, Mason, but
  this is a job for professionals—’


  ‘No, it’s not,’ Mason said simply.


  ‘Excuse me?’


  Mason looked over at Courtney. ‘Maybe it’s better if you tell him. You know what it’s like being an outsider on the Slade.’


  Courtney instinctively touched her hand to her bruised and battered face. The serious assault she’d suffered in a flat on the Slade estate was still very fresh in her mind. ‘Anyone
  who doesn’t belong on the Slade stands out a mile,’ she explained to Holland and Ames. ‘No one can get in there without being spotted. No one. If you send your men down there, the
  entire estate will know about them within minutes.’


  ‘And that’s bound to filter back to the men in Jalil’s flat,’ Grandad added. ‘If they so much as think something’s wrong . . . well, you heard what
  Mason said. Travis’s life depends on nothing going wrong this end.’


  ‘We’ve only got Jalil’s word for that,’ Holland said. ‘I’ve checked him out. He’s a seriously troubled kid. I’m not sure we can trust anything he
  says.’


  ‘We can’t afford not to,’ Grandad snapped. ‘We have to assume he’s telling the truth—’


  ‘He is,’ Mason said confidently. ‘You don’t tell lies when you’re hanging upside down over the edge of a fifteen-storey building, no matter how “seriously
  troubled” you are.’ He turned to Ames and looked him in the eye. ‘I know the truth when I hear it.’


  ‘I’m sure you do.’


  As Ames paused for a moment, thoughtfully tapping a biro against his teeth, Holland spoke up.


  ‘These people you’ve got watching your mother and sister,’ he said to Mason, ‘are they reliable?’


  ‘Nope,’ Mason said, straight-faced. ‘They’re all drug-addled idiots.’


  ‘There’s no need—’


  ‘Of course they’re reliable. Would you employ unreliable people to protect your family?’


  ‘Well, no—’


  ‘So what makes you think I would?’


  ‘I was only asking—’


  ‘All right,’ Grandad broke in, ‘that’s enough. We don’t have time for petty arguments. Let’s just concentrate on what we’re going to do, OK? We need to
  decide what to do about these two men in Jalil’s flat.’ He looked over at Mason. ‘They’re not al-Qaeda, by the way, Mason. They’re al-Thu’ban.’


  ‘I thought they might be. Is this all connected with Bashir Kamal?’


  Grandad nodded. ‘They’re offering Travis in return for Kamal. The exchange takes place at seven o’clock tomorrow morning at a disused airfield near Dartford.’


  ‘We’ve got less than fourteen hours then,’ Mason said, glancing at his watch. ‘What do you think the two in Jalil’s flat are going to do if everything goes to plan?
  I mean, once you’ve got Travis back and they’ve got Kamal, do you think Jaydie’s going to be safe? Or do you think Sav and Ali – or whatever they’re really called
  – are still going to pose a threat?’


  Grandad turned to Ames. ‘You know how al-Thu’ban operate, don’t you? What do you think they’ll do?’


  Ames looked at Mason. ‘When you were telling us what Jalil told you, you mentioned something about a man they call the Farmer.’


  ‘Yeah, Jalil reckons he’s the boss.’


  ‘He’s right. The Farmer’s real name is Abdul-Qadir Akbar Khan, and to a certain extent he is al-Thu’ban. It was Khan who engineered the split from al-Qaeda in
  the first place, taking a small splinter group with him, and he’s been in sole charge of al-Thu’ban ever since. He’s a complicated individual, and there’s a lot more to him
  than just his cold-bloodedness, but I think that’s what we need to focus on at the moment. I’ve never met the man, never even spoken to him, but I’m almost certain
  he’s a functional psychopath. Violence, to him, is simply a tool, an incredibly powerful tool, which he uses with stunning efficiency. And a key element in that efficiency is his total lack
  of emotion. Killing means nothing to him. He’s not hampered by pity or remorse; he’s not distracted by twisted desires. He doesn’t get a kick out of violence, he simply uses it to
  achieve his aims.’


  ‘What are his aims?’ Gloria asked. ‘I mean, in terms of what al-Thu’ban purport to stand for, are they substantially any different from all the other terrorist
  organisations?’


  ‘Yes,’ Ames said carefully. ‘I genuinely think they are. Khan’s had to broaden their aims in order to attract more support, but his original motivation – which he
  shares with his inner core – is much more personal than that of most other groups. In my opinion, for what it’s worth, Khan and those close to him are motivated by revenge.
  They’ve all suffered terrible losses at the hands of Western forces, and I’m convinced that – above all else – that’s what drives them on. That’s their prime
  reason—’


  ‘Excuse me,’ Mason said. ‘I’m sure this is all very interesting, but what the hell’s it got to do with my sister? While you’re all sitting around
  talking about “functional psychopaths” and “substantial differences”, there’s a lunatic with a sniper rifle in the tower block opposite my flat. I couldn’t care
  less about his motivation. I just want to make sure he doesn’t shoot my sister. How about focusing on that?’


  Ames wasn’t used to being put in his place by a teenage kid in a hood, and it took him a few moments to compose himself. It didn’t help when he noticed Grandad and Courtney smirking
  at his discomfort. But he knew in his heart that Mason was right, and although he didn’t admit it, he didn’t try to deny it either.


  ‘All I was trying to point out,’ he continued, ‘is that Khan doesn’t kill for the fun of it. He only kills if it advances his aims. So what we need to work out is whether
  or not he gains anything by having Jaydie killed after the exchange has taken place. In other words, as long as he gets Kamal back, and nothing goes wrong at the airfield, is there any reason for
  him to order his men to shoot Jaydie?’


  He paused, looking around, waiting for suggestions.


  ‘As far as Khan’s aware,’ Courtney offered, ‘Jaydie doesn’t know she’s being watched, so it’s not as if she’s a risk to him as a possible
  eyewitness. She can’t identify his men, can she? She doesn’t even know they’re there.’


  ‘Unless Khan finds out that she does know about them,’ Gloria said.


  ‘She still hasn’t actually seen them though.’


  ‘Khan won’t know that.’


  ‘I don’t see how he can find out.’


  ‘Jalil,’ Mason said. ‘I mean, he knows he’s dead if Sav and Ali find out he’s talked to me, and I’m pretty sure he won’t let on deliberately, but he
  doesn’t have much self-control. You should have seen his face when I confronted him in the lift – he might as well have had GUILTY tattooed on his forehead.’


  ‘But if he does talk, he’s probably going to do it before the exchange,’ Holland said. ‘I really think we should send in an assault team as soon as
  possible.’


  ‘No,’ Mason said firmly, shaking his head. ‘Absolutely not.’


  ‘Strat Ops’s assault forces are the best in the business,’ Holland assured him. ‘We can get a four-man team in and out of the flat in minutes, and they’ll
  bring out the two hostiles alive. We interrogate them, find out where Khan’s keeping Travis and Winston, send another team there in a chopper—’


  ‘You’re forgetting something,’ Mason said.


  ‘What’s that?’


  ‘If Khan doesn’t hear from Sav and Ali every hour, on the hour, he assumes the worst and takes out Travis. So even if an assault team could get to the flat without being spotted, and
  even if they could get past the guy with the Uzi, and even if they did bring out Sav and Ali alive, and get them to talk – which is a whole lot of ifs – we’d
  have an hour at the very most to get to Khan and rescue Travis.’


  ‘That’s why we’d go in just after the hour and use a chopper to get to Khan.’


  ‘What if they change the call schedule? Instead of calling on the hour, it’s changed to half past the hour. That cuts down our rescue time to something like twenty-five minutes at
  the most. And even if Sav or Ali know where Khan is, and there’s no guarantee that they do, we’ve still got to get to him and get past his men and somehow hope that he doesn’t
  hurt Travis in the meantime. I just can’t see it happening.’


  ‘I agree,’ Grandad said. ‘It’s too dangerous.’


  Holland looked at Ames, hoping for support. He didn’t get it.


  ‘Too many unknowns, John,’ he said.


  Holland shrugged. ‘Well, we’ve got to do something.’


  The room went quiet for a few moments, everyone seemingly stumped for an answer, and in the end it was Gloria who broke the silence.


  ‘I’ve got an idea,’ she said simply.


  The other five looked at her.


  She turned to Grandad. ‘Do you remember what Travis said a few days ago when we were trying to work out what to do about Dee Dee?’


  Grandad thought for a moment, then it came to him.


  He smiled at Gloria and said, ‘I think his exact words were, “We don’t fight with our fists, we fight with our brains.”’


  Gloria nodded. ‘That’s the only way out of this – we can’t fight al-Thu’ban with our fists, we have to fight them with our brains.’
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  I was back in a basement again. Chained to another pillar, handcuffed and shackled again, sitting on another stone floor.


  Back in another underground world.


  This one was in a farmhouse.


  When Claude had led me out of the bathroom and taken me downstairs, I’d caught a few glimpses outside through a couple of cobwebbed little windows. Claude had dragged me away each time
  before I’d had a chance to get a really good look, but from what I saw it was pretty obvious we were on a farm. There was a potholed concrete yard in front of the house, a dilapidated barn
  over to the right, and a row of ramshackle outbuildings leaning against a wall to my left. There were two vehicles parked in the yard – a black Land Rover Defender and a silver Transit-style
  van – and at the far end of the yard a wooden gate led through to a narrow rutted track. Beyond all that – as far as I could tell – there was nothing but empty fields and
  countryside stretching out into the distance.


  The basement itself was situated at the rear of the farmhouse beneath some kind of annexe building. It was smaller than the basement in the brewery, not quite so cold, but just as
  soul-destroying. Which was the last thing I needed, given that my soul was close to destruction anyway. The reality of what had been done to me, and what was going to happen to me, was sinking in
  with a vengeance now, and even when I did manage to put the horror from my mind – if only for a second or two – the constant throbbing pain in the back of my neck was impossible to
  ignore. I kept hearing Khan’s voice in my head too. That sickeningly soft, nauseatingly pleased-with-itself voice – I’m sorry, Travis. I should have made it perfectly clear
  from the start that you won’t survive. I’m afraid there’s no doubt about that whatsoever . . . you won’t survive . . . no doubt about that whatsoever . . . you won’t
  survive . . . no doubt about that . . . you won’t survive . . . you won’t survive . . . you won’t survive . . .


  If I’d been on my own in the basement, with only my darkest thoughts for company, I really don’t know how I would have coped. But I wasn’t alone.


  Saleh had been waiting for Claude at the basement door, as heavily armed as ever, and when the two of them had taken me in and led me down some stone steps, Winston was just in the process of
  getting to his feet. He didn’t say anything as I was taken over to my new pillar and chained up with my new shackles and locks, he just stood there – his hands cuffed in front of him,
  chained to his pillar – waiting for Saleh and Claude to leave. Once they’d made sure I was securely chained up, and after a quick glance around to double-check everything was OK,
  they’d left without saying a word.


  ‘Well, here we are again,’ Winston said.


  There was a smile on my face as I turned his way, and just for a moment I was genuinely pleased to see him, but almost immediately the pleasure was overwhelmed by a sudden realisation of what I
  was doing – I was smiling at the man who’d killed my mum and dad . . . I was smiling at him . . . pleased to see him . . .


  How could I?


  I hated myself so much then that I wanted to tear myself apart, rip myself into tiny pieces . . .


  I wanted to obliterate myself.


  I just wanted to . . .


  It’s all right, Trav . . . really, it’s OK.


  It was Dad’s voice. Here, inside me, with me.


  Don’t hate yourself for smiling, he told me. You don’t ever have to hate yourself for anything.


  And then I heard another voice.


  You don’t have to hate Winston either, Travis.


  ‘Mum,’ I muttered.


  He’s not all bad, love. He wants to help you.


  ‘Travis?’


  ‘Dad?’ I said, confused by the sudden change in his voice. ‘Where are you?’


  ‘Travis,’ Winston repeated. ‘It’s me, over here.’


  I blinked slowly and gazed across at him. He was frowning at me, a worried look in his eyes.


  ‘Are you all right?’ he asked me. ‘You were talking to yourself . . . they haven’t drugged you again, have they? Travis, look at me. Have they given you
  anything?’


  ‘No . . . well, yeah . . . but not like that—’


  ‘You look terrible, really pale . . . what the hell have they done to you?’


  ‘I need to sit down,’ I said, lowering myself to the floor.


  ‘Drink some of this,’ he said, lobbing over a half-full bottle of water.


  As I caught it, I glanced at a full bottle on the floor by my pillar.


  ‘I know mine’s not been spiked,’ Winston explained. ‘I drank from it about an hour ago and I’m still OK. Yours is probably fine too, but given the state
  you’re in, it’s best to play safe for now.’


  I drank thirstily from the bottle.


  ‘Talk to me, Travis,’ Winston said.


  ‘Is it safe?’ I asked, looking around for hidden cameras or recording equipment.


  ‘It’s safe,’ Winston said.


  ‘How do you know?’


  ‘Trust me, there are no cameras down here.’


  ‘There was a camera in the basement at the brewery.’


  ‘I know, but the walls are a lot thicker down here. If their cameras are wireless, which they probably are, they might not work down here. And I think they had more time to prepare the
  basement at the brewery too.’


  ‘I don’t suppose it matters anyway, does it? It’s not as if I’m going to tell you anything they don’t already know . . .’ Something struck me then. ‘How
  do you know there was a hidden camera at the brewery?’


  His voice went cold. ‘Issy showed me a video . . . sat me down in front of the laptop just like she did with you.’ He shook his head. ‘There’s something seriously wrong
  with that girl.’


  ‘I don’t understand . . . what was on the video she showed you?’


  ‘My men walking into a trap at the brewery. I saw it all, every sickening second . . . there were cameras everywhere, including the basement. I just had to sit there and watch my men, the
  men who’ve been with me from the start . . . I had to watch them walking into a death trap. And I couldn’t do a damn thing about it.’


  He went quiet, just staring blindly at the floor.


  ‘What happened to them?’ I asked quietly.


  ‘The house was packed full of explosive. Once they’d checked the basement, they went into the house . . .’ He shrugged. ‘Never stood a chance.’


  ‘I’m sorry.’


  ‘Me too.’ He sniffed hard. ‘I should have known . . .’


  I didn’t know whether he meant he should have known about the camera in the basement, or that he should have known al-Thu’ban were setting a trap. I didn’t have the heart to
  ask him.


  ‘Anyway,’ he said, clearing his throat, ‘it’s done now. There’s no point in dwelling on it.’ He looked over at me. ‘What’s that on your
  neck?’


  I’d adjusted my position while he was talking, and now that I was sitting sideways on to him he could see the dressing.


  ‘It’s another trap,’ I told him, reaching to feel the wound. I cautiously touched the dressing. It was moist. I brought my hand back and looked at it. My fingertips were red
  with blood.


  The sight of my bloodied fingers triggered that primitive feeling inside me again, the one that screams at you to do something. Run, fight, run . . .


  There was nothing for me to fight.


  Nowhere for me to run.


  All I could do was talk.
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  Winston was visibly shaken when I told him that Sherazi had surgically implanted a bomb in my neck. In fact, it affected him so much that although he looked as if he was still
  listening as I went on to explain all the details, it turned out that for a couple of minutes he hadn’t actually heard a word I’d said.


  ‘Sorry, Travis,’ he said, ‘but do you mind going over that again? I lost my focus there for a while.’


  I repeated everything I’d just told him, checked that he’d got it, then carried on telling him the rest. He listened carefully this time, only interrupting to clarify one or two
  details, and when I’d told him as much as I could remember – which I was pretty sure was just about everything – he didn’t say anything for a while, he just sat there,
  leaning against the pillar, quietly thinking it all over.


  I tried not to think of anything.


  And when that didn’t work, I tried to think only of good things . . . my family, my friends – Grandad, Nan, Granny Nora, Courtney, Gloria, Mason, Jaydie . . .


  Jaydie.


  I tried to remember her as I’d last seen her – smiling happily, waving both hands, doing a dopey little dance on the pavement – but I couldn’t. The only picture that came
  to me was her beautifully sad-looking face framed in the cross hairs of a telescopic rifle sight.


  ‘Let me see your neck,’ I heard Winston say.


  I glanced round and saw him getting to his feet. He was obviously in a lot of pain – moving very stiffly, all bent over to one side – and he looked really unwell. There was a sickly
  greyness to his skin, and the dark rings under his eyes were tinged with a bruised yellow hue. As he hobbled over towards my side of the basement he was limping heavily. He stopped at the edge of
  his chalk circle.


  ‘Come over here,’ he said.


  I got up and went over to the edge of my circle. There was a gap of about a metre between us, and the way we were chained up made it impossible for him to examine the wound physically. Not that
  I would have let him anyway. Khan’s warnings really were etched into my memory. If any attempt is made to either remove the device or deactivate it while it’s still in your body, a
  tripwire will automatically detonate the explosive.


  ‘Turn round,’ Winston said. ‘Let me see it in the light.’


  I turned round and pulled off my shirt.


  He swore under his breath.


  ‘Is it bad?’ I asked.


  ‘It’s hard to tell. It’s a bit of a mess, to be honest. Do you think you can take the dressing off?’


  I reached over my shoulder and very cautiously felt around the dressing, mindful of Khan’s warning about a tripwire. ‘Is it just taped on?’


  ‘Yeah, I think so. There’s a strip across it and another one from top to bottom. Like a cross.’


  I felt for the tapes, running a finger along each one to work out their position. I gently picked at the end of the vertical strip and pulled the top away, then unpicked the two ends of the
  horizontal strip, and peeled them back. The dressing stayed where it was.


  ‘It’s stuck to the dried blood on your skin,’ Winston said. ‘If you pull it carefully . . . yeah, that’s it.’


  The dressing had come away from the wound and was hanging by the one remaining piece of tape. I could feel it. I could feel the air on my damaged skin.


  ‘Keep still,’ Winston said. ‘Let me see it.’


  I waited a moment, then asked him a hopeless question. ‘Is there any chance Khan was lying?’


  Winston’s momentary silence was enough to confirm what I already knew – of course Khan wasn’t lying.


  ‘It’s impossible to tell if anything’s actually in there,’ Winston said. ‘But it’s definitely a deep incision, and there’s a lot of swelling and
  bruising around the wound.’ He paused for a moment. ‘What does it feel like? I mean, does it feel as if something’s in there?’


  ‘It just hurts.’


  ‘Any headaches, numbness, pins and needles?’


  I shook my head. ‘Have you ever come across this kind of thing before? Khan said they’ve used similar devices before, prototypes—’


  ‘Hold on,’ Winston said. ‘It’s starting to bleed a bit. You’d better put the dressing back on. Can you get to it?’


  I reached over my shoulder again, fumbled for the dressing, and did my best to stick it back over the wound.


  ‘Have I got it in the right place?’ I asked Winston.


  ‘Yeah, close enough.’


  I slipped my shirt on, then turned round to face him.


  ‘I’m not going to lie to you, Travis,’ he said. ‘Terrorists have been experimenting with surgically implanted bombs for some time now, but I’ve never come across
  them being used like this before. They’re known as SIIEDs – Surgically Implanted Improvised Explosive Devices – and they’re normally used by suicide bombers, fanatics who
  willingly have explosives implanted inside them. Al-Thu’ban have used them very successfully on a number of occasions, and we know they used a nerve agent called SX7 in an attack on
  US-backed mercenaries in Yemen. I assume SX9 is an upgraded version of SX7. As far as I know they haven’t used SIIEDs in conjunction with chemical weapons before, but unconfirmed reports
  suggest that Sherazi has been working on a highly advanced bomb design that would revolutionise the use of implanted explosives.’


  ‘So everything Kahn told me about the device in my neck . . . it’s probably all true.’


  ‘Well, let’s just say it’s not beyond the bounds of possibility.’


  I gave him a look.


  ‘Sorry,’ he said, realising this wasn’t the time or place for meaningless phrases. ‘Yes, I think it’s quite likely that Khan was telling the truth.’


  ‘Great,’ I muttered.


  ‘Sit down, Travis,’ he said calmly.


  I almost snapped at him then – ‘I’ll sit down when I want to sit down, OK?’ – but I knew there was no point in directing my anger at him, and besides, I
  was beginning to feel a bit faint. I really needed to sit down.


  I gently lowered myself to the ground.


  ‘All right, listen,’ Winston said, his eyes fixed steadily on mine. ‘First of all, I’m not going to tell you that I understand how you feel, or try to pretend that I know
  what you’re going through, because I don’t. I can’t even begin to imagine how you’re feeling right now.’


  I remembered then that he was dying – terminal cancer, less than six months to live – so he probably did understand how I was feeling, at least to some extent. The only
  difference between his imminent death and mine was time.


  He had months left, I had hours.


  But, if you think about it, that’s how it always is, for all of us – we’re all going to die, it’s just a matter of when.


  ‘But I’m not going to just stand here feeling sorry for you either,’ Winston told me. ‘I am sorry for you, Travis. But that’s not going to get us
  anywhere.’


  ‘What is?’


  ‘I’m not sure yet. I’ve got a few ideas . . .’


  ‘Like what?’


  ‘I think it’s best if we go through everything again first. Reassess everything Khan told you, every single aspect of his plan, every little detail, and see if we can find a
  loophole.’


  ‘Do you know what Mike Tyson once said about plans?’ I asked him.


  Winston shook his head.


  ‘He said, “Everyone has a plan . . . until they get punched in the mouth.”’


  Winston smiled. ‘So all we need to do is find a way to punch Khan in the mouth.’
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  Instead of just listening to me this time, Winston not only asked me quite a few questions, he also did his best to answer all the questions I had for him. He told me, for
  example, that K Branch was the most secretive of all MI5 departments, and that only a handful of people knew of its existence.


  ‘K Branch is responsible for MI5’s dirty work – ultra-covert operations, assassinations, dark units . . .’


  ‘Like Strategic Operations,’ I said.


  Winston nodded. ‘That’s what this is all about. Ingleton’s not just the head of the branch responsible for Strat Ops, he actually put the unit together. It was his idea in the
  first place – a hand-picked dark unit authorised to kill – and it was also his idea to target al-Thu’ban. That’s why he’s their target. If he’s taken out of the
  picture, it’ll be a serious setback for Strat Ops at the very least. It could even finish them off.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘MI5’s a very insular world, they like to look after their own. So when Ames went outside the Service to recruit the men he wanted for Strategic Operations, it didn’t go down
  very well at all, especially as most of the men he picked came from Omega. So basically there’s a lot of antagonism towards Strat Ops, some of it from highly influential people. But
  there’s no one in MI5 with more power and influence than John Ingleton.’ Winston allowed himself a smile. ‘John’s a living legend in the intelligence world. Very few people
  outside the business know the first thing about him, and most of those in the business have never actually met the man. He rarely leaves the confines of his office, and he almost never
  goes out in public, but everyone in the intelligence community has heard the stories about John Ingleton. Some people say that in his younger days he was like a real-life James Bond or Jason
  Bourne, but I worked with John once or twice, and as far as I’m concerned those kinds of comparisons are an insult to him. He was quite simply an extraordinary agent. I just wish I
  could have persuaded him to join Omega.’ Winston sighed. ‘Anyway, that’s why he’s so powerful – because of his reputation – and that’s why he’s
  managed to keep Strat Ops together when the rest of MI5 would do almost anything to get rid of them.’


  ‘So without Ingleton, there’d probably be no Strategic Operations.’


  ‘That’s what Khan’s banking on.’


  I nodded, thinking it through.


  It seemed to make perfect sense.


  ‘Why does Khan call himself “The Farmer”?’ I asked.


  Winston rolled his eyes. ‘He likes to pretend he’s a man of the people, a simple farmer who rose from his humble beginnings to take on the fight against Western imperialist forces .
  . . blah, blah, blah. It’s all rubbish.


  Khan’s father was a fantastically wealthy industrialist who made most of his money from dealing with American companies. And Khan himself had the most privileged upbringing you can imagine
  – personal servants, his own string of pure-bred racehorses, the best education money can buy . . . Eton, Cambridge, Harvard. His true background’s no secret, it’s all on record,
  but if anyone brings it up, Khan simply denies it.’


  There was obviously something about Khan’s wealth and privilege that really bugged Winston, but personally I couldn’t see how it made any difference. Rich or poor, humble or not . .
  . it didn’t change the fact that he was a cold-blooded killer.


  ‘Do you think there’s any chance he’s bluffing about Jaydie?’ I asked.


  Winston looked doubtful. ‘What was your gut feeling about the photograph he showed you of her? Did it look genuine?’


  ‘Hold on,’ I said, suddenly digging into my pocket. My fingertips were tingling with that physical sense of hope and expectation you get when you’re searching in your pocket
  for something you desperately want to be there . . . you want to feel it, but at the same your fingers are somehow prepared for the emptiness of it not being there . . .


  ‘Yes!’ I said triumphantly, feeling the hard plastic of the mobile phone Khan had given me. I pulled it out and held it up for Winston to see. ‘I forgot all about it,’ I
  told him. ‘Khan must have forgotten it too.’


  Winston didn’t say anything as I quickly opened the main menu and scanned the screen for the phone icon. Apart from the three icons Khan had told me about – ‘JY’,
  ‘live feed’, and ‘X’ – the home screen was blank. I couldn’t see a toolbar at the top or bottom either. I swiped the screen to the right, then to the left . . .
  nothing. I tried pulling the screen down from the top, and up from the bottom . . . I pressed the Back key, the Menu key . . . still nothing. My renewed sense of hope was
  beginning to fade now, and as I sat there staring at the phone, telling myself that there must be a way of getting into it and making it work as a phone, the reality was already starting
  to sink in. Khan wouldn’t have just forgotten about the phone, would he? He must have known I still had it. And the reason he hadn’t taken it off me was quite simple – apart from
  the live feed, the picture of Jaydie, and the voice recognition link, everything else on the phone had been disabled. It couldn’t be used for phone calls, texts, Internet access, emails . .
  .


  ‘Damn,’ I muttered.


  ‘No good?’ Winston asked.


  I shook my head. ‘I should have known really.’


  ‘Can I see it?’


  I lobbed the phone over to him. The first thing he did was take off the back, remove the battery, and have a really good look inside.


  ‘What are you doing?’ I asked him.


  He didn’t answer at first, he just kept peering into the phone – holding it up to the light, studying it from different angles – until eventually he nodded to himself,
  seemingly satisfied, and fixed the phone back together.


  ‘Khan could have put a listening device in it,’ he explained, turning the phone back on. ‘That could have been why he let you keep it.’


  ‘Did you find anything?’


  ‘Nothing obvious, no.’


  I wasn’t exactly sure what that meant, but I couldn’t be bothered to ask. And Winston’s attention was fully focused on the phone now anyway – his thumb skipping over the
  screen, opening the icons and carefully examining what they brought up.


  I drank some more water, not because I was thirsty but just to get something inside me. I’d completely lost track of time now, and I didn’t have a clue how long it had been since
  I’d eaten the bread and cheese in the basement at the brewery, but it seemed like a thousand years ago. My stomach felt shrunken and empty.


  ‘Is this definitely Jaydie’s flat?’ Winston asked me, staring at the phone. I assumed he was looking at the photo of Jaydie.


  ‘Yeah, I think so.’


  ‘Can you work out where the picture was taken from?’


  ‘Let me see it again.’


  He held up the phone, showing me the photograph of Jaydie in the cross hairs of the telescopic sight. I did my best to put my emotions to one side and concentrate instead on picturing the area
  around the low-rise block she lived in. I closed my eyes for a moment, imagining myself in the square outside her block, and the answer came to me almost immediately.


  ‘There’s a high-rise block across the square, directly opposite Jaydie’s flat,’ I told Winston. ‘It’s got at least ten floors, probably more. I’m pretty
  sure the photo must have been taken from there.’


  Winston nodded. ‘It’s definitely taken from a position looking down at the flat. From the angle of the shot I’d guess that whoever took it was a good four or five floors
  higher.’


  I thought about asking him how on earth al-Thu’ban had got one of their men into a flat on the Slade estate, but then I realised that how they’d done it was irrelevant
  – all that mattered was that they had.


  ‘Does the view through the telescopic sight look real to you?’ I asked Winston.


  ‘Well, I don’t know how it’s been done, but there’s nothing to suggest it’s been Photoshopped or anything.’


  ‘So if we assume it’s genuine, and there really is an al-Thu’ban sniper in the block across the square from Jaydie’s flat . . . is there any reason to think he
  couldn’t shoot Jaydie if Khan told him to?’


  ‘What’s the distance between the two blocks?’


  ‘I don’t know, fifty or sixty metres, I suppose . . . something like that.’


  ‘The shooter wouldn’t even need a sniper rifle at that kind of range. Sixty metres is nothing for a reasonably good marksman.’


  ‘And Khan wouldn’t hesitate to give the order, would he?’


  Winston just looked at me.


  I nodded.


  It was a pointless question.


  Winston turned his attention to the phone again, changing screens to study the live feed of the bomb at the school. ‘This could be anywhere,’ he observed. ‘I mean, it’s
  real enough. I’ve seen al-Thu’ban bombs before, and this has all the hallmarks of a Sherazi-designed device. But there’s nothing here to prove it’s in a school.’


  ‘There’s nothing to prove it’s not either. And if it is in a school . . .’


  ‘Ames won’t risk it. He can’t afford to, not with a primary school. The stakes are too high.’


  It was around then that I began to accept we were fighting a losing battle. No matter how many times we went over Khan’s plan – examining this, studying that – we just
  couldn’t find any holes in it. He’d thought of everything. As far as I could see, there was nothing we could do to change anything, and all we could hope for was that someone else would
  do something to stop al-Thu’ban – Strategic Operations, MI5, the police, Grandad . . .


  ‘There are two hours between the exchange and the meeting with Ingleton,’ I said to Winston. ‘And that’s two hours when Khan won’t know what I’m up to. The
  tracker will tell him where I am, but it won’t tell him what I’m doing. And you’ll be there anyway. Once we’ve explained everything to Ames, and told him about
  Jaydie—’


  ‘Khan’s going to put a listening device on you.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘He’s bound to. He’s thought of everything else, hasn’t he? There’s no way he’s going to let you go without keeping tabs on you.’


  ‘He hasn’t said anything to me about a listening device.’


  ‘Well, he wouldn’t, would he?’


  ‘He told me about the tracker.’


  ‘You can’t get rid of the tracker. If you knew he’d planted a bug on you, you’d make sure you got rid of it, wouldn’t you? Or maybe it’s something else . . .
  maybe there’s a technical problem with the bug or something and they’re still trying to fix it . . . or maybe it has already been planted on you but I didn’t find it, in
  which case I’m wasting my breath.’ Winston shrugged. ‘All I know for sure is . . .’


  He stopped mid-sentence, taking a sudden breath and grasping his side.


  ‘What’s the matter?’ I asked quickly. ‘Are you all right? Winston?’


  ‘I’m OK,’ he said through gritted teeth. ‘It’s nothing . . . just a twinge. I’ll be all right . . .’ He squeezed his eyes shut, stifled a groan, then
  let out a long breath. His face was pale, and a sheen of sweat was glistening on his brow.


  ‘What is it?’ I asked him. ‘Is it your ribs?’


  He shook his head, dismissing the question, then slowly sank to his haunches. He didn’t move for some time. He just crouched there, perfectly still, his head lowered, staring thoughtfully
  at the floor. When he eventually breathed in deeply, raised his head, and stood up straight, something about him had changed. I didn’t know what it was – there was no physical
  difference – but I knew I wasn’t mistaken. The Winston standing in front of me now wasn’t the same as the Winston who’d stood there two minutes ago. And when he looked
  directly at me, and I stared back into those steely grey eyes, I suddenly realised what it was that had changed. For the first time since I’d known him – and perhaps for the first time
  ever – Winston was at peace with himself.


  He held my gaze for a moment, then turned his attention to his handcuffed hands. He raised them chest high, held them still for a moment, and then – bracing his shoulders – he gave
  both wrists a sudden sharp twist.


  I watched in amazement as the handcuffs snapped open and dropped to the ground.
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  Before I had a chance to say anything, Winston put his finger to his lips, warning me to keep quiet. I nodded, then got to my feet and watched in stunned silence as he took
  something from his pocket and shuffled over to his pillar. When he reached down to the lock securing his chains and began fiddling around with it, I saw what he’d taken from his pocket. It
  was a piece of thickish wire, about ten centimetres long, bent into a hook at one end. Winston inserted the hooked end into the lock, carefully wiggled it around, and a few seconds later the lock
  clicked open. He then turned his attention to the manacles on his feet, and a few seconds later they were lying on the floor and Winston was free.


  As he came over to me, he put his finger to his lips again, reminding me to stay quiet. My heart was pounding with expectation as he came over to me – any second now I was going to be
  free! Somewhere in the back of my mind a voice of caution was trying to calm me down – you’re not really going to be free, are you? think about it – but
  I didn’t want to think about it. I just wanted to have some hope.


  I was smiling as I held out my cuffed hands to Winston, but my smile began to falter when instead of unlocking the handcuffs, he gestured at me to turn round instead. I frowned, giving him a
  questioning look, but he just repeated the signal – turn round – and this time he added another gesture too, lifting his arms straight out in front of him.


  He nodded at me – understand?


  I nodded back.


  I got it now. He wanted me turn round and raise my arms so he could search me for listening devices. I still didn’t understand why he had to do that before he picked my locks, but
  I assumed he had his reasons.


  I turned round and raised my arms.


  But as he began patting me down, searching me meticulously from head to toe, I started wondering again why he hadn’t freed me first. Surely it would have been a lot easier to search me if
  my hands weren’t cuffed and I could raise my arms out to the side? And then something else occurred to me . . . something even more curious. Winston had obviously picked the lock on his
  handcuffs before I’d come back to the basement, and he must have somehow fixed them back together again to look as if they were still locked so that Claude and Saleh didn’t
  notice anything. And if he’d already freed himself from his cuffs before I came back, it was safe to assume he’d unlocked his chains too. He could have been free for hours.


  That’s probably how he knows there’s no camera down here, I realised. He’s had time to walk around, unchained, searching every inch of this place.


  But then why had he carried on the pretence of being locked up after Claude and Saleh had gone? Why had he made me think he was still locked up?


  What was his reason for that?


  ‘All right,’ I heard him say, ‘I think you’re clean. I can’t be 100% certain, but there’s nothing else I can do. And we’ll soon find out if I’m
  wrong anyway.’


  I turned round and stared at him.


  He knew something was on my mind. I could see it in his eyes.


  I held out my cuffed hands.


  ‘Sorry, Travis,’ he said. ‘I can’t let you go—’


  ‘Can’t or won’t?’


  ‘Just listen to me a minute—’


  ‘I knew I never should have trusted you,’ I said angrily. ‘God, how could I have been so stupid—’


  ‘You’ve got it all wrong.’


  ‘Yeah?’ I said, raising my hands. ‘So why don’t you show me how wrong I am by getting these cuffs off me?’


  He didn’t move, didn’t say anything.


  ‘I thought so,’ I sighed, lowering my hands. ‘You’re good, I’ll give you that,’ I said coldly. ‘Not many people could murder a kid’s parents and
  then trick the kid into almost liking him. Congratulations. Job well done.’


  ‘I don’t blame you for despising me, Travis,’ he said calmly. ‘I’ve done some terrible things in my life, I’ve brought pain and suffering to too many people,
  I’m not going to deny that. But I haven’t tricked you. Not in the way you think.’


  ‘Yeah, right,’ I muttered, turning my back on him and heading over to my pillar.


  ‘Travis,’ he said, coming after me, ‘for God’s sake . . .’


  When I felt his hand on my shoulder I spun round and swung my clubbed hands at his head. He leaned back, dodging the blow with ease, and as my hands hit thin air and my momentum carried me
  forward, I lost my balance and stumbled to the ground. I didn’t land all that heavily, but with my hands cuffed together I couldn’t break my fall properly, so I hit the ground body
  first, which not only knocked all the air out of me, it knocked all the fight out of me too.


  In my weakened state the sudden physical effort had totally exhausted me, and all I could do was lie there, staring up at the ceiling, gasping for breath like a stranded fish. I couldn’t
  even find the energy to do anything when I saw Winston’s figure looming into view, and as he stood over me, looking down into my face, I just thought to myself – go on then, get it
  over with . . . I really don’t care any more. But all he did was stare into my eyes for a moment or two, before sighing heavily and lowering himself to the ground. I turned my head and
  looked at him. He was sitting right next me, his legs crossed, his hands in his lap.


  ‘Listen, Travis,’ he said quietly, ‘if I don’t come back, this is what I want you to do.’


  ‘Come back from where?’


  ‘Never mind that for now, just listen to me, OK?’


  I was too tired to argue.


  I lay there on my back, gazing up at a grey concrete sky, and listened to the words of a dying man.
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  ‘Once the exchange has taken place and you’re back with your grandad,’ Winston told me, ‘you have to let him and Ames know what’s happening. We
  have to assume that Khan’s going to be listening to you, and that you’ll be under some kind of threat to keep you from talking, so you won’t be able to tell your grandad
  and Elias Ames what’s going on . . .’


  Winston coughed weakly and clutched at his side. He grimaced, coughed again, then turned his head and spat.


  ‘Excuse me,’ he said.


  His spit was pink.


  ‘But the one thing Khan won’t be able to do is see what you’re doing,’ he continued. ‘So the first thing you need to do, as soon as you’re safe, is
  get hold of a pen and paper and write everything down – the bomb in your neck, the plan to kill Ingleton, the threat to Jaydie . . . every little detail, everything you can think of, you
  write it all down and show it to your grandad and Ames.’


  ‘Won’t Khan be suspicious? I mean, it’s going to take a while to write everything down, and if I’m just sitting there for ages not saying anything—’


  ‘Don’t worry about that. Ames is smart, he’ll know what to do. He’ll work out the best way to cover up what you’re doing. And once he knows what Khan’s up to
  . . .’


  I waited for him to go on, but I wasn’t surprised when he didn’t. I’d been wondering myself what Ames could actually do to thwart Khan’s plan, but I hadn’t come up
  with any answers, and I was pretty sure now that Winston hadn’t figured it out either.


  ‘He’ll think of something,’ Winston said confidently. ‘And even if he can’t work it out, he’s not going to be on his own. He’ll have the combined
  resources of Strategic Operations and MI5—’


  ‘And my grandad.’


  Winston nodded. ‘He’s a good man, your grandad. I only wish I’d met him under different circumstances. Perhaps when you see him you could pass on a message from me? Just tell
  him I said . . .’ He paused, thinking, then shook his head. ‘No, it’s all right, forget it.’


  ‘You’ll see him yourself at the airfield. You can tell him then.’


  Winston looked at me. ‘I won’t be there.’


  ‘What do you mean? Where will you be?’


  He smiled ruefully. ‘That’s a harder question to answer than you’d think.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘Never mind,’ he said, his smile fading. ‘The thing is . . . well, firstly, I’m fairly sure Khan has no intention of handing me over to Ames.’


  ‘Why not? I mean, why did he kidnap you in the first place if he’s not going to give you back?’


  ‘I was just the bait in his trap to finish off Omega. And now that’s been achieved, I’m no longer of any use to him.’


  ‘So why are you still here?’ I asked. ‘If Khan doesn’t need you . . .’


  ‘Why hasn’t he killed me?’ Winston shook his head. ‘I don’t know . . . but the one thing I do know is that I’m not going to just sit around here
  waiting to find out. If I’m going to die – which I am anyway – I might as well take as many of them with me as I can. And who knows . . . with a bit of luck, I might just put an
  end to all this right now.’


  I stared at him in disbelief. ‘You’re going to take them on? All of them?’


  He nodded.


  ‘But there’s at least five or six of them, maybe even more, and they’re all armed to the teeth. You won’t stand a chance.’


  ‘I’ve got the element of surprise on my side . . . they won’t be expecting an attack from down here. All I need to do is overpower one of them and take his
  weapon—’


  ‘And how the hell are you going to do that?’ I said incredulously. ‘Look at the state you’re in . . . you can hardly stand up, let alone overpower
  anyone.’


  He grinned. ‘I put you on the floor, didn’t I?’


  ‘Yeah, but I’m a fourteen-year-old kid who hasn’t slept or eaten for God knows how long. You don’t have to be Superman to get the better of me at the moment.’


  ‘All right, fair enough. But look . . . I have to do this, OK? It might work, it might not, but I have to give it a go.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘You know why.’


  I looked at him. ‘Getting yourself killed won’t bring back my mum and dad.’


  ‘No . . . but I owe them something. I know there’s nothing I can do to make amends for what I did, and I’m certainly not looking for forgiveness or redemption . . . I just . .
  .’ He sighed. ‘I’m just trying to save your life, Travis, OK? Mine’s almost gone anyway, so it doesn’t matter what happens to me. And besides, I don’t really
  want to spend the next few months lying in a hospital bed, gradually wasting away. I’d much rather go out with a bang.’


  There was no point in arguing with him any more. I could tell by the look on his face that he’d already made up his mind, and I was pretty sure this wasn’t a spur-of-the-moment
  decision anyway. I guessed he’d had it all worked out for quite some time.


  I gazed down thoughtfully at my still-locked handcuffs.


  Still locked . . . ?


  I was beginning to realise why.


  ‘I know what you’re thinking,’ Winston said, ‘and the answer’s no.’


  ‘What am I thinking?’


  ‘You want to come with me. You want me to unlock your cuffs and chains so you can come with me and help me take on Khan and the rest of them.’


  ‘I can help you,’ I insisted. ‘I’m not scared—’


  ‘I know you’re not, and I’m sure you would help me. But there’s no point in both of us getting killed, is there? What do you think Khan would do then?’


  ‘Jaydie,’ I muttered, remembering Khan’s threat. You will do exactly as I say, he’d told me, or your friend will get a bullet in the head.


  ‘If you come with me,’ Winston said, getting to his feet, ‘you’ll be putting Jaydie’s life in danger. You have to stay here, Travis. And you have to stay locked up.
  You can’t give Khan any reason to carry out his threat. Do you understand now why I can’t free you?’


  I nodded, watching him as he drank thirstily from the water bottle. ‘But even if you do manage to take them all out,’ I said, ‘Jaydie’s still going to be in danger,
  isn’t she? If the sniper in the tower block calls Khan and gets no answer—’


  ‘Everyone upstairs will have a mobile. I only need to put one of them out of action to get hold of a phone, and then I can make a quick call and arrange for Jaydie to be
  protected.’


  ‘Who will you call?’


  ‘Ames, probably. He’ll know what to do. He’ll also have access to phone-tracking equipment, so whatever happens to me, he’ll know where you’re being
  held.’


  I thought about that, trying to work out how much longer I’d actually be here before leaving for the airfield in Dartford. But it was impossible to figure out without knowing what time it
  was now or how far we were from Dartford.


  ‘Here,’ Winston said, ‘you’d better take this.’


  I looked up and saw him offering me the mobile that Khan had given me.


  ‘Have you had a good look at it?’ I asked, taking it from him.


  He nodded. ‘It’s been modified to such an extent that it’s not actually a phone any more. Its only functions are the three applications displayed on the main menu. Everything
  else has been irreversibly disabled.’


  I put the phone in my pocket, then got to my feet.


  ‘You’re really going to do this, aren’t you?’ I said.


  ‘I have to.’


  ‘But why can’t you just—?’


  ‘That’s enough, Travis,’ he said firmly but gently. ‘I appreciate what you’re doing, and I know you mean well, but it’s time for you to accept what I’m
  doing now, OK? No more questions, no more ifs and buts. All right?’


  I stared at him for a second or two, then reluctantly nodded my head.


  ‘Thank you,’ he said.


  As he turned round and started limping across towards a corner of the basement, I wondered what was in his mind. Did he really think he stood a chance against half a dozen heavily armed
  terrorists, or did he know in his heart that he wasn’t coming back? And if that was the case, if he knew he was going to his death, who was he sacrificing his life for?


  Me?


  The memory of my parents?


  Himself?


  He’d stopped in the corner now and was crouched down beside a dusty old piece of cardboard lying on the ground. He lifted it up, reached underneath, and pulled out a length of metal. It
  looked like some kind of stanchion – a flattened rod, about forty centimetres long and five wide, with a rusted prong protruding from one end and the broken remains of a hinge on the other.
  Winston hefted it in his hands, testing its weight, then nodded to himself – that’ll do.


  ‘I found it when I was searching for CCTV cameras earlier on,’ he told me, heading back across the basement. ‘It’s no match for a Kalashnikov, but it’s better than
  nothing.’


  I smiled half-heartedly.


  I couldn’t think of anything to say.


  ‘I’m just going to go now, OK?’ Winston said, stopping in front of me.


  I was too mixed up to answer him, too confused, too everything. A tangled storm of emotions was swirling around inside me – sadness, rage, grief, fear, disbelief, bewilderment, pain . .
  .


  This was the man who’d caused the death of my parents and turned my life upside down. This was the man I’d hated more than anything else in the world. This was the man I’d
  vowed to hunt down and destroy. But now he was the man who, in all probability, was about to sacrifice his life in order to try to save mine and Jaydie’s.


  How the hell was I supposed to feel about that?


  ‘How will I know . . . ?’ I managed to say.


  ‘How will you know if I’ve succeeded or not?’


  I nodded.


  ‘If I succeed, I’ll come back,’ he said simply.


  Meaning – if I don’t come back, I’ll be dead.


  ‘It’s time for me to go,’ Winston said, offering me his hand.


  I took it in my cuffed hands and we shook.


  He paused for a moment, looking hard into my eyes, and then – with a barely perceptible nod of his head – he turned round and headed for the steps.


  As I watched him hobbling up towards the door, my mind flashed back to the day of my parents’ funeral, the first time I’d ever set eyes on Winston. I remembered the moment I’d
  seen him in the church car park after the service . . . standing next to his black BMW, talking on a mobile phone . . . then opening the boot of the car and taking out a coat . . .


  I could see it all quite vividly.


  . . . a light summer rain had just begun to fall, Grandad was searching through his pockets for his car keys . . . and I was taking a photograph of the steely-eyed man on my mobile . . . I knew
  he shouldn’t be there, I knew he was up to something . . . I knew . . . and just as I’d zoomed in on him, he froze for a second, his grey eyes staring out at me from the mobile
  screen, and a moment after the camera had clicked, he’d given me a barely perceptible nod of his head . . .


  The sudden sharp crack! of splintering wood shook the memories from my mind, and as I looked over and saw Winston levering the door open with the metal bar, I realised there were tears
  in my eyes. I wasn’t surprised to find myself crying at the memories of my mum and dad – there hasn’t been a day since their death that I haven’t cried – but
  I knew in my heart that these tears weren’t just for my parents. Whether I liked it or not, the inescapable truth was that part of my sorrow was for Winston. We both knew the chances of him
  coming back were virtually non-existent, and the simple truth was that I didn’t want him to die. That was all there was to it. No matter how much pain and destruction he’d brought to my
  life, no matter how much I’d hated him, and how desperate I’d been to make him pay for what he’d done . . .


  I didn’t want him to go through that door.


  ‘Hold on a minute, Winston,’ I said, wiping the tears from my eyes. ‘You don’t have to . . . Winston?’


  The door was closed, jammed shut against the broken frame.


  Winston had gone.
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  My heart was heavy as I sank down to the floor and leaned back against the pillar, and for a few moments I just sat there, staring at nothing, feeling utterly lost and empty.
  There was no way out now, it was as simple as that. Winston was as good as dead, and for me it was just a matter of time. As I closed my eyes and waited for the inevitable sound of gunfire that
  would signal Winston’s death, I began to feel a strange sense of relief, and I realised that by finally resigning myself to the unavoidable truth, by accepting that there really was
  no way out, I’d suddenly released myself from the unbearable pressure of constantly struggling to survive. Now that I’d given up, I didn’t have to keep thinking and
  worrying and struggling all the time. I could finally get some rest, perhaps even sleep for a while . . .


  But even as the tension was starting to leave me, and I was just beginning to slump down into a mental and physical daze, a memory suddenly sprang into in my mind . . . a looming recollection of
  another moment in my life when I’d all but given up . . . when I hadn’t just thought there was no way out, I’d spoken the actual words. I could hear myself uttering them
  right now, I could see myself . . . in an abandoned warehouse on an industrial estate in Barton, with Mason and Lenny and a girl called Evie. The three of us were being chased by armed
  Omega operatives, and eventually we’d found ourselves locked in a room, with the Omega men outside the door, and no other exits, no windows . . . no way out.


  We’re trapped, Mason, I’d said. There’s no way out.


  Mason had smiled. There’s always a way out, Trav. You’ve just got to find it.


  And he was right. We did find a way out. Against all the odds, in a seemingly hopeless and inescapable situation, we’d found a way out.


  We’d defied the impossible.


  As I opened my eyes and straightened up, I could feel the tension and pressure surging back into me, and although I knew I was letting all the hard stuff back in again – the pain and the
  struggle, the emotional turmoil of allowing myself to hope – it made me feel alive.


  I was alive.


  And so was Winston . . . for now.


  I closed my eyes and began listening intently again, only this time I wasn’t waiting for the inevitable. Nothing’s inevitable, I told myself. Everything’s possible . . . you
  just have to ignore the negatives and concentrate on the positives. Yes, Winston was in a pretty bad way, both physically and mentally. He was weak, he hadn’t slept or eaten properly in days
  . . . he had terminal cancer, and at least a couple of broken ribs. And on top of all that, he was eaten up with guilt and grief over the murder of his closest colleagues, and Omega – his
  only reason for existence – had been destroyed. But he was a fighter, a survivor, a seasoned warrior. He had decades of experience as a soldier, spy, undercover agent . . . he’d fought
  in wars and conflicts all over the world . . . he was a killer . . . a professional . . . and while he might be heavily outnumbered – by at least five to one – and completely outmatched
  in terms of strength, fitness, and firepower, his enemy didn’t have his experience. They were terrorists, not soldiers . . .


  A faint sound broke into my thoughts – a muffled bump. It came from the far end of the house, a fair distance away, and it was too indistinct to tell me anything. It didn’t
  sound violent, more like something heavy falling to the floor, and although I kept perfectly still for the next minute or so, barely even breathing, I didn’t hear anything else.


  I went back to my positive thinking.


  Winston, I realised, had two big things going for him. Firstly, as he’d told me himself, he was dying anyway, so personally he didn’t have anything to lose. He was going into battle
  without the fear of death, and as terrorists themselves have proved over the years, that’s an incredibly powerful weapon. And another massive advantage Winston had was the element of
  surprise. Unless he’d been mistaken and there was a hidden camera or listening device in the basement, Khan wouldn’t be expecting an attack from Winston or me. He’d
  probably have a lookout posted in an upstairs window, or maybe patrolling outside, but the whole point of chaining us up and locking us in the basement was that he didn’t have to waste any
  manpower on us. And all Winston had to do in the first place was take one of them by surprise. Quietly take him (or her) out, take their weapon, take their phone . . .


  That’s not just possible, is it? I thought, with a mounting sense of belief. I mean, for a man of Winston’s experience and abilities, catching just one of them
  off guard shouldn’t be a problem at all. And once he’s done that, once he’s got a weapon and a phone . . .


  I knew I wasn’t just kidding myself now. Even if I had been clutching at straws before, desperately trying to defy the impossible, this was different. It was realistic, believable . . . I
  could actually see it happening – Winston overcoming one of them, using their phone to call for help, then taking his time to hunt down and quietly despatch another one, improving
  his odds even further . . .


  ‘He could do it,’ I muttered, genuinely convinced now. ‘He really could—’


  Thump.


  The noise seemed to come from the same location as before, and again it sounded like something hitting the floor, but this time it was louder . . . and heavier. Like something being thrown to
  the ground. And then, almost immediately, a muffled shout rang out. I couldn’t make out what was being said, or even what language it was, but it definitely wasn’t an idle shout –
  someone casually calling out – it was an urgent bark. GET HIM! or WATCH OUT! or something. A moment later I heard running, then more yelling and shouting, doors slamming and
  crashing, someone bounding heavily up some stairs . . . and then it all just exploded into a frantic cacophony of raised voices and stomping feet and people crashing around all over the house for
  what seemed like ages but was probably only a minute or so . . .


  The shot when it came was peculiarly muted. It wasn’t as loud as I was expecting – a dull, flat crack! – and there was no scream of pain, no thump of a falling body,
  just a sudden deathly silence. I realised I was holding my breath. My lungs were bursting. I wanted to breathe out, I needed to breathe out, but I couldn’t. I daren’t. I knew
  if I did, if I so much as moved a muscle, I’d hear the sound I didn’t want to hear . . .


  I kept perfectly still, not breathing, not blinking, just hoping, hoping, hoping . . .


  Crack-crack!


  The two shots were so close together they almost sounded like one.


  I let go of my hope, the air coming out of me with an agonised moan.


  It was over.


  If I needed confirmation, which I didn’t, the muffled sounds of the aftermath were unmistakable – quiet mutterings, unhurried footsteps, a weary sense of relief. I wasn’t sure
  if I could actually hear any of this or if I was just imagining it all, but either way it didn’t matter.


  Winston was dead.
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  The night sky was a solid sheet of rain-misted black. No moon, no stars, just a vast swathe of silver-filmed darkness stretching out over the pinpricked lights of the town
  below. From the roof of the tower block, the orange street lights of the distant roads looked like electric pathways on a giant circuit board, the gleaming white lines of headlights tracing the
  pathways with streams of radiance. There was something almost hauntingly beautiful about it, Mason thought, a silence and serenity that only came with the darkness and distance. This was a
  different way of seeing the world, his world . . . this was how it looked without all the noise and chaos, without all the bad stuff, without all the crap.


  This was how it could be.


  But it wasn’t.


  He knew that.


  And he knew it was a waste of time thinking about it.


  Time he didn’t have.


  He heard footsteps behind him, and he turned to see Jalil scurrying across the roof through the increasingly heavy drizzle. The pride and confidence Jalil had shown the last time Mason had seen
  him was gone, replaced by a twitchy nervousness.


  ‘Everything all right?’ Mason asked him.


  ‘I can’t stay long,’ he said quickly. ‘I told them my cousin had just called to say he was on his way up, so they think all I’m doing is getting rid of him.’
  He glanced anxiously at his watch. ‘If I’m not back in five minutes they’re going to start wondering.’


  ‘Did you delete my text?’


  Jalil nodded.


  Mason had texted him an hour earlier, just after he’d left the rented office above the newsagent’s in town. Meet me on the roof at 10, his message had said. Delete this
  txt.


  ‘So how’s it going?’ Mason asked him. ‘Do you think Sav and Ali suspect anything?’


  ‘I don’t think so . . . Sav reported in to the Farmer as usual, told him that Jaydie had gone out with some friends. They didn’t seem too bothered about it.’


  ‘Any developments?’


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘Have you heard anything new? Any changes to the plan, any new information, anything I should know . . . ?’


  Jalil shook his head. ‘I can’t think of anything.’


  ‘What about you? Are you doing all right?’


  ‘Yeah, I suppose . . .’


  It wasn’t the most confident of answers, but Mason decided not to push it.


  ‘Listen,’ he said, ‘I need to know something. When they ring the Farmer to report in, have they got his number on speed dial?’


  ‘What?’


  ‘Is the number on speed dial?’


  ‘Why do you want to know?’


  ‘Just answer the question, Jalil,’ Mason said patiently. ‘Do they key in the whole number or just hit one button?’


  ‘The whole number. They don’t store any numbers or passwords. It’s a security thing.’


  ‘Do their phones beep when they’re keying in the number?’


  ‘You mean the key tones?’


  ‘Yeah.’


  Jalil thought for a moment. ‘Yeah, they beep.’


  ‘And when Sav and Ali are talking to the Farmer, do they speak in English?’


  Jalil nodded. ‘Ali’s English is really good, but Sav’s a bit hard to understand sometimes. I think—’


  ‘Give me your phone,’ Mason said, taking a folded envelope from his pocket.


  ‘Why?’


  Mason held out his hand. ‘Your phone. Now.’


  Jalil sulkily passed over his mobile.


  Mason reached into the envelope and pulled out what looked like a headphone connection plug for a mobile or an iPod – a small metal pin with a black plastic casing – only without a
  cable. The casing was much smaller than a headphone plug too – just a stubby little cylinder, no more than a couple of millimetres thick. Holding it carefully between his thumb and index
  finger, Mason carefully inserted the plug into the headphone socket of Jalil’s mobile. A tiny green light on the side of the plug blinked three times.


  Mason handed the phone to Jalil. ‘It’s a bug, a listening device,’ he explained. ‘It’s all automatic, so you don’t have to do anything with it, just keep the
  phone in your pocket as you normally would and don’t let Sav or Ali see it. It’s already turned on, and it’ll pick up everything within about twenty metres, so all you have to do
  is make sure you’re in the same room as them when they make their call to the Farmer, all right?’


  Jalil stared at the barely visible plug. ‘Does my phone still work?’ he asked.


  Mason ignored him, keying in a number on his own phone and putting it to his ear. ‘Everything OK?’ he said after a few seconds. He paused, listening, then spoke to Jalil. ‘Put
  it in your pocket.’


  Jalil put his phone in his pocket.


  ‘Say something,’ Mason told him.


  ‘What?’


  ‘Is that all right?’ Mason said into his phone. He listened to the answer, said, ‘OK,’ then ended the call and turned back to Jalil. ‘You’d better get
  going.’


  Jalil shook his head, confused. ‘I don’t get it . . . what’s the listening device for?’


  ‘What do you think it’s for?’


  ‘Well, yeah . . . it’s for listening. But what am I supposed to do?’


  ‘I just told you. You don’t have to do anything, just be in the same room as them when they talk to the Farmer. Do you think you can manage that?’


  ‘What are you going to be doing?’


  ‘All sorts of things.’


  ‘Like what?’


  ‘You don’t need to know.’


  ‘Yeah, but—’


  ‘Just go, OK? I’ll be in touch.’
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  In a cramped little room at a secure location on the outskirts of London, a twenty-five-year-old man with longish hair and a pierced lip was stooped over a worktop putting the
  finishing touches to the job he’d been working on for the last few hours. His name was Lynton Jones. An older man, dressed in a plain grey suit, was standing at the far end of the worktop,
  quietly watching him. Jones put on a pair of magnifying spectacles, made sure they were comfortable, then leaned over again and studied a small metal clip that was clamped in a vice fixed to the
  edge of the worktop. The clip was attached to the end of a drawstring. It was the drawstring of a hood – a half-metre or so of good quality white cord with a crimped metal clip at each end.
  One of the metal clips was perfectly ordinary, but the other one – the one in the vice – was fitted with a miniature GPS locator. Jones had already activated the locator and fixed it
  inside the hollowed-out clip, and all he had to do now was plug up the open end to make sure the locator was both securely fixed and out of sight.


  He took a pair of tweezers from his top pocket and carefully picked up the pre-cut plug of cloth from a saucer on the worktop. Working quickly but calmly, he picked up a bottle of superglue,
  squeezed a few drops onto one end of the plug, then leaned over the vice and delicately inserted it into the open end of the clip. Once he was satisfied it was in the right position, he picked up a
  small pair of pliers and gently crimped the end of the clip.


  ‘That should do it,’ he muttered, standing back and removing the magnifying spectacles.


  ‘How long before we can put it back in the hood?’ the man in the suit asked.


  Jones shrugged. ‘It’s ready now.’


  The suited man went over to a chair by the wall and removed a white hoodie that was draped over the back. He folded it over his arm, then picked up a pair of trainers from the seat of the chair.
  There was another GPS locator fixed inside the heel of the left trainer.


  ‘You know they’re going to scan him, don’t you?’ Jones said.


  The Suit nodded, glancing at his watch.


  ‘And you know these locators will show up?’


  ‘We’ll let you know if we need anything else,’ the Suit said, heading for the door.


  Yeah, right, Jones thought to himself, watching the Suit open the door and leave. No need to thank me . . . I’m just doing my job.


  In another cramped room in the same building, another man in a suit was quietly watching another man at work. This one was older than Jones, a lot older – in his
  mid-sixties at least. He was tall, very thin, with a high forehead, slicked-back white hair, and eyes that looked as if he hadn’t slept for ten years. His name was Arnold Cummings –
  once Dr Cummings, but now just Mr. He was standing over a hospital trolley, a syringe in his latex-gloved hand. The young man lying on his back on the trolley – unconscious, dressed
  in trackpants and a T-shirt, no shoes or socks – was Bashir Kamal.


  ‘How long will he be out for?’ the man in the suit asked Cummings.


  ‘It depends . . . the sedative affects different people in different ways. It could be five minutes, it could be a few hours, and even then it could take longer to completely wear off. I
  could give him something else to wake him up quicker if you want.’


  ‘That won’t be necessary. And you’re sure he won’t remember anything?’


  ‘He won’t even remember he’s forgotten anything.’


  Suit Two gestured at the syringe. ‘Is the miniature tracker in there?’


  Cummings nodded. ‘It’s the same kind of syringe that vets use to microchip dogs. The tracker itself is no bigger than a grain of rice—’


  ‘Will Kamal know it’s in there? Will he feel anything?’


  ‘The sedative’s mixed with a slow-release local anaesthetic. Twenty-four hours from now he’ll start feeling a bit itchy where the needle went in, but until then he won’t
  know a thing.’


  ‘OK, let’s do it.’


  Cummings nodded, picked up a swab from a metal dish, then moved down to the end of the trolley and gently took hold of Kamal’s right foot. He leaned over and took a close look at the
  underside, gave it a quick rub with his thumb, then wiped it with the swab. Another quick look, then he expertly slid the needle into the skin and slowly began pressing the plunger. After a few
  moments there was a faint click. Cummings angled his head, studying the still-inserted needle, then he cautiously pulled it out. A single drop of blood oozed from the injection mark. Cummings wiped
  it off with the swab, then waited, watching for any more bleeding. He gave it thirty seconds or so, then nodded to himself and stood back.


  ‘All done,’ he said.


  Suit Two took an iPhone from his pocket, opened up the GPS tracking system, and set the zoom to maximum. A blank white screen came up. Suit Two pressed another key, activating the locators, and
  three flashing red dots appeared. The one in the middle of the screen was stationary, the other two – side by side – were moving down from the top of the screen towards the one in the
  middle. Suit Two waited, staring at the dots, watching them get closer . . . and closer . . . and then, just as they were about to touch the middle dot, the door opened and the first suited man
  came in, carrying the hoodie and trainers.


  ‘All right?’ he said to his colleague.


  ‘Perfect.’


  ‘Good. I’ll call Ames and tell him we’re ready.’
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  ‘How long do you think it’ll take to get to the airfield?’ Nan asked Grandad.


  ‘About an hour and a half,’ he said, his eyes fixed on the screen of the laptop on his knee.


  ‘Where do you pick up Bashir Kamal?’


  ‘A service station just north of Dartford. MI5 will be waiting for us.’


  They were sitting side by side on the settee in their front room – Grandad studying a route planner on his laptop, Nan sipping from a mug of tea. Granny Nora was dozing in her wheelchair
  in front of a slow-burning log fire. The curtains were closed, the house was quiet. For the third time in about two minutes, Nan glanced at the cuckoo clock on the wall. It was five minutes past
  two in the morning.


  ‘He’s late,’ she said.


  ‘He said he’d be here around two o’clock.’


  ‘Still . . .’


  Grandad reached out and took hold of her hand. Her nerves were frayed, he knew that. She always talked too much when she was on edge.


  ‘It’s going to be all right, love,’ he said gently. ‘This time tomorrow it’ll all be over.’


  ‘I know,’ she told him, squeezing his hand. ‘I just wish it was over now, that’s all.’


  Grandad nodded and turned back to the laptop. He clicked off the road map and brought up a satellite view of the airfield. He’d already studied every inch of it, and he knew there was
  nothing to be gained from looking at it again . . . but what harm could it do?


  ‘Do you think we can trust him?’ Nan asked quietly.


  ‘Ames?’


  She nodded.


  ‘I wouldn’t trust him to buy me a sandwich,’ Grandad said. ‘But that doesn’t mean he isn’t capable. No matter what you think of him, Nan, he’s
  very good at what he does.’


  ‘But is he very good at what we want him to do?’


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘Come on, Joe,’ she sighed, ‘I’m not stupid. We both know what I’m talking about. It’s pretty obvious that Strategic Operations’s priority is the
  eradication of al-Thu’ban, and Ames knows damn well they’re not going to get a better chance than this. Just because he’s given us his word he won’t do anything to
  jeopardise Travis’s safety, why should we believe him? You know how these people think, Joe. They can always justify their actions by convincing themselves they’re acting for the
  greater good . . .’


  She paused, wiping a tear from her eye.


  Grandad closed the laptop and put his arm round her.


  ‘I’ll be watching Ames every step of the way,’ he assured her. ‘I won’t let him do anything to jeopardise Travis’s safety.’


  Nan nodded, and a moment later they both turned at the sound of Granny Nora’s voice.


  ‘Bring Travis back, Joe,’ she said simply. ‘Just bring him back.’


  ‘I will . . . I promise.’


  Granny looked at him, her eyes as hard as steel. ‘Whatever it takes, OK? I don’t care if you have to kill every single one of them, including Ames . . .’


  The doorbell rang.


  Grandad didn’t move for a moment, he just sat there gazing into his mother’s eyes. After a few seconds, Nan put her hand to Grandad’s grizzled old face. ‘We’ll be
  waiting for you, Joe.’


  ‘I know.’


  The doorbell rang again.


  ‘Go,’ Nan whispered.


  He went.


  


  47


  I smelled the food before I saw it.


  I had no idea how long I’d been asleep. I didn’t even remember falling asleep. And for a moment or two I didn’t know what was going on. I knew I wasn’t dreaming –
  the smell of hot food was far too mouth-wateringly real for a dream – but I just couldn’t figure out where I could be. At home? In the kitchen? In a kitchen? In a cafe or
  restaurant somewhere? All these unformed thoughts flashed through my mind in an instant, and then – in another tick of a second – I opened my eyes, saw the tray of food on the ground in
  front of me, and simultaneously remembered where I was and what was going on . . .


  The basement, al-Thu’ban, Khan, the bomb in my neck, Winston . . .


  I automatically glanced across at the other pillar . . .


  Winston’s chains lay in a heap on the ground.


  ‘He’s dead,’ a voice said.


  I looked up and saw Issy. She was standing at the edge of the chalk circle, her face as blank as ever, her dark-eyed stare as black and empty as a hole in the ground.


  She gestured at the tray of food. ‘Eat it, before it gets cold.’


  ‘Who killed him?’ I said, staring back at her.


  ‘Does it matter?’


  ‘It does to me. Who killed him?’


  She shrugged. ‘He was shot, that’s all I know. I wasn’t there when it happened.’


  ‘Did he take any of you out before he was shot?’


  ‘Claude’s in a critical condition, he’s probably not going to make it. Saleh has a broken arm.’


  ‘Good.’


  ‘It doesn’t change anything. Not for us, not for you. He died for nothing.’


  ‘We all die for nothing.’


  She blinked, and just for a moment something showed in her face, a flicker of something – a feeling, an emotion? It was impossible to tell.


  ‘Eat your food,’ she said.


  I thought about asking her if Winston had managed to get hold of a phone before he was shot, but I was pretty sure she wouldn’t tell me. And besides, if he had got a message to
  someone, and al-Thu’ban knew that he had, there would have been a reaction from them by now. Their lack of response could mean that Winston hadn’t sent a message before he’d died,
  but it could also mean that he had, but that al-Thu’ban didn’t know that he had. Either way there was no point in asking Issy about it.


  The smell of the hot food was killing me now – tightening the knots in my stomach, making me ache with hunger – and I just couldn’t resist it any longer. As I reached out and
  pulled the tray towards me, I couldn’t help feeling as if I was somehow betraying some kind of principle . . . that I shouldn’t be accepting their food . . . I should be making
  a stand . . . I should be showing them . . .


  Showing them what? I asked myself. That you’re an idiot?


  It was food, fuel.


  Heat, energy.


  I needed it.


  The tray contained a large bowl of some kind of stew, a smaller bowl of rice, half a loaf of bread, two apples, and a mug of what looked and smelled like black tea. It’s not easy eating
  with handcuffed hands, but I didn’t give it much thought, I just grabbed a spoon, leaned over the tray, dug the spoon into the bowl of stew . . . and paused.


  ‘It’s not drugged, is it?’ I said, looking up at Issy.


  She gave me a look – do you really think I’d tell you if it was?


  I hesitated for a second, then thought to myself, Ah, to hell with it . . . if it’s drugged, it’s drugged. And I stuffed the spoonful of steaming hot stew into my mouth.


  It was far too hot – over-microwaved hot – and it didn’t really taste of anything in particular, but the moment it touched my tongue, my entire body felt as if it had been
  plugged into the mains. And when I actually swallowed the mouthful, the heat sank down into the pit of my stomach with an energising tingle that brought everything back to life – my heart, my
  mind, my blood.


  For the next few minutes I forgot about everything and just shovelled food into my mouth, scoffing it down like a starving animal, filling myself up. The tea was almost cold, but I didn’t
  care. I guzzled it all down in one go, draining every drop from the mug. Eventually all that was left was the apples. I’d eaten so quickly – on an empty stomach – that I was
  already beginning to feel sick, but again I didn’t care. I picked up one of the apples, took a bite, and looked up at Issy. She hadn’t moved or changed her expression.


  ‘What time is it?’ I asked her, still chewing.


  ‘Nearly time to go.’


  ‘Oh, right, I get it,’ I said, nodding and swallowing. ‘This is my “last meal”, is it? The final treat for the condemned prisoner.’


  ‘I made it for you,’ Issy said simply. ‘I thought you needed a proper meal.’


  I paused mid-bite, taken aback by the tiniest hint of emotion in her words. She almost sounded like a perfectly normal, slightly upset young woman, annoyed at me for not appreciating the effort
  she’d made. It was ridiculous really. There I was, chained to a pillar, with a bomb implanted in my neck and only a few hours left to live, and one of my kidnappers was a little bit annoyed
  with me for not showing her any gratitude . . .


  It wasn’t just ridiculous, it was unbelievable, outrageous, ludicrous . . .


  Or it ought to have been.


  But, for some reason, it wasn’t. I didn’t quite understand it, but there was something about Issy’s reaction that made me feel OK. I think it had something to do with the
  human-ness of it, the irrational simplicity of a selfish emotion. It made me see her in a different light. It wasn’t much to cling onto – just the faintest flicker of light at the
  bottom of the hole – but it was something.


  And something was enough for me.


  I hadn’t given up yet.
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  ‘How much do you know about all this?’ I asked Issy.


  ‘I know what I need to know.’


  ‘Do you know what Khan’s making me do?’ I twisted round and pulled down the neck of my shirt, showing her the dressing. ‘Do you know what that is? Do you know what
  they’ve done to me?’


  Issy nodded.


  I turned back to her. ‘What do you think about it?’


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘Do you think it’s all right that I’m being forced to murder another human being and get my own head blown off in the process?’


  I didn’t think she was going to answer me at first. The way she just stood there, not saying anything, just staring impassively at the ground, it was as if she hadn’t heard a word
  I’d said. But then, just as I was beginning to think it was a complete waste of time trying to talk to her, she lowered herself to the ground, sat back on her heels, looked me in the eyes,
  and started talking.


  There was a cold edge to her voice that stilled the air and sliced into my heart like a razor blade.


  ‘I was born and raised in a small village near Mogadishu, in Somalia,’ she told me. ‘Ten years ago, when I was eight years old, the village was attacked by a gang of thugs led
  by a local warlord called Qanyare. There were thirty or forty of them, mostly young men, some of them just boys . . . all heavily armed – assault rifles, handguns, grenades, machetes . . .
  they arrived at dusk in a convoy of pickup trucks . . . some of the trucks had heavy machine guns mounted on the back . . .’ Issy paused, closing her eyes and lowering her head, and I
  realised she was trying to steady herself – calmly breathing in, holding it, slowly breathing out . . .


  She did this a few times, then she opened her eyes, rubbed at the back of her neck, and carried on as if nothing had happened.


  ‘I was upstairs with my baby brother, Anis, when I heard the shooting. I didn’t give it any thought at first . . .’ She looked at me. ‘Gunfire in Somalia is just a noise
  in the background. It’s there all the time, like the sound of traffic. You barely even notice it. So, like I said, I didn’t pay much attention to it, but then my mother started yelling
  out from downstairs, shouting at me to take my brother and hide in the attic . . . I didn’t stop to question her. I could tell from the sound of her voice that something serious was
  happening, and as I picked up Anis and ran for the attic, I realised the gunfire was getting louder and closer . . . and I could hear other sounds too – explosions, speeding trucks, men
  shouting and running . . . babies crying, people screaming. I got the stepladder out, heaved Anis up into the attic, then I pulled myself up through the hatchway and hid my brother away in a big
  trunk. I told him we were playing a game and he had to be as quiet as possible. Then I went back to the hatchway and started calling out to my mother, telling her to hurry up and join us. I knew
  she was on her own – my father had left us a long time ago, and my older brother and sister were out scouring the village for work or food . . . they wouldn’t be back until after dark.
  I heard my mother running up the stairs then, and when she climbed up onto the stepladder I assumed she was coming up into the attic. Then a window smashed downstairs and I heard someone hammering
  on the door . . . I leaned through the hatchway and held out my hand to my mother – “hurry up, Mummy, hurry up!” – but she waved me back, telling me to make room for her,
  and when I moved back from the hatchway . . .’ Issy shook her head. ‘She was too quick for me. Before I knew what she was doing, she’d reached up and slammed the hatchway door
  shut and fastened it with the padlock. I screamed at her, “Mummy! Mummy! What are you doing?” She told me to keep quiet and look after Anis. She said she’d come
  and get us both when it was safe. I started to argue with her, but then there was a big crash from downstairs as the militiamen kicked in the door . . . and Anis began crying . . . he was
  frightened . . . I had to go to him . . . I had to . . .’ Issy paused again, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. ‘I felt so helpless, just sitting up there, cradling
  Anis in my arms, whispering quietly to him . . . while down below Qanyare’s thugs were rampaging through the house, taking whatever they wanted, smashing things up, firing their guns,
  shouting and cursing and laughing . . . I didn’t hear a sound from my mother. Nothing . . . nothing at all. I didn’t find out what they’d done to her until afterwards . . .’
  Issy sighed heavily. ‘I don’t know how long we were in the attic for . . . it seemed like a lifetime . . . the house went quiet after about an hour or so, but the fighting outside went
  on long into the night. It was getting on for dawn by the time the gunfire finally stopped and the men drove away in their trucks. I waited another half an hour, just to make sure, then I kicked
  the hatchway open and got out. As well as locking the padlock so the thugs wouldn’t think there was anyone in the attic, Mother had removed the stepladder and hidden it away, so I had to
  lower myself through the hatch and drop the rest of the way. After I’d found the ladder and gone back up to get Anis, I started looking for Mother. Everything in the house was destroyed
  – the furniture smashed to pieces, windows broken, cupboards emptied . . . there was no sign of her. I looked everywhere. I searched the house from top to bottom . . . and I remember trying
  to convince myself that she must have got away, she must have escaped, found somewhere to hide, and now that Qanyare’s men had left the village and it was safe to come out of hiding
  she’d be back any minute . . .’


  Issy’s voice trailed off and she was quiet for a few moments. As she sat there staring at nothing, she looked exactly the same as the first time I’d seen her – her oval face,
  framed by her hijab, overwhelmed with a depth of loss and emptiness that was so intense I could almost feel it . . . and now I knew why. Now I knew where her world of sadness had come from.


  ‘I found my mother in the street,’ she said matter-of-factly. ‘She was lying in the gutter just outside the house . . . what was left of her anyway. I didn’t recognise
  her at first . . . I wasn’t even sure it was a human body. It was just . . .’ A tear ran down her cheek. She sniffed and cleared her throat. ‘There were bodies all over the
  village, hundreds of them – men, women, children . . . it was a massacre. The only ones the killers spared – if you can call it that – were the young girls, those aged between
  about ten and eighteen . . . they took them.’


  Issy went quiet again. I waited for her to continue, but she just sat there, perfectly still, not saying anything. It was almost as if she was in a trance.


  ‘What happened to your older brother and sister?’ I asked quietly.


  ‘Keyse died with a gun in his hand. They shot him eleven times. My sister Sofia was sixteen years old.’


  Meaning she was one of the girls the militiamen had taken.


  ‘So she could still be alive,’ I said.


  Issy nodded. ‘If she is, she probably wishes she wasn’t.’


  I didn’t know what else to say then. What could I say? It was such a harrowing account it was simply beyond words. It was beyond everything really. I truly felt for Issy, and
  although I knew how devastating it is to lose your parents to a violent death, I couldn’t even begin to imagine the agonies she must have suffered. The thing was though, despite my genuine
  sympathy for her, despite everything I felt for her, I couldn’t help wondering why she’d told me her story. Was there a point to it? Did it have anything to do with
  what was happening now? Did it have anything to do with me?


  I couldn’t ask her, obviously. She’d just told me how her mother was slaughtered in cold blood. I couldn’t just say, ‘Yeah? But what’s that got to do with
  me?’ could I? But then again . . .


  I looked at Issy, forcing myself to see her for what she was.


  A kidnapper. A terrorist.


  A willing accomplice in my imminent death.


  Did it matter why she’d become a killer?


  Did it matter if—?


  ‘I’m just trying to answer your question,’ she said, breaking into my thoughts.


  ‘What?’


  ‘You asked me how I felt about what we’re doing to you. I’m trying to tell you.’


  ‘I don’t understand.’


  ‘I know you don’t. That’s the whole point. You don’t understand anything.’ She looked at me. ‘My family was killed by the CIA. My mother, my brother, my
  friends, neighbours, people I’d known all my life . . . everyone in the village who died that day was murdered by the CIA.’
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  There are two kinds of war, Issy told me. There are the wars that everyone knows about – the straightforward good guys against bad guys that we see on the news –
  and then there are the hidden wars, the dirty wars, the ones that don’t make the news. In these kinds of wars there are no good guys, just varying degrees of bad guy.


  In 2004, as part of the ‘War on Terror’, local warlords were contracted by the CIA to hunt down and capture suspected terrorists in Somalia. These warlords were little more than
  mafia-style gang leaders in charge of brutal paramilitary organisations, and although they captured and handed over some of the CIA’s targets, most of the warlords simply used the USA’s
  funding and support to further their own criminal enterprises. The worst of them – like Qanyare – took the CIA’s backing to the extreme, roaming the country with their militias,
  attacking towns and villages, killing and pillaging at will . . .


  ‘Qanyare and his thugs were a death squad,’ Issy said. ‘Established, funded, and approved by the CIA.’ She looked at me. ‘Now do you understand?’


  ‘I understand why you hate the CIA,’ I told her. ‘And I understand why you might hate the American government. But what’s that got do with me? I’m not American,
  I’m not in the CIA. I didn’t pay anyone to attack your village. I was four years old in 2004. I didn’t even know Somalia existed.’


  ‘You don’t have to be an American or in the CIA to be part of what they’re doing,’ she said. ‘You’re British, aren’t you? You’re
  America’s closest ally, you stand shoulder to shoulder with them—’


  ‘No, I don’t.’


  ‘You’re either with us or against us,’ she said. ‘It’s as simple as that.’


  ‘That’s a ridiculous way to think.’


  She shook her head. ‘You still don’t get it, do you?’


  ‘No,’ I said angrily, ‘I don’t get it. I’m sitting here with a bomb in my neck, a few hours away from having my head blown off, and you’re trying to
  tell me that I deserve it because some people I’ve never met paid some other people I’ve never met to do something terrible in a country I’ve never been to.’ I glared at
  her. ‘Do you understand why I don’t get that?’


  She nodded calmly. ‘Yes, I understand. And you’re right, you don’t deserve any of this. It’s not fair. But nothing in life is fair. My mother and brother didn’t
  deserve to be killed, my sister didn’t deserve to be abducted by criminal thugs. And I’ll tell you something else that isn’t fair.’ The icy edge had crept
  back into Issy’s voice again, and her eyes were burning with a cold black rage. ‘An eight-year-old girl and her two-year-old brother having to live on the streets of Mogadishu
  isn’t fair. We didn’t deserve that . . . begging for food, crawling with lice, sleeping in storm drains, fighting for our lives every single day. There was nothing fair about that. But
  it works both ways, Travis, and when we were rescued and adopted by a loving elderly couple called Leyla and Hamza Mauda, and they took us back to their home in Yemen and gave us the kind of life
  we’d only ever dreamed about, that wasn’t fair either. It was the best thing in the world for us, but it wasn’t fair on the other street kids, the ones who weren’t
  rescued and adopted. What did I do to deserve the love and support of two wonderful people?’


  ‘You don’t have to do anything to be loved by someone,’ I said. ‘It doesn’t work like that. Love doesn’t have to be earned.’


  ‘Leyla and Hamza were good people . . .’


  She was staring at the floor again now, and she seemed detached, her voice slightly distant, almost as if she was talking to herself. It hadn’t escaped my notice that she’d said
  ‘were’ good people, not ‘are’ good people.


  ‘What happened to them?’ I asked.


  Issy looked up at me. ‘One of their friends’ sons was getting married. We were all invited to the wedding – Leyla and Hamza, me and Anis . . . but I was sick, so I
  couldn’t go. I found out later that one of the guests, a friend of the groom called Ahmed Al-Samman, had been identified by the CIA as a suspected terrorist. There was no evidence he
  was a terrorist, but this was at a time when the CIA were targeting people based on what they might be rather than specific intelligence. They called this kind of targeting Terrorist
  Attack Disruption Strikes, or signature strikes. If you fit their profile of a terrorist, if you matched the signatures they’d developed, you were considered a fair target. It didn’t
  matter if you’d never done anything wrong in your life. As long as the CIA thought you had the potential to commit future acts of terrorism, that was enough. That was their only justification
  for taking out Ahmed Al-Samman with a drone strike – he matched their profile of a terrorist.’


  ‘And they killed him at the wedding?’ I asked incredulously.


  She nodded. ‘They call it ACD – Acceptable Collateral Damage. Fifteen guests were killed outright, including Leyla and Hamza. Anis died from his injuries the following
  day.’


  ‘I’m sorry.’


  ‘They didn’t deserve to die.’


  ‘Of course not.’


  ‘And I didn’t deserve to live.’ She looked at me. ‘What makes you think you deserve to live?’


  It was an impossible question to answer. There was no logic to it, no reasoning. It didn’t make any sense at all. And I realised then that there was no point in arguing with Issy. Winston
  had been right after all – she did have something seriously wrong with her. She was totally messed up. It was hardly surprising, given everything she’d been through, and it
  seemed so obvious now that I couldn’t understand why I hadn’t just accepted it in the first place.


  ‘You think I’m crazy, don’t you?’ she said, as if reading my thoughts.


  ‘No,’ I lied. ‘I just think—’


  ‘I know you’re not directly responsible for any of the stuff that happened to me,’ she interrupted. ‘I would have to be crazy to think that. But this is a war,
  Travis. And I’m a soldier, fighting for what I believe in, fighting for justice—’


  ‘You’re not fighting for justice,’ I said, unable to stop myself. ‘All you want is revenge. And you’re so eaten up with it that you can’t see
  what’s happened to you. You can’t see that you’ve become just as bad as the people you hate – you kidnap and murder people, just like Qanyare and his men; you target
  innocent civilians and accept collateral damage, just like the CIA . . . you’re no better than them.’


  ‘Didn’t you want to kill Winston when you found out he’d murdered your parents?’ she countered. ‘Doesn’t that make you as bad as him?’


  ‘I might have felt like killing him,’ I admitted, ‘but I didn’t. And I’m glad I didn’t. Do you know why? Because if I’d killed Winston I would
  have been just the same as you and Khan and all the rest of you, and I don’t want to be like that – consumed with hate, obsessed with revenge, all bitter and twisted about everything .
  . .’ I shook my head, suddenly sick and tired of it all. ‘I’d rather be dead than be like you.’


  Issy was gazing at me with that ‘hole-in-the-ground’ look on her face, her staring black eyes fixed on mine with an unbalanced mixture of emptiness and intensity. I had no idea how
  she was going to react to what I’d just said, but I really wasn’t bothered any more. I’d had enough now. She had something missing inside her, just like the rest of them, and
  trying to reason with people like that is as pointless as talking to a rock.


  But the odd thing was that despite all that, despite everything that was wrong with Issy, I still couldn’t help feeling there was something between us, some weird sort of connection that
  somehow overrode all our differences. I despised everything she was and everything she stood for, and I have no doubt she felt the same way about me . . .


  But I kind of liked her too.


  And I think she liked me.


  But when the basement door opened and Saleh came in, that strange sense of togetherness immediately vanished, disappearing through the open door like an invisible cloud being sucked out of the
  room by a sudden draught of wind.


  Saleh’s left arm was in a sling, and he had a pistol in his other hand.


  He spoke to Issy in Arabic. I didn’t have to understand the words to know what he was saying, I could tell from the tone of his voice and Issy’s response.


  You ready?


  She nodded at him, then turned to me.


  ‘It’s time to go.’


  


  50


  ‘Is the light still on?’ Mohammed asked Poya.


  ‘Yeah,’ Poya said, squinting through the telescopic sight.


  The Afghan was using the night-vision scope now, so his view of the flat had a slightly blurred grainy green tint to it, but he could still see as much as he needed to see.


  Jaydie and Mason and their mother were all back in the flat now. Their mother had come back at eleven thirty, Jaydie had returned at midnight, and Mason had shown up at just gone one
  o’clock. At one thirty the lights had gone out in Jaydie’s room and the sitting room, but the hall light had stayed on – showing through the gap at the bottom of the sitting-room
  door – and it was still on now.


  ‘Do you think it means anything?’ Mohammed asked.


  ‘What?’


  ‘The light in the hallway . . . I mean, do we need to tell the Farmer about it?’


  Mohammed was on the settee, drinking tea and flipping through an out-of-date Autocar magazine. If it wasn’t for the Uzi slung round his neck and the machete on the coffee table
  beside him, he would have looked like a perfectly normal – if slightly bored and very tired – young man.


  ‘It’s just a light,’ Poya said wearily. ‘It’s probably nothing.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘Just call the Farmer and tell him they’re all in the
  flat and everything’s fine.’


  ‘Are you sure?’


  ‘Yeah, I’m sure.’


  Jalil was lying on his bed in his room, waiting for the men he knew as Sav and Ali to call the Farmer again. Sav had made the call last time, but he’d gone into the
  kitchen to get a better signal, and Jalil knew that if he’d followed him it would have aroused Sav’s suspicion. And the last thing Jalil wanted to do was give Sav any reason to suspect
  him. As he’d told Mason, Ali wasn’t so bad, but there was something not right about Sav, something missing . . .


  He looked at the clock again. It was nearly time for the hourly call, and he knew that Sav was at the window with the rifle now, so Ali would be making the call.


  He could hear them talking now, but he couldn’t quite make out what they were saying. He got up off the bed, went over to the door, and put his ear to it.


  . . . the light in the hallway, he heard Ali saying. I mean, do we need to tell the Farmer about it?


  It’s just a light. It’s probably nothing. Just call the Farmer and tell him they’re all back in the flat and everything’s fine.


  Are you sure?


  Yeah, I’m sure.


  Jalil did his best to look casual and relaxed as he entered the front room – stretching and yawning as if he’d just woken up, rubbing his eyes, looking around . .
  .


  ‘Everything OK?’ he said. ‘Anyone need anything?’


  ‘Yeah,’ Sav grunted, still peering through the scope, ‘I need you to shut your mouth. I’m trying to concentrate.’


  ‘Sorry,’ Jalil said quietly, sitting down beside Ali.


  Ali nodded at him, almost smiling.


  Jalil nodded back.


  ‘Are they all still there?’ Jalil whispered to Ali.


  ‘Yeah.’


  At the window, Sav took his eye from the scope and turned to Ali. ‘Make the call,’ he told him. ‘Tell him it’s safe, they’re all in for the night.’


  Ali nodded and took out his phone.


  Jalil’s heart was beating hard as Ali began keying in a number.
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  Each key on a telephone keypad produces a dual-tone multi-frequency signalling pitch consisting of two simultaneous pure-tone sinusoidal frequencies. The sounds of the tones
  can be modified, but the frequencies are always the same. So if you know which pitch relates to which number on the keypad, you can identify the number being called by sound alone.


  When Mohammed Hassan keyed in the first digit of the Farmer’s phone number, the tone was picked up by the listening device in Jalil’s pocket and automatically transmitted to the
  wireless receiver system (WRS) located in the flat above the newsagent’s in Barton. The WRS was already linked up to the audio software installed on John Holland’s laptop, which in turn
  was connected to Strategic Operations’s central computer system in Milton Keynes.


  Holland wasn’t alone in the flat. Gloria Nightingale was sitting beside him at one of the cluttered work desks, staring intently at her laptop, Courtney was standing behind her, looking
  over Gloria’s shoulder at the screen, and a pale-skinned young man with jittery eyes was sitting at another desk on the other side of the room, also staring at a laptop.


  ‘Everyone calls him Buzz,’ Holland had told Gloria and Courtney earlier.


  ‘I’m not surprised,’ Courtney had said, glancing at the three empty Red Bull cans on his desk and the one he was in the process of draining.


  All four of them were wearing headphones, and as Mohammed continued keying in the number, they all watched as the audio software on the laptops translated the frequencies into a series of
  squiggly grey lines on a grid.


  Gloria was the only one taking notes.


  After the eleventh digit was keyed in, the receiver went quiet for a while. Mohammed was clearly waiting for the line to connect and for the Farmer to answer. The listening device in
  Jalil’s pocket was powerful, but unless the speakerphone was activated on Mohammed’s mobile, Holland wasn’t expecting to hear the Farmer’s side of the conversation.


  ‘Have Comms got it yet?’ he asked Buzz.


  ‘They’ve got the frequency pattern, they should have the number in a couple of minutes.’


  Gloria tore a page from her notebook and gave it to Holland.


  He looked at it. ‘What’s this?’


  ‘The number.’


  He raised his eyebrows. ‘You know the tones off by heart?’


  ‘I’m old school,’ she said, smiling.


  As Holland waved Buzz over and passed him the sheet of paper – ‘Get them on it right away,’ – Mohammed’s voice suddenly broke in.


  Report at 0300 hours . . .


  Everyone went quiet and listened hard, hoping to hear the sound of the Farmer’s voice . . . but there was nothing, just a faint electronic hiss and a muffled cough. Holland had guessed
  right. They’d have to make do with one side of the conversation only.


  Yes, yes . . . they’re all there now . . . yes, in for the night.


  Pause . . .


  What kind of problem?


  A longer pause . . .


  Oh, no!


  Pause . . .


  How did he get out?


  Pause . . .


  But the boy’s OK?


  Pause . . .


  So we’re still going ahead?


  Pause . . .


  Yes, yes, of course . . . as long as the target’s taken out—


  Pause . . .


  And you’ll still let us know when it’s done?


  Pause . . .


  Of course.


  Pause . . .


  When?


  Pause . . .


  Right, so we should be ready to go at just gone nine.


  Pause . . .


  OK.


  There was a beep then, the sound of Mohammed ending the call, then a heavy sigh, a muttered curse, and Poya’s voice from across the room.


  Problem?


  A momentary silence, then Poya’s voice again.


  Leave us.


  Who me?


  From Jalil.


  Yes, you. Get out.


  You don’t need to worry about—


  Get out!


  OK, OK . . . I’m going . . .


  More muffled noises, the sound of Jalil getting up, leaving the room . . . going into his room . . . then a sudden loud clonking as he took his phone from his pocket and whispered into the
  listening device. The amplified whisper almost burst everyone’s eardrums –


  THERE’S SOME KIND OF PROBLEM . . . SAV’S THROWN ME OUT THE ROOM SO THEY CAN TALK ABOUT IT IN PRIVATE . . .


  – and all four of them simultaneously swore loudly and yanked off their headphones.


  ‘Idiot!’


  ‘My ears!’


  ‘What the hell’s the matter with him?’


  While Buzz opened another Red Bull and got on the phone to Strat Ops’s communications department – to see if they’d traced the Farmer’s phone number,
  and also to check if the voice recognition programme they’d been running had found any matches yet – Courtney called Mason Yusuf.


  ‘Are you all OK?’ she asked him.


  ‘Yeah.’


  ‘How’s your plan going?’


  ‘I think we’ve got what we need. Lenny’s bringing it up in a minute.’


  ‘Can you get it in without them seeing it?’


  ‘I think so. What’s happening your end?’


  Courtney quickly brought him up to date, then got on to the subject of Jalil.


  ‘We need you to text him about a couple of things. Firstly, try to make him understand that speaking directly into the bug isn’t just stupid and unnecessary, and painful for us,
  it’s also likely to get him killed.’


  ‘I already told him he didn’t have to do anything.’


  ‘Well, tell him again. He’s no good to us if he’s dead.’


  ‘Right.’


  ‘And tell him we need to hear more of them talking to each other. Obviously he can’t do anything about it when they tell him to leave them alone, but for the last hour or so
  he’s been voluntarily lying in his room doing nothing. We need to hear their voices. It doesn’t matter what they’re talking about. Anything they say might be useful, no
  matter how trivial he thinks it is. Can you make sure that gets through to him?’


  ‘I’ll do my best,’ Mason said. ‘It’d be a lot easier if I could talk to him face to face, but I don’t think it’s a good idea to meet him
  again.’


  ‘No, it’s not,’ Courtney agreed, glancing across at Holland. ‘I have to go, Mason. Let me know when you’ve got everything fixed up, OK?’


  As she ended the call and nodded at Holland, he hit a speed-dial key on his phone, pressed the speaker function, waited for the call to connect, then placed the phone on the desk.


  After two rings, Elias Ames answered.


  ‘Did you get Khan’s number?’
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  Although the A12 was by no means busy, it was nowhere near as deserted as Grandad had thought it would be, and as Ames kept the Range Rover Evoque purring along at a steady 80
  mph, Grandad found himself gazing through the windscreen at the cars and lorries speeding along through the darkness, wondering where on earth all these people were going at nearly three thirty in
  the morning. The lorries he could understand – the drivers had deadlines to meet, goods to deliver – but where was that middle-aged woman in a Vectra going? And what about that young
  family in the Nissan? Mum and dad in the front, two little kids in the back . . . what were they doing on the A12 at this time of night? Going on holiday? Coming back from a holiday?


  Every car out there had a story to tell, he realised. The drivers, the passengers, their journeys, their lives . . . where they’d been, where they were going, what they were thinking
  about, what they were feeling . . .


  He was tired, exhausted.


  The interior of the Range Rover was luxurious – warm and quiet, comfortable . . . too comfortable.


  He was almost falling asleep.


  They hadn’t been on the road all that long. Before leaving Barton, Ames had stopped off at their temporary HQ above the newsagent’s.


  ‘It won’t take long,’ Ames had promised. ‘Twenty minutes at most.’


  But the twenty minutes had become thirty, then forty-five, and by the time they’d finally got going it was getting on for three o’clock. Ames had been tempted to stay to listen in to
  the call to the Farmer, but there was no guarantee that Jalil would get close enough to pick it up, and even if he did, there was no telling how long the call would last.


  ‘You need to get going, Elias,’ Holland had told him. ‘You can’t afford to be late for the rendezvous with MI5. I’ll ring you as soon as we’ve got anything,
  OK?’


  The sudden bleep-bleep-bleep of Ames’s ringtone snapped Grandad out of his half-slumber and he was immediately wide awake. The mobile was in a cradle on the dashboard, linked to
  the in-car speaker system. Ames waited for an overtaking car to finish its manoeuvre, then he answered the call.


  ‘Did you get Khan’s number?’


  ‘Yeah, Comms are tracking it as we speak. They should have a location for us any minute now.’


  ‘Good. What about voice recognition?’


  ‘Nothing yet. I’ll let you know as soon as we’ve got a match. Where are you, by the way?’


  ‘Just passing Witham. Don’t worry, John, we’ll be on time for the meet.’


  ‘You need to hear the call they made to Khan. There’s some kind of problem at his end.’


  ‘What is it?’


  ‘We’re not sure . . . we’ve only got Ali’s side of the conversation to work on.’


  ‘Can you play it to me?’


  ‘It’s all set up. Are you ready for it now?’


  Ames glanced at Grandad.


  Grandad nodded.


  ‘All right,’ Ames said to Holland, ‘let’s hear it.’


  ‘That’s it,’ Holland said when the recording had finished. ‘Jalil goes into his room when Sav tells him to get out.’


  ‘Let me hear the bit where he’s talking about the “problem” again,’ Ames said.


  ‘Hold on.’


  After a few seconds, Mohammed’s voice rang out from the car speakers.


  . . . What kind of problem?


  . . . Oh, no!


  . . . How did he get out?


  . . . But the boy’s OK?


  . . . So we’re still going ahead?


  . . . Yes, yes, of course . . . as long as the target’s taken out—


  . . . And you’ll still let us know when it’s done?


  . . . Of course.


  . . . When?


  . . . Right, so we should be ready to go at just gone nine.


  ‘All right,’ Ames said, ‘that’s enough. What do you think they’re talking about?’


  ‘One of them’s either escaped or tried to escape. And it’s not Travis, so it has to be Carson.’


  ‘But if it’s “still going ahead” – which has to mean the exchange . . .’


  ‘They’re not worried about Carson.’


  ‘So he’s either dead or they caught him.’


  ‘What do you think they mean by “the target”?’


  ‘I don’t know . . . but if someone’s being “taken out” at nine, it can’t be anything to do with the exchange. That’s two hours earlier. It’s got
  be something else, something they’re planning for after the exchange. Let me hear it again.’


  Holland played the clip again.


  ‘What do you think?’ Ames asked Grandad.


  ‘We need more information.’


  Courtney’s voice came over the speaker. ‘I’ve already asked Mason to tell Jalil we need to hear more of them talking.’


  ‘Get in touch with Mason again,’ Grandad told her. ‘Send him the tape, see what he thinks – he’s a sharp kid – and tell him we need Jalil to find out what
  they’re planning.’


  ‘That’s pretty risky, Joe,’ Gloria said. ‘I mean, if they suspect Jalil’s up to something—’


  ‘Yeah, I know, but it’s a risk we have to take. They’re obviously planning some kind of hit, and for all we know the exchange could be a diversion. And if that’s the case
  . . .’ Grandad’s fists were clenched. ‘I want Travis back. I’ve got to know what they’re doing with him.’


  ‘I’ll email the audio file to Mason right now,’ Courtney said.


  ‘We’ve got it,’ Holland broke in urgently. ‘Comms have got a trace on Khan’s phone.’


  ‘Where is he?’ Ames asked.


  ‘He’s on the move, Elias. He’s on the A2, heading north, about halfway between Dover and Canterbury.’


  ‘Heading for Dartford?’


  ‘Looks like it.’


  ‘I don’t suppose Comms got any more information from the phone, did they?’


  ‘It’s a burner,’ Holland said. ‘We’ll never get anything from it.’


  Ames wasn’t surprised. Burners – cheap, prepaid, unregistered mobiles – are the favoured phones of criminals the world over. They buy them, use them for a few days or a week,
  then throw them away and buy another one.


  ‘Voice recognition?’ Ames asked.


  ‘Still waiting.’


  ‘Chase it up, John.’


  ‘I’ll get onto Comms again now. Anything else you want me to do?’


  ‘See if there’s anything going on around nine this morning that could provide a possible target – high-profile public events, visiting dignitaries, VIPs, politicians . . .
  anyone or anything that al-Thu’ban might want to hit. And keep thinking about that phone call, John. Get everyone on it. See if you can come up with some answers.’


  ‘OK.’


  The line went dead, and for a while Ames and Grandad were silent. As the Range Rover glided powerfully along the A12, eating up the kilometres with ease, the two men just sat there, lost in
  their own thoughts.


  Eventually Ames turned to Grandad and said, ‘You’re right, Joe. It’s no good just guessing about this, we need more information.’


  Grandad nodded. ‘Everything always comes down to information.’
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  When Courtney called Mason, he and Lenny were clearing a pathway to Jaydie’s room – moving furniture out of the hallway, removing lampshades, picking up stuff from
  the floor. Jaydie was helping them, transferring things to the bathroom, while Lisa Yusuf – Jaydie and Mason’s mum – was standing in the hall doorway, keeping herself out of the
  way.


  ‘Is it going to fit through the door?’ she asked.


  ‘No problem,’ Mason said.


  Lisa angled her head, sizing up the door. ‘You sure?’


  ‘We got it through the front door, didn’t we?’


  ‘I suppose . . .’


  Mason’s mobile rang.


  ‘Hey, Courtney,’ he said, putting the phone to his ear.


  ‘Everything OK?’


  ‘Yeah, Lenny’s here now. We’re just sorting it all out. Any news about Travis?’


  ‘Strat Ops have tracked the Farmer’s phone. He’s on the road, on his way to Dartford.’


  ‘With Travis?’


  ‘As far as we know. Did you get the audio file I emailed to you?’


  ‘Yeah. What’s this “target” they’re talking about?’


  ‘We don’t know. Joe thinks the exchange might be a diversion for some kind of attack they’ve got planned for later in the morning, but there’s nothing we can do about it
  unless we get more information. Do you think Jalil can get Sav or Ali to talk about it?’


  ‘I don’t know. I mean, he’s scared to death of Sav, but he said Ali’s not so bad. Maybe if he concentrates on Ali, tries talking to him when Sav’s not there . . .
  he might get him to open up a bit.’


  ‘Try it,’ Courtney said. ‘Text him now. The quicker we find out what’s going on, the more chance we’ve got of stopping it.’


  While Mason set about texting Jalil, and Holland called Ames again, Buzz told Gloria that Comms had got a hit from the voice recognition system.


  ‘Two hits, actually,’ he said, passing her a printed-out email.


  As she studied the information on the page, Buzz unnecessarily told her what she was reading. ‘Ali’s real name is Mohammed Hassan. He’s a Somali, been with al-Thu’ban
  since 2004. Comms matched his voice print to a recorded interview with Kenyan police. He was arrested on suspicion of arms-trafficking two years ago, but the charges were dropped. The other guy is
  an Afghan, Hamidullah Barekzay, who goes by the name of Poya. The CIA have got a file on him.’


  ‘In 1986 he was their contact when they were supplying arms to the mujahedin during the Soviet war,’ Gloria said, reading from the page. ‘He must be in his early fifties at
  least.’


  ‘Wanted on suspicion of war crimes,’ Buzz added.


  ‘Charming.’


  Jalil was still in his room when he got Mason’s text. He read it through a couple of times, and each time he got to the last line – don’t forget to DELETE this when
  you’ve read it – he shook his head in annoyance.


  ‘You don’t have to keep reminding me, Mason,’ he muttered to himself. ‘I’m not an idiot.’


  His instinctive reaction was to simply ignore Mason’s request. He was getting sick of all this now – sick of the way Sav and Ali were treating him, sick of the way Mason was treating
  him – and besides, what if Sav caught him talking to Ali? Or what if Ali got suspicious and told Sav? Didn’t Mason realise that what he was asking him to do was dangerous?


  No, Jalil thought, the easiest thing to do, as always, is nothing. Just tell Mason you tried talking to Ali, but he wouldn’t tell you anything . . .


  But what’s Mason going to think of you then? he asked himself. He already thinks you’re a useless idiot. What’s he going to think when you tell him you tried but
  failed?


  What do you care what Mason Yusuf thinks of you?


  Jalil tried telling himself that he didn’t care, that he didn’t care what anyone thought of him . . . but the reality was that for as long as he could remember he’d had a big
  empty hole deep inside him, a hole that ached to be filled, and the only thing that had ever relieved the pain was the feeling of being wanted, of belonging . . .


  He needed to be liked.


  It was his oxygen.


  And he wasn’t getting it from Sav and Ali any more.


  He needed Mason to like him.


  He got up off the bed and went to find Ali.
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  Fifty-eight minutes after leaving the farmhouse, the silver VW van and the black Land Rover Defender were heading north on the M2 at a steady 70 mph. They’d just passed
  the turn-off to Sittingbourne, and were now less than forty kilometres from Dartford.


  Kyrra was driving the Land Rover, with Issy in the passenger seat beside him and Khan on his own in the back. Khan was frowning at the blank screen of the laptop on his knees. He pressed the F8
  key . . . nothing happened. He pressed it again, and again . . . still nothing happened. He swore, took out his mobile, and keyed in Cedric Mostefa’s number.


  Mostefa was in the back of the van with Sherazi. Murad was driving, and Saleh was in the passenger seat, nursing his broken arm. Mostefa and Sherazi were also staring intently at a laptop
  screen. Theirs wasn’t blank though. It was a blue screen filled with lines and lines of command prompts, which to most people would be completely unintelligible. Sherazi and Mostefa knew
  exactly what it all meant. It meant there was still something wrong with the SIM card they’d put in the modified mobile phone, the phone with three icons that Khan had given to me. Sherazi
  had taken it from me when we’d left the farmhouse, and since then he’d been working on it with Mostefa – fiddling around with the SIM card, tapping away on the laptop, checking
  the USB connections, checking the phone connections . . .


  Meanwhile, I was sitting opposite them in the back of the van, watching them as they got more and more frustrated. Although I wasn’t anaesthetised this time, my feet were tied, my cuffed
  hands were chained to a leg of the seat, and my mouth was sealed with silver duct tape. I could barely move, I couldn’t make a sound . . . there was nothing else I could do except
  sit and watch them.


  It hadn’t taken me long to work out what they were doing.


  Khan’s going to put a listening device on you, Winston had predicted. There’s no way he’s going to let you go without keeping tabs on you.


  And when I’d questioned Winston’s prediction, wondering why Khan hadn’t planted a bug on me already if he was going to, Winston had said, Maybe there’s a technical
  problem with the bug or something . . .


  I was fairly confident now that once again Winston had been right – the bug was either in the SIM card, or the SIM card itself was the bug, and obviously there was some kind of
  technical problem with it.


  When Sherazi’s mobile rang, and he took it out of his pocket and checked the caller ID, a flicker of annoyance crossed his face, followed almost immediately by an anxious glance at his
  watch.


  ‘Yes, Abdul?’ he said, answering the call.


  Pause . . .


  ‘I know . . . we’re working on it . . . I know . . . it’ll be ready when we get there, you have my word.’


  Pause . . .


  Sherazi’s face went blank.


  ‘Yes, of course. I understand . . . but as I said . . . Abdul?’


  Sherazi stared at the phone for a moment, then put it back in his pocket and turned to Mostefa.


  ‘We need to get this sorted out in the next half-hour.’


  There was an added urgency to both of them as they got back to work, and just for a moment I felt like smiling.


  But I couldn’t.


  My mouth was so tightly taped I couldn’t move my lips.


  And besides . . .


  What did I have to smile about?


  I was chained up in the back of a van . . .


  I had an explosive device in my neck . . .


  Plus half a gram of the most toxic nerve agent ever synthesised . . .


  And even if I did manage to let Grandad and Ames know what was happening, I couldn’t see how they could do anything to stop it, which meant that in a few hours’ time I was going to
  have to make an impossible decision. Should I follow Khan’s instructions – murder Sir John Ingleton and kill myself in the process, and hope that Khan would keep his word and let Jaydie
  live – or should I take a risk and assume that Khan wouldn’t carry out his threat to kill Jaydie if I didn’t follow his instructions?


  Could I save Ingleton’s life?


  What if I just ran away after the exchange . . . got away from everyone, maybe jumped in a river or something, so that when Khan detonated the device in my neck no one else would get hurt . . .
  ? Would he really give the order to have Jaydie shot? It wouldn’t achieve anything, would it? And I’d be dead anyway, so what would be the point?


  There’s no point in any of this, I reminded myself. Life means nothing to these people. They kill because they can, because they want to. They don’t need a
  reason.


  I looked across at Sherazi and Mostefa. They were still working feverishly on the SIM card bug, both of them scared of what Khan would do to them if they didn’t get it fixed . . .


  But I didn’t feel like smiling any more.


  I was scared too.


  I didn’t want to die.
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  Grandad was driving the Range Rover now.


  Ames was in the back of the car with Bashir Kamal.


  The rendezvous at the service station had gone smoothly – too smoothly for Grandad’s liking. He’d expected the MI5 agents to show at least some reluctance about handing over
  Kamal. He was a prized asset, and MI5 had been working on him for months. They should have been furious at the enforced waste of all their time and energy. But for some reason they weren’t.
  They’d just calmly handed him over and helped Ames secure him in the back of the Range Rover. One of them had even wished Ames good luck.


  It was as if they simply didn’t care about losing Kamal.


  Which didn’t make sense.


  Unless they know they’re getting him back, Grandad thought. If they know they’re just lending him to us, and that after the exchange he’ll be returned . .
  .


  When Grandad glanced at Kamal in the rear-view mirror, wondering if MI5 had planted a tracker on him, and if so where, he noticed again how doped-up he looked – slumped in the seat, his
  head hanging down, his face half hidden beneath a baggy white hood. When the MI5 agents had helped him out of the back of their van at the service station, Grandad had assumed he couldn’t
  walk properly because of all his manacles and chains, but it had soon become clear that wasn’t the only reason. There was either something wrong with him – some kind of illness, or just
  sheer exhaustion – or he’d been drugged, most likely sedated.


  ‘Is he all right?’ Grandad asked Ames now.


  ‘He’s fine,’ Ames said. ‘They just gave him something to keep him quiet, that’s all.’


  ‘He looks half dead.’


  ‘It’s up to you if you want to feel sorry for him, Joe, but you know what happened in Islamabad, don’t you?’


  Grandad nodded. On 6 April 2009, two days after Bashir Kamal’s sixteenth birthday, his older brother Saeed was killed in a suicide bombing in the capital of Pakistan. Saeed had been on
  holiday at the time – seeing the sights, visiting his parents’ birthplace – and it was originally assumed he’d just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. The
  place was a street market, the time three o’clock in the afternoon. The suicide bomber was a twelve-year-old boy dressed in school uniform. Twenty-one people were killed in the blast,
  ninety-eight others were seriously injured. Taliban insurgents claimed responsibility for the attack, but according to CIA sources it bore all the hallmarks of an al-Qaeda operation.


  It turned out that both claims were wrong.


  The bombing was the work of al-Thu’ban, and Saeed didn’t just happen to be there, he was the intended target. Al-Thu’ban had been training Bashir as an undercover agent for
  nearly five years, and they’d killed his brother – and twenty others – in order to provide Bashir with a seemingly genuine reason to hate terrorists, which in turn gave him the
  perfect cover for infiltrating the intelligence services. And the most unbelievable aspect of this vile operation was that Bashir had agreed to it. That’s what Ames was getting at – he
  was reminding Grandad that Bashir Kamal had gone along with the brutal murder of his own brother.


  ‘Still feel sorry for him, Joe?’ Ames asked.


  Grandad didn’t reply.


  He didn’t want to talk about it any more.


  All he wanted to do was get to Dartford, get his grandson back, and go home.


  He shut everything else out of his mind and just drove.
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  It wasn’t until Sav had taken over at the window that Jalil finally got a chance to talk to Ali in private. He didn’t want to make it too obvious though, so rather
  than approaching him straight away, he went into the kitchen and put the kettle on, hoping that Ali would follow his usual routine after being relieved from sniper duty – a few stretching
  exercises to ease the stiffness from his body, a trip to the bathroom, then into the kitchen to make some tea.


  As the kettle began boiling, he heard Ali coming out of the front room and heading along the hall to the bathroom. He pretended not to notice him.


  A few minutes later he heard the cistern flushing, then Ali coming back along the hall towards the kitchen. Jalil closed his eyes and begged silently – please come in here, not the
  front room . . . please come in here, not the front room . . . please—


  ‘Are you making tea?’


  Thank you, Jalil thought, turning to Ali.


  ‘Do you want a cup?’ he asked.


  Ali nodded. ‘Black, three sugars.’


  ‘Three?’


  Ali sat down wearily at the small kitchen table. ‘I need some energy.’


  ‘I bet you do,’ Jalil said, busying himself with the tea. ‘Not much longer to go now though, eh? Just a few more hours . . .’


  ‘And the rest.’


  Jalil looked puzzled. ‘I thought it was all planned for seven o’clock? I mean, not that I mind or anything . . . you can stay as long as you like.’ He spooned three sugars into
  Ali’s tea, gave it a stir, then took it over to the table. ‘There you go.’


  ‘Thanks.’


  ‘Do you want something to eat?’


  Ali shook his head, blowing on the hot black tea to cool it.


  ‘I know you can’t really tell me anything,’ Jalil said cautiously, ‘but it’s just that we’re running low on a few things . . . so, you know, if you
  are going to be staying much longer . . .’


  ‘We’ll be gone by nine thirty . . . ten at the latest.’


  ‘Oh, yeah, of course,’ Jalil said, pretending he’d only just remembered. ‘Sorry, but I couldn’t help overhearing your last call to the Farmer. You said then that
  you should be ready to go at just gone nine.’ Jalil paused for a moment, waiting for any adverse reaction, but Ali didn’t seem bothered by what he’d just said, so Jalil carried
  on, this time leaning in close to Ali and lowering his voice. ‘Will it be on the news?’


  ‘Will what be on the news?’


  ‘You know, this target you’re taking out . . . is it going to be a big news story?’


  ‘I can’t talk about it.’


  ‘Of course not . . . it must be really exciting for you though. I mean, even if doesn’t make the news—’


  ‘It’ll make the news, don’t worry about that.’


  ‘Really?’


  ‘You’ll see.’


  ‘How will I know it’s you?’


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘Well, there are terrorist attacks on the news all the time, aren’t there? How am I supposed to know which one is yours?’


  Ali didn’t answer immediately, and Jalil wondered if he’d pushed him too far. He held his breath and waited.


  Meanwhile, in the flat above the newsagent’s, Holland, Gloria and Courtney were waiting too. The silence of Ali/Mohammed’s hesitation was loud and clear in their
  headphones, and they both knew that this was it, the defining moment of the conversation. Mohammed was either going to realise Jalil was asking too many questions, in which case he’d probably
  just clam up and the chance would be gone, or – with a bit of luck – he was going to give in to his urge to impress Jalil, to put him straight, to prove that this wasn’t just
  another terrorist attack . . .


  ‘Come on, Mohammed,’ Holland muttered impatiently, ‘just say something . . . anything—’


  ‘You’ll know it’s us,’ Ali/Mohammed whispered furtively, glancing at the doorway, ‘because the news reports won’t have any
  details.’


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘They’ll say there’s been a “serious incident” in central London, and there’ll be “unconfirmed reports” that the police are evacuating the streets
  around an unspecified building, but they won’t say why, or what happened in the building, or if anyone’s been injured or killed.’


  Jalil shook his head. ‘I don’t get it . . .’


  ‘You will eventually. You’ll just have to keep watching and listening. It’ll all come out in the end. Nothing can be covered up these days.’ Ali smiled. ‘I bet you
  any money you like that by ten o’clock Sky and the BBC will be showing amateur videos of the explosion and helicopter shots of figures in hazmat suits rushing into the
  building—’


  ‘HEY!’


  It was Sav’s voice, calling out from the front room.


  Ali froze.


  ‘I NEED A DRINK!’


  ‘JUST A SECOND!’ Ali called back, getting to his feet. He quickly leaned down and whispered sternly in Jalil’s ear, ‘Keep your mouth shut about this, OK? If Sav
  finds out I talked to you—’


  ‘He won’t, I promise.’


  ‘He’d better not, for both our sakes.’


  ‘COME ON, HURRY UP!’


  Ali glared at Jalil for a moment or two, making sure he got the message, then he went to the fridge, got a bottle of water, and hurried off to the front room.


  ‘Did you get all that?’ Holland asked Courtney and Gloria, removing his headphones.


  They both nodded.


  ‘What do you think?’ Courtney asked Holland.


  ‘I need to listen to it again, but I’m pretty sure we can get something from it.’


  ‘We’ll have to, won’t we? Mohammed’s not going to say anything else, is he?’


  ‘I’m surprised Jalil got that much out of him, to be honest. Maybe he’s not as stupid as we thought.’


  ‘He did a good job,’ Gloria agreed.


  Holland looked at his watch. ‘We haven’t got much time left. Elias and Joe are probably at the airfield already.’


  ‘You call them, let them hear what we’ve got. Courtney, you keep checking for possible targets. And I’ll go over the recording again.’
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  Without any navigation assistance the disused airfield would have been almost impossible to find in the daytime, let alone in the pitch-black darkness of the early morning, and
  even with the precise coordinates programmed into the sat nav, Grandad still drove straight past the entrance. As Khan had explained, the airfield was located on the edge of the Blackdown Woods
  – an impenetrable forest of densely packed conifers – but to get to the actual entrance you had to negotiate a maze of narrow winding lanes then take a sharp right down an even narrower
  dirt track that was so overgrown that at first sight it seemed impassable. Once Grandad had finally found the track though, and edged the Range Rover through its tunnel-like opening, it
  didn’t take long to reach the gateway that led into the airfield.


  Grandad eased the car through the gateway, then slowly rolled to a halt.


  The powerful beams of the Range Rover’s full headlights sliced through the darkness, lighting up the area directly ahead of them. There wasn’t much to see – the flatness of the
  airfield stretching out into the distance, a wire-mesh fence surrounding the perimeter, the remains of a few buildings dotted around here and there. The runway showed up as a thin strip of
  blackness crossing the airfield from north to south.


  North was to their right, south to their left.


  There were no lights showing anywhere.


  ‘Swing around to the right a bit, Joe,’ Ames said. ‘I want to see what’s over there.’


  Grandad eased the car forward, edging round to the right, then stopped again. A small gathering of buildings appeared in the twin beams of the headlights – a hangar, a control tower, a
  fire station . . .


  ‘That’s where they’ll be coming from,’ Ames said.


  Grandad nodded. ‘They’re probably there already.’


  Ames glanced at his watch. It was 6.35 a.m. He didn’t doubt that al-Thu’ban were already here. If he was in Khan’s shoes, he would have made sure his men were in position at
  least two hours before the exchange, if not more. He gazed out into the darkness, trying to work out where they might be . . .


  Grandad, meanwhile, was also peering out into the darkness, searching for any signs of life, but he wasn’t just looking for al-Thu’ban soldiers. He was also wondering if
  there were any Strategic Operations men out there.


  They were both wasting their time though. It was simply too dark to see anything.


  ‘We’d better go,’ Ames said.


  Grandad swung the Range Rover round to the left and headed off across a patch of grass towards the runway. Once they were on the runway, it was simply a case of following it all the way along to
  the south end, as Khan had instructed, then parking the car facing north – towards the airport buildings – with the headlights on.


  Grandad turned round in his seat and looked at Kamal. He was still only semi-conscious.


  ‘Don’t worry about him,’ Ames said.


  ‘I’m not.’


  It’s you I’m worried about, Grandad thought.


  Ames’s mobile rang.


  Gloria Nightingale had worked in the intelligence services all her life and was an expert in collecting and analysing information, so it didn’t take her long to identify
  the key phrases, and what they might mean, in Mohammed’s conversation with Jalil.


  . . . the news reports won’t have any details . . .


  . . . a “serious incident” in central London . . .


  . . . police are evacuating the streets around an unspecified building . . .


  . . . nothing can be covered up these days . . .


  . . . amateur videos of the explosion and helicopter shots of figures in hazmat suits rushing into the building . . .


  Gloria already knew that al-Thu’ban’s attack was planned for 9 a.m., and this new information told her that it was going to take place in a building in central London, and that it
  was possibly going to involve some kind of chemical weapon.


  That was all fairly obvious.


  What wasn’t quite so easy to understand was Mohammed’s claim that the news reports wouldn’t ‘have any details’, and his reference to a cover-up, or
  attempted cover-up. Who would want to cover up a terrorist attack? And, more to the point, why? What exactly would they be trying to keep quiet? The attack itself?


  That didn’t make sense . . .


  An explosion in central London couldn’t possibly be covered up.


  If the target wasn’t the ‘unspecified building’ itself though, but someone inside the building, and if that person’s identity was supposed to be secret . . .


  It would make sense to try to cover that up, wouldn’t it?


  The target had to be an individual, Gloria decided. It had to be someone whose identity wasn’t generally known, who lived and/or worked in central London, and who al-Thu’ban had good
  reason to want dead . . .


  Gloria looked over at Holland. He was still on the phone to Ames. He’d played him the recording of Mohammed’s conversation with Jalil, and now they were discussing what it could
  mean.


  ‘Let me talk to him, John,’ Gloria said.


  Holland raised his eyebrows at her.


  ‘It’s important,’ she told him.


  He nodded. ‘Hold on, Elias,’ he said into the phone, ‘Gloria needs to speak to you.’


  He passed her the phone.


  ‘Is Joe with you?’ she asked Ames.


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Can you put us on speakerphone so he can hear what I’ve got to say?’


  ‘Kamal’s with us,’ Ames reminded her. ‘He’s sedated, but he might not be as out of it as he seems. Whatever you tell us on speakerphone, it might get back to
  Khan.’


  ‘Leave it, in that case. You can tell Joe later.’


  ‘Tell him what?’


  ‘I think the target’s someone in the security services.’


  ‘Who?’


  ‘I’m reasonably sure it’s a senior figure in counter-terrorism, most likely MI5, but it’s not a name that anyone outside the service will know. In fact, I wouldn’t
  be surprised if not that many in the service will be aware of this person’s existence.’


  ‘Are you talking about dark units?’


  ‘Possibly.’


  ‘Strategic Operations?’


  ‘It would make sense, wouldn’t it?’


  ‘Me?’


  ‘If they’re going to take you out, they’ll do it at the airfield.’


  ‘That’s comforting.’


  ‘Sorry, but you know what I mean.’


  Ames paused for a second, thinking things through.


  ‘How did you figure this out?’ he asked Gloria.


  She quickly went through her reasoning with him.


  ‘Damn it,’ he said quietly when she’d finished. ‘You’re right, aren’t you?’


  ‘I think so. Any ideas who it might be?’


  ‘I’ve got to go, Gloria. It’s almost time to make the exchange. I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.’


  ‘Be careful,’ she said. ‘And look after Joe and Travis, OK?’


  ‘You’ll see them both very soon. That’s a promise.’


  ‘I’d better, Elias,’ she said sternly. ‘Your life won’t be worth living if I don’t. That’s a promise too.’
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  By the time the van finally rolled to a halt, Sherazi and Mostefa had fixed the problem with the SIM-card bug, replaced it in the modified phone, removed the duct tape from my
  mouth, and double-checked that the bug still worked when the phone was in my pocket.


  Which apparently it did.


  So now I was wired for sound.


  Sherazi and Mostefa didn’t make any move to leave the van when it stopped, and while they just sat there doing nothing, I closed my eyes and listened hard to what was going on outside
  – car doors opening and closing, voices speaking in Arabic, busy footsteps . . . there was an echoey sound to everything, the kind of sound you get in a big high-ceilinged room, like a
  gymnasium or an assembly hall or something . . .


  Hangar, I thought.


  There’s bound to be a hangar at an airfield, isn’t there?


  We’re in a hangar.


  I heard more car doors slamming, a voice calling out, then a vehicle starting up . . . a big diesel engine . . .


  A van, maybe?


  Or a 4 x 4?


  Whatever it was, it was on the move now . . . passing us, changing gear, then picking up speed and driving away . . .


  As it faded into the distance, everything went quiet for a few moments, then a voice called out in Arabic from just outside, and Mostefa quickly got to his feet and opened the rear door. As Khan
  stepped up into the van – stooping to avoid banging his head – I caught a brief glimpse of a large empty space with a dome-shaped roof, then Mostefa climbed out of the van and shut the
  door behind him, and the view disappeared.


  Khan sat down beside me and opened up the laptop he was carrying.


  ‘How are you, Travis?’ he asked.


  ‘Brilliant, thanks,’ I said. ‘I’m having a great time. How about you?’


  The corner of his mouth twitched slightly, but apart from that he didn’t react.


  ‘In a short while,’ he said, ‘you will be returned to your grandfather in exchange for Bashir Kamal. I’ll go into the details of that in a moment, but first of all . .
  .’ He tapped a key on the laptop. The screen that appeared showed some kind of audio interface. ‘As you can see,’ he went on, indicating the screen, ‘this is linked to the
  listening device installed in your phone.’ As he spoke, his voice showed up as sound waves on the screen, and I could also hear his words echoing faintly through the laptop speaker.
  ‘You need to understand exactly what this means, Travis,’ he continued. ‘You need to understand—’


  ‘Yeah, I get it,’ I said wearily. ‘I’m bugged. You can hear what I’m saying.’


  ‘I can not only hear what you’re saying, wherever you are, I can also hear everything else that’s going on around you, with remarkable clarity.’ He gripped my
  wrist in his claw-like hand and stared fiercely into my eyes. ‘That is what you need to understand, Travis. I will hear any whispers. I will hear any suspicious
  silences. I will hear the sound of writing, for example.’ His grip tightened, and I could feel his cold hard fingernails digging into my skin. ‘And if I do hear
  anything that makes me think you’re not following my instructions, anything at all, you know what will happen to your friend Jaydie, don’t you?’


  I stared hatefully into his eyes.


  ‘Answer me,’ he demanded.


  ‘Yes,’ I said through gritted teeth, ‘I know what will happen.’


  ‘One more thing,’ he said, letting go of my wrist and glancing at his watch. ‘If I suspect for one moment that our operation has been compromised, I’m perfectly prepared
  to cut our losses and detonate the device in your neck earlier than planned. Do you understand what that means?’


  I nodded.


  It meant that if I didn’t follow his orders, he’d detonate the bomb while I was with Ames and Grandad.


  ‘Right,’ Khan said, sitting back and crossing his legs, ‘let’s go over everything one more time. What’s the first thing you’re going to say to
  Ames?’


  I sighed. I’d been through the plan so many times in my mind, searching for any possible loopholes, that I knew it all off by heart. There was no point in telling Khan that though, and
  besides . . .


  Maybe I’d missed something.


  Maybe there was a loophole somewhere . . .


  There’s always a way out, isn’t there?


  You’ve just got to find it.


  ‘The first thing I’m going to tell Ames,’ I began, trying to believe in myself, ‘is that I must have a face-to-face meeting with Sir John Ingleton, the head of
  MI5’s K Branch . . .’
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  I guessed it was nearly seven o’clock now.


  I was standing at the front of the hangar, my feet untied but my hands still cuffed, with Murad on one side of me and Kyrra on the other. They were both carrying Kalashnikovs, with handguns
  tucked in their belts. The hangar door was wide open, and as I gazed out into the morning darkness, focusing hard on the lights of a distant parked car, I could feel the cold dewy air drifting in
  off the airfield, bringing with it a faint smell of moist grass and petrol fumes. Although it wouldn’t be long before the sun came up, the predawn darkness was so impenetrable it was almost
  impossible to distinguish the land from the sky – it was all just a vast wall of blackness – and even the distant headlights gave no real sense of landscape or dimension. They were just
  somewhere out there in the unknown darkness . . .


  But they were there.


  Grandad.


  And Elias Ames . . .


  I must have a face-to-face meeting with Sir John Ingleton . . .


  I’d gone over it all again with Khan, but once again I hadn’t found any loopholes. I hadn’t even come close to finding one. There was no way out, it was as simple as
  that. Khan had thought of everything. And while I still had no intention of giving up – because you just never know what’s going to happen, do you? – I also knew that I had to
  start being realistic now. There were other people to think about, people whose fate wasn’t sealed, and I had to make sure I didn’t do anything to put their lives in
  danger.


  I glanced across at Khan and Issy. They were sitting in the front of the Land Rover – Khan talking, gesturing, explaining something . . . Issy listening quietly, occasionally nodding her
  head. The Land Rover was parked in the far-left corner of the hangar, so unlike Murad and Kyrra – who were right out in the open, in plain sight of the airfield – Khan and Issy
  couldn’t be seen. I saw Issy nod at Khan again, then Khan reached into his pocket, took out his mobile, and keyed in a number.


  When Grandad answered his phone – putting it on speaker – it was 7 a.m. precisely.


  ‘We’re here,’ he snarled. ‘Where’s my grandson?’


  ‘Be patient, Mr Delaney,’ Khan replied. ‘Travis will be with you very shortly. As soon as I’m satisfied that you’ve followed my orders—’


  ‘What do you want to know?’


  ‘Do you want to see your grandson?’


  ‘Of course I do.’


  ‘Then I suggest you stop interrupting me.’


  ‘Yes . . . yes, I’m sorry,’ Grandad said, mentally kicking himself for not staying calm. He closed his eyes for a moment, took a steadying breath, then, ‘Please, go
  ahead. I’m listening.’


  ‘Is Mr Ames there?’


  Grandad glanced over his shoulder at Ames.


  ‘I’m here, Khan,’ Ames said out loud.


  ‘Do you have Bashir Kamal with you?’


  ‘He’s sitting right next to me.’


  ‘Is he in good health?’


  Ames looked at Kamal. His head was still hanging down, his eyes half open. Ames nudged him with his elbow. He dozily straightened up for a moment and gazed around in sedated bewilderment.


  ‘Uh . . . whuh . . . ?’ he mumbled. ‘Whass iss . . . ?’


  ‘He’s all right,’ Ames told Khan. ‘Just a bit sleepy.’


  ‘He doesn’t sound all right. Has he been drugged?’


  ‘MI5 had to give him something to calm him down,’ Ames admitted. ‘But I can assure you that there won’t be any long-term damage.’


  ‘You’d better hope you’re right,’ Khan said. ‘Because I can assure you that if he has been harmed in any way at all, we will seek redress. And let me
  remind you again that Travis will not be out of our reach after the exchange. You might think you can guarantee his safety, but if we need to get to him, we will. Is that clear?’


  ‘Perfectly,’ Ames said. ‘Is he in good health?’


  ‘Unlike MI5, we don’t drug our prisoners, Mr Ames.’


  Of course you don’t, Ames thought.


  ‘I didn’t ask if he’d been drugged,’ he said, ‘I asked if he was in good health.’


  ‘He has a few scrapes and bruises,’ Khan lied, ‘but apart from that, he’s fine.’


  At this point, it was all Grandad could do to stay quiet and keep his thoughts to himself. You’d better hope you’re right, he was thinking, his fists clenched at
  his side. Because if you’re lying, Khan, if you have hurt Travis, I will hunt you down and destroy you . . .


  ‘Unfortunately Mr Carson’s health isn’t quite as fine,’ Khan said.


  ‘What’s the matter with him?’ Ames asked.


  ‘He foolishly tried to escape, and paid the inevitable price.’


  ‘You mean he’s dead?’


  ‘I’m afraid so. His ransom will still be paid, of course. I take it you have the five million dollars with you?’


  ‘And what are you going to do if I say no?’ Ames scoffed. ‘Kill Carson again?’


  ‘You don’t understand, Mr Ames. The terms of the ransom demand have now been transferred to Travis.’


  ‘That’s not what we agreed.’


  ‘Are you saying you’re not going to pay?’


  ‘We’ll pay,’ Grandad said quickly, glaring at Ames. ‘You’ll get your damn money, OK?’


  ‘Mr Ames?’ Khan said.


  ‘Yes, yes, of course we’ll pay. The money’s in the boot of the car.’


  ‘Used notes, as instructed?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Untraceable?’


  Yes.’


  ‘Good. Now, I assume you have Bashir securely restrained?’


  ‘That’s right.’


  ‘You may leave his hands bound during the exchange, but all other restraints will be removed. We will do the same with Travis. On his return you will find the key to the handcuffs in his
  pocket. Similarly, if we need a key to release Bashir’s hands—’


  ‘He’s in plastic cuffs,’ Ames said. ‘I can change them if you’d prefer—’


  ‘That won’t be necessary. Now, I want you both to listen very carefully to the exchange procedure. I will not repeat anything, and the procedure will be followed precisely.
  Is that clear, Mr Ames?’


  Yes.’


  ‘Mr Delaney?’


  ‘It’s clear.’


  ‘Good. The exchange will take place on the runway. Two minutes after this phone call has ended, a vehicle in the hangar will flash its headlights twice, then the headlights will be left
  on, directed at the runway. You will also leave your headlights on, directed at the runway. Once both sets of lights are on, Mr Delaney and Bashir Kamal will begin walking, at a steady pace,
  towards the hangar. At exactly the same time, Travis and a colleague of mine will also start walking – at the same steady pace – from the hangar towards your car. My colleague will be
  armed, and she will have Travis at gunpoint. Mr Delaney will not be armed. More of my colleagues will be watching the exchange from strategic positions, and they will also have their
  weapons trained on Travis. If anything untoward happens, if there’s any sign at all of anyone else in or around the airfield, my men will shoot to kill. So if you have snipers out there, Mr
  Ames, I suggest you pull them back now.’


  ‘You told us to come alone,’ Ames said, ‘and that’s what we’ve done. You have my word.’


  There was a moment’s silence before Khan spoke again. ‘Look down at your chest, Mr Ames.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘Do it.’


  Ames looked down, immediately recognising the small circle of red light wavering slightly in the middle of his chest.


  ‘I forgot to mention that one of my men has his weapon trained on you,’ Khan said. ‘I ought to give him the order to shoot you right now for having the sheer gall to suggest I
  take your word for anything, and I will if you do it again. You have my word on that.’


  ‘I didn’t mean—’


  ‘Enough.’


  Another moment’s silence.


  Ames breathed out slowly as the red dot disappeared from his chest.


  ‘The halfway point of the runway is marked with a painted white line,’ Khan continued. ‘Whoever reaches the line first – Mr Delaney and Bashir, or my colleague and Travis
  – they will stop on their side of the line and wait for the other two to arrive. Once everyone is there, and my colleague is satisfied that the young man with Mr Delaney is definitely Bashir
  Kamal, the exchange will take place. My colleague will cross over the line, collect the money and Bashir, then return to her side of the line. If everything is still satisfactory, she will then
  release Travis to you. Both parties will then walk back the way they came. After that, all you need to do is wait in your car until you receive a phone call from me giving you permission to leave,
  and that’ll be the end of it. Is that all perfectly clear?’


  Grandad and Ames looked questioningly at each other.


  Ames raised a questioning eyebrow . . .


  Grandad shrugged.


  Ames nodded.


  ‘Yes,’ he said out loud, ‘everything’s clear.’


  ‘Good. Then I suggest you start getting things ready. The signal to start walking will be given in exactly two minutes.’
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  I didn’t know it at the time, but when Issy got out of the Land Rover and came over to me, and I glanced across at Khan and saw him sitting in the driver’s seat,
  headphones on, tapping away at his laptop . . . that was the last time I’d ever see him. I’m not sure if it would have made any difference to me if I had known I’d never
  see him again – probably not – but there was no doubt at all that it didn’t make the slightest bit of difference to him. I was nothing more than a means of delivery to him, a
  living parcel. And he was done with me now. He’d got me ready and wrapped me up, but he wasn’t going to deliver me himself. He didn’t have to. He had people to do that kind of
  thing for him.


  People like Issy.


  She jerked her head at Kyrra and Murad as she approached me, letting them know they could leave, and as they nodded back at her and headed off – one to my right, the other to my left
  – it was clear they knew exactly what they were doing.


  Issy didn’t say a word to me, she just levelled a pistol at my head and waved me forward, gesturing for me to step out of the hangar.


  ‘You don’t need the gun,’ I told her. ‘I’m not likely to make a run for it, am I?’


  ‘Go,’ she said simply, not lowering the pistol.


  I started walking – through the hangar doorway, into the freshening night breeze, out onto a broad stretch of open ground that led across to the runway.


  ‘Stop,’ I heard Issy say behind me.


  I stopped.


  A fine rain had begun to fall, coating the air with a cloud of silvery mist. The twin beams of the distant headlights showed up in the mist like funnels of light burrowing through the darkness,
  and I could see now that the car was parked at the far end of the runway.


  They were there . . .


  He was there.


  Grandad . . .


  He was really there.


  Headlights suddenly flashed behind me, a momentary blaze of light that cast weird shadows across the ground in front of me. Two elongated figures stretching out across the pitted concrete
  – long elasticated heads, stilt-like legs, Issy’s outstretched arm seemingly joined to my head.


  The headlights went off, the monstrous shadows disappeared.


  A second later the lights came on again.


  Then off . . .


  Then on . . . and this time they stayed on.


  ‘Walk,’ Issy said.


  The twin shadows merged as we crossed the open ground towards the runway – torsos and limbs melding together into a single multi-featured distortion, then parting again as the angles of
  light changed – and then, as we moved onto the runway itself, turning left at a right angle to the headlights behind us, the shadows shifted sharply to my right, out of my immediate vision,
  and my attention turned to the two figures I could see approaching us from the other end of the runway. Although their faces weren’t clearly visible in the dark haze of silvered mist, there
  was no doubting who they were. I didn’t have to see the face of the figure on the right to know it was Grandad. I could tell from his posture, from the way he walked, from everything about
  him. He was a bit more stooped over than usual – or at least not as straight-backed as he was when he was on top of his game – and I guessed he hadn’t slept since the night
  I’d been taken. The heavy-looking holdall he was carrying probably didn’t help either.


  The hooded figure with him – who had to be Bashir Kamal – looked even more exhausted than Grandad. His head was hanging down, he was shuffling rather than walking, and I got the
  feeling that if Grandad wasn’t helping him – holding him up by his arm – he probably wouldn’t be able to stay on his feet.


  ‘Slow down a bit,’ Issy said.


  I slowed my pace.


  ‘Do you know Bashir?’ I asked her, keeping my eyes on Grandad.


  She didn’t reply.


  I remembered the listening device in my pocket then, and I guessed Khan had told Issy not to talk to me, and she knew he’d be listening to us right now, so she couldn’t answer my
  question even if she’d wanted to. Not that it mattered. I’d long since given up on trying to talk her round, to get her to see sense, and I knew there was nothing she could do to help
  me now anyway. It was far too late for that.


  Everything was too late for Issy.


  After my mum and dad’s death, Granny Nora had told me that sometimes, when you’re grieving, you just have to do whatever’s necessary to keep yourself going. You have to do
  whatever feels right for you, Travis, she’d said. And I guessed that was what Issy was doing. She’d lost everything – her mother, both brothers, her sister – and her
  way of dealing with it, her way of keeping herself going, was by embracing a life of vengeance. It was wrong. It was misdirected and savage and pointless, and it was never going to change anything,
  let alone make her feel any better.


  But it was her choice.


  It felt right to her.


  ‘I understand,’ I said quietly.


  I thought at first that she still wasn’t going to say anything, but after a few seconds’ silence I heard her voice.


  ‘What did you say?’


  There was no unpleasantness in her voice, just a touch of curiosity.


  ‘I understand,’ I repeated.


  ‘What do you understand?’


  ‘You . . . why you’re doing all this.’


  I could sense her confusion in the silence – what does he mean? what should I say? what does Khan expect me to say?


  ‘I don’t need your forgiveness,’ she said eventually, trying to sound cold and uncaring, but not really succeeding.


  ‘Who said anything about forgiveness?’


  ‘I thought you just said—’


  I interrupted her by breaking into a sudden fit of coughing, and as I stopped and bent over, spluttering away as if I had something caught in my throat, I caught Issy’s eye and brought her
  attention to the painted white line I’d just spotted on the runway. It was obviously a recent addition, which could only mean that it had something to do with the exchange. My guess was that
  Issy should have told me to stop at the line, but she’d been so busy thinking about what I’d said to her, she’d forgotten all about it.


  I could easily have got her into trouble with Khan by not pointing it out, but that would have been a pretty cheap thing to do, and it was partly my fault that she’d been distracted
  anyway.


  ‘Stop at the line,’ Issy said too loudly, overdoing it a bit.


  I stopped coughing and straightened up.


  ‘Wait there,’ she said.


  ‘Just here?’ I said, smiling at her.


  She didn’t return the smile, but just for a second her mask had slipped and I could see the perfectly ordinary girl she could have been – a bit flustered and embarrassed,
  tongue-tied, not sure how to thank me – and that was as good as a smile to me.


  I heard Grandad and Bashir approaching then – Grandad’s heavy footsteps, Bashir dragging his feet – and when I looked round I was surprised to see they were only about five
  metres away from us. I could see Grandad’s grizzly old face now, and just for a moment I was taken aback by just how exhausted he looked. His sunken eyes and greying skin, his frail
  posture and drooping shoulders . . . he looked ten years older than the last time I’d seen him.


  But it was him . . .


  It was Grandad.


  And as our eyes met, and he looked at me as only he can, a flood of emotion welled up inside me. It was as if a dam had suddenly burst, and everything I’d been holding back was now pouring
  out, filling my head with the deafening roar of a crashing waterfall . . .


  ‘Grandad!’ I cried out, instinctively moving towards him.


  But before I’d finished the first step, the sharp jab of Issy’s pistol in my back brought me to a halt.


  ‘Wait,’ she said, firmly but softly, ‘please . . . wait for them to get here. Don’t move until I tell you, OK?’


  I nodded, my eyes still fixed on Grandad’s.


  He was breathing quite heavily, struggling to support the younger man’s weight with one hand and the holdall in the other. I wondered what was wrong with Bashir. His face was mostly
  covered by his hood, so I couldn’t actually see if his eyes were open or not, but it was quite obvious that he wasn’t fully conscious. Maybe he was ill, I thought. Or injured . . .


  Or drugged.


  ‘Are you all right, Grandad?’ I asked as he finally reached the line.


  ‘Be quiet,’ Issy told me.


  ‘He needs some help—’


  ‘Just wait, Travis, please.’ She glanced at the holdall in Grandad’s hand. ‘Is that the money?’


  He nodded.


  ‘Put it on the ground, please.’


  He did as he was told, relieved to let go of it.


  ‘Now remove Bashir’s hood,’ Issy said. ‘I need to see his face.’


  Grandad pulled back the hood, revealing Bashir’s confused and doped-up face.


  ‘Wass going on?’ he mumbled. ‘Where am I?’


  ‘Bashir!’ Issy barked sharply.


  He squinted at her, frowning and swaying, like a drunk man trying too hard to focus. ‘Iss . . . ? That you?’


  ‘You can let him go now, Mr Delaney.’


  ‘He’ll fall over if I let him go. Let me bring him over—’


  ‘Stay where you are.’ She turned to me. ‘You too, OK?’


  ‘I won’t move,’ I assured her.


  She left me standing there and crossed over the line. She picked up the holdall first, then went over and took hold of Bashir’s arm.


  ‘Have you got him?’ Grandad asked, still holding Bashir’s other arm.


  She nodded. ‘Step away from him, please.’


  Grandad let go and stepped back, leaving Issy to bear Bashir’s weight on her own. It was almost too much for her at first, and Bashir nearly slumped to the ground, but with a grunt of
  strength she managed to pull him back up. She gave him a couple of good slaps – ‘Hey! Bashir! HEY!’ – which seemed to wake him up a bit, and when they crossed back
  over the line he didn’t look quite so helpless any more.


  ‘OK,’ she said to me, ‘you can join your grandfather now.’


  I stood there looking at her for a few seconds, knowing full well there was nothing more to say, but desperately wanting to say something anyway. I was fairly sure she felt the same. She was
  making out that she was having trouble with Bashir – adjusting her hold on him, quietly cursing him – but the reality was that there was nothing stopping her from leaving.


  ‘Come on, Travis,’ Grandad urged gently. ‘Let’s get going.’


  ‘OK,’ I told him, still looking at Issy.


  There really wasn’t anything to say.


  I smiled sadly, raised my hand, and waved at her.


  She didn’t return the wave, but she did do her best to smile. I was pretty sure it was the first time I’d seen her smile, and although she clearly wasn’t used to it – it
  was the shaky-mouthed smile of someone who’s forgotten how it’s done – there was no doubt she meant it.


  I turned away from her then, satisfied with the last memory I’d have of her, and I crossed over the lines into the waiting arms of my grandad.


  ‘It’s all right now, son,’ he murmured, squeezing me tightly. ‘You’re safe now, no one can hurt you any more . . . everything’s going to be all right . .
  .’


  It felt so good to be with him again that for a moment or two it didn’t even occur to me that he was wrong, but as he pulled me closer to him, inadvertently pressing down on my neck, and a
  sudden sharp pain stabbed into the back of my skull, the truth came crashing back to me – I wasn’t safe, I was going to be hurt, it wasn’t going to be
  all right . . .
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  I couldn’t hide the pain from Grandad when he put his hand on my neck – instinctively wincing and pulling away from him – and when he took me by the shoulders
  and asked me what was wrong, his craggy old face gripped with concern, I almost made the mistake of putting my finger to my lips and tapping my ear to let him know about the listening device, but
  at the last moment I remembered Khan’s warning.


  I will hear any suspicious silences . . . and if I do hear anything that makes me think you’re not following my instructions, anything at all, you know what will
  happen to your friend Jaydie, don’t you?


  ‘It’s nothing,’ I told Grandad, ‘just a little cut . . . I’ll tell you about it later.’ I held out my cuffed hands. ‘Can you get these off me? The
  key’s in my back pocket.’


  After Grandad had unlocked the cuffs, we started heading along the runway towards the car. He carried on asking me questions as we walked – how did you get cut? are you sure
  you’re all right? did they do anything else to you? – and I did my best to respond in a way that wouldn’t around his suspicions, but it wasn’t easy. In fact, it was
  pretty much impossible. There was so much going on in my head that I simply couldn’t think straight, and in the end I just had to pretend I was too weak, too traumatised, too whatever to
  answer his questions.


  ‘Do you mind if we leave it for now, Grandad?’ I muttered feebly, hating myself for having to lie. ‘I’m not really up to much at the moment . . .’


  ‘Sorry, Trav,’ he said, gently putting his hand on my shoulder. ‘I wasn’t thinking. You must be shattered. Come on, let’s get you into the car.’


  Elias Ames was younger than I’d imagined – in his mid-thirties, I guessed. Ghostly pale, with a high forehead, slicked-back hair, and a goatee beard, there was
  something of the devil about him.


  ‘Hello, Travis,’ he said, turning round in the driver’s seat as Grandad helped me into the back of the Range Rover. ‘My name’s Elias Ames. I’ve been helping
  your grandad—’


  ‘I must have a face-to-face meeting with Sir John Ingleton, the head of MI5’s K Branch, at 0900 hours today,’ I said.


  It felt really weird saying this to Ames at long last. I’d repeated the words back to Khan so many times that they’d lost all their meaning to me, but now – as Ames stared back
  at me in stunned astonishment – there was no doubting their impact and significance.


  ‘What the hell . . . ?’ Grandad muttered.


  ‘Say that again,’ Ames told me, his voice almost a growl.


  I held his gaze and repeated the statement.


  ‘What’s going on here, Travis?’ Grandad said, gripping my arm. ‘What have they done to you? I knew something was wrong . . .’


  He stopped talking as Ames held up his hand to him. Ames’s eyes were still fixed on mine, and I could see the wariness in them as he looked at me. He wasn’t stunned and bewildered
  any more, he was sharp and calculating, cautious, alert . . .


  He knew something.


  He knew something.


  And that changed everything. I couldn’t just blindly follow Khan’s script now. If Ames knew something, or even if he just thought he knew something, I had to warn him not to
  say anything about it. Because if he did . . .


  If I suspect for one moment that our operation has been compromised, I am perfectly prepared to cut our losses and detonate the device in your neck earlier than planned.


  But how could I let Ames know without alerting Khan? The silence was stretching out now, and if I didn’t do something about it soon, it was in danger of becoming ‘suspicious’.
  . .


  I had to do something, right now.


  I looked searchingly into Ames’s dark-green eyes. Winston had told me he was a good man – brave, intelligent, ruthless, experienced – and I could only hope he was right.


  ‘I have to see Sir John Ingleton,’ I repeated, this time leaning forward in my seat, staring wide-eyed at Ames, while making a keep-talking gesture with my hands. I tried to
  give the gesture an added sense of ‘keep talking about Ingleton, but don’t mention anything else’, but it was more in my mind than anything else. And besides, I didn’t even
  know what the ‘anything else’ might be.


  ‘Why do you need to see Sir John?’ Ames asked, raising his eyebrows and discreetly touching his ear (are they listening to us?).


  I nodded. ‘I’ve got a message for Ingleton from al-Thu’ban.’


  ‘I can pass on a message,’ Ames said, making a writing gesture.


  ‘No,’ I said, vigorously shaking my head (no writing). ‘I have to give Ingleton the message myself.’


  ‘That’s not going to happen, I’m afraid.’


  My head was spinning with the stress and confusion of everything now. All this subterfuge, the hidden meanings, the double- and triple-thinking . . . it was all too much to keep track of. It was
  clear from the way Grandad and Ames were acting that they knew we were being watched, or at least that Khan’s men had been watching them, so as well as having to think very carefully
  about everything I said, I was having to think about every little movement too.


  It was exhausting.


  Mind frazzling.


  It was . . .


  ‘They’re leaving,’ I heard Grandad say.


  I looked over at the hangar and saw two sets of headlights sweeping out through the doorway. The VW van and the Land Rover. They swung round to the right of the hangar and headed off into the
  darkness, their red tail lights fading away into the rain-blurred gloom.


  ‘Two minutes from now,’ Ames said, glancing at his watch.


  I didn’t know what he meant.


  I didn’t know anything any more, I realised. I didn’t know what Ames knew. I didn’t know what I thought I was doing. I didn’t know if I was doing the right thing, or if I
  was making a terrible mistake . . .


  A fatal mistake.


  But I’d done it now. It was too late to change my mind.


  I took the modified phone from my pocket and pressed the ‘live feed’ icon. The image of the bomb appeared on the screen – a sturdy brown package, wrapped tightly with black
  tape, fixed to the base of an oil tank. The LED display on the mobile phone attached to the device was still counting down the hours and seconds: 01:47:16 . . . 47:15 . . . 47:14 . . .
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  I showed the image of the bomb to Ames and said, ‘This a remote live feed showing an explosive device fixed to a 2000-litre oil tank in the basement of a primary school
  in Essex. It contains five kilos of plastic explosive, and it’s timed go off at 9.05 a.m. The timing mechanism will be provisionally suspended when you agree to my request to meet Ingleton,
  and the device itself will be permanently deactivated once I’ve actually met him.’


  ‘Can I have a closer look at it?’ Ames asked.


  I hesitated, trying to remember if Khan had told me not to let anyone handle the modified phone. I was fairly sure he hadn’t. And he had told me to show Ames the live feed,
  hadn’t he?


  I passed the phone to Ames.


  ‘What’s the name of the school?’ he asked, studying the image on the screen.


  ‘I don’t know.’


  ‘Do you know where it is in Essex?’


  ‘No,’ I said, looking at Grandad as he tapped my knee.


  He had his mobile in his hand, the screen turned towards me. A text message was typed on the screen. He was holding the phone down at his side, out of sight, so I guessed he was assuming that
  just because the van and the Land Rover had left, that didn’t necessarily mean we weren’t being watched any more. He’d enlarged the message on his phone to make it easier for me
  to read:


  where have they planted the bug on you? under your clothes, in your pocket? is it safe to remove and destroy?


  I glanced quickly at Ames and made the ‘keep talking’ gesture again, and as he began asking me another question – ‘Let me get this straight, Travis. Are you saying that
  if I don’t agree to your request . . . ?’ – I reached out and took the modified phone from his hand. Turning back to Grandad, I pointed at his phone, drawing his attention to the
  first part of his message – where have they planted the bug on you? – and when he looked up at me and nodded, letting me know that he understood what I was doing, I pointed to
  the back of the modified phone (the bug’s inside the phone).


  He nodded again.


  I then went back to his phone and indicated the last question – is it safe to remove and destroy? – and when he looked up at me this time, waiting for my answer, I
  vigorously shook my head (no, it’s not safe to remove and destroy).


  Another nod of confirmation, and this time he also held up his hands, palms outwards, assuring me that he wouldn’t so much as touch the modified phone.


  I gave him the thumbs-up.


  He returned the gesture.


  I smiled.


  He smiled back.


  And it felt good.


  I felt good.


  I was back in the fight.


  I was still scared and confused and worried to death that I was making a fatal mistake, that any moment now Khan was going to realise what was going on and detonate the bomb in my neck, killing
  all three of us . . .


  And there was still Jaydie to think about too . . .


  ‘Travis?’ Ames said. ‘Is that right?’


  I looked blankly at him. I hadn’t heard a word he’d said.


  Yes, he mouthed.


  ‘Yes,’ I said.


  ‘I’ll need to make a phone call to see if I can arrange the meeting. Is that OK?’


  Again, I had to think if Khan had said anything about Ames making a phone call. And again, I was pretty sure he hadn’t. And besides, how else was Ames going to set up the meeting?


  ‘Yeah,’ I told him, ‘it’s OK.’


  ‘Where’s the meeting supposed to take place?’


  ‘Wherever Ingleton wants.’


  As Ames began keying in a number on his mobile, I turned back to Grandad again and gave him the ‘keep-talking’ sign.


  ‘Let me see that cut on your neck,’ he said.


  ‘It’s nothing, really,’ I replied, taking the phone from his hand and turning my back to him.


  As he gently pulled down the collar of my shirt, I cleared his message and started writing a new text.


  Grandad hates being ‘beeped at’, as he calls it, and the first thing he does whenever he gets a new phone or laptop is turn off all the unnecessary sounds – key tones,
  notifications, alerts. So as long as I didn’t make any noise myself, like thumbing the keys too hard or something, I was pretty sure Khan wouldn’t hear anything
  ‘suspicious’.


  ‘I can’t get a signal,’ Ames said. ‘I’m going to try outside.’


  I glanced up at him. He was staring at me, his eyebrows raised quizzically – is it OK to go outside?


  I didn’t even think about it this time, I just nodded.


  As Ames was opening the door to go out, Grandad said to him, ‘Could you call Nancy, please? Tell her we’re both OK.’


  Ames nodded and stepped out of the car.


  I went back to writing my silent message.


  Grandad carried on examining my wound and talking. ‘How the hell did this happen, Trav? It looks pretty bad . . .’


  His concern wasn’t faked.


  ‘I had a bit of a scuffle with one of the kidnappers,’ I said, making it up as I went along. ‘I don’t think he meant to stab me. He was holding a knife to my neck and I
  tried to push him off—’


  ‘Who stitched it up?’


  ‘They had a doctor with them.’


  I showed him the message I’d written:


  neck wound = bomb implant. explosive + sx9 nerve agent. remote detonate. target ingleton. sniper watching jaydie. any repeat ANY attempt to stop bomb or save ingleton and/or any
  ‘suspicious’ sounds/silences = sniper shoot jaydie and/or detonate neck bomb


  As Grandad read it, I carried on talking to fill the silence. ‘The doctor said the wound isn’t very deep . . . the stitches are those dissolvable ones. They should be gone in a
  couple of weeks. There’ll probably be a little scar, but apart from that . . .’


  As the car door opened and Ames got back in, I breathed a sigh of relief. It’s really difficult to carry on talking when you know your head might explode if you stop talking for too long,
  or say the wrong thing. And it’s especially hard when your mind’s spinning with all the stuff you can’t talk about.


  Two things happened simultaneously then.


  Ames said, ‘Ingleton’s agreed to the meeting.’


  And Grandad suddenly grasped my hand.


  His grip was so strong I almost let out a yelp, and when I turned and looked at him and saw the intensity of pain and despair in his eyes, I very nearly broke down and wept. It wasn’t that
  I’d got used to the fact that I had a bomb inside me, and that in less than two hours’ time I’d be dead, it was just that – until now – I’d had to distance
  myself from the reality of it in order to keep going. But seeing Grandad’s traumatic reaction to my message had suddenly brought everything back to me, and as we sat there looking at each
  other now – his face deathly pale – it was almost impossible to keep going any more.


  But I had to.


  We had to.


  We had to keep going.


  I gave Grandad’s hand a squeeze and stared hard into his eyes, silently telling him to stay strong. He reacted almost immediately, and as he took a deep breath and straightened himself up,
  I could actually see the fight coming back into him. Within a few moments he was the Grandad I knew (and needed) again – angry, determined, tough as old boots.


  I smiled at him.


  He nodded, then passed his phone to Ames.


  As Ames read my message, I asked him, ‘Where does Ingleton want to meet?’


  ‘At his office.’


  As Ames finished reading my message and looked up at me. There was genuine concern in his eyes, but no fear or panic. He was calm, in control.


  He said to me, ‘Has the timing mechanism on the bomb at the school been suspended yet? That was the deal, remember?’


  I pressed the MENU key on the modified phone. A toolbar appeared at the bottom of the screen. I selected the CONTACT option.


  ‘That’s it,’ I told Ames. ‘Khan’s been informed that the meeting’s confirmed.’


  ‘Let me see the live feed.’


  I opened the live feed screen. The LED timer was still counting down – 01:35:46 . . . 35:45 . . . 35:44 . . .


  ‘Why hasn’t it stopped?’ Ames asked.


  ‘I don’t know. He assured me that as soon as—’


  The timer stopped at 01:35:39.


  And I realised that I’d just used Khan’s name. I also realised that 1) he’d never told me not to reveal his name, and 2) neither Ames nor Grandad had asked me who Khan
  was, so clearly they already knew about him.


  ‘We’d better get going,’ Ames said, passing Grandad’s phone back to him.


  ‘Khan hasn’t called us yet,’ Grandad reminded him, writing another message on his phone. ‘We’re supposed to stay here until he gives us permission to
  leave.’


  ‘If we wait much longer we won’t get to London in time for the meeting.’


  ‘We won’t get anywhere if we leave without permission—’


  Grandad’s phone rang.


  He checked the caller ID – it was blank – then answered it.


  ‘Hello?’


  He listened in silence for a couple of seconds, a look of intense hatred burning in his eyes, then he said ‘Hello?’ again, glanced at the screen, and lowered the phone.


  ‘We can leave now,’ he said.


  His voice was as cold as ice.
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  In the flat above the newsagent’s, Holland and Gloria were tracking Khan and Bashir Kamal on their laptops, and Courtney was standing behind them keeping an eye on both
  screens. Holland’s computer was linked up to the three locators MI5 had planted on Kamal (drawstring, trainer, foot), while Gloria was following the signal given out by Khan’s mobile
  phone. The three red dots showing Kamal’s locators were so close together on the main screen that to the human eye they appeared as a single red dot, but they were still showing as three
  separate signals on a more detailed screen, so Holland knew that none of them had been discovered yet . . .


  Which struck him as slightly strange.


  Why hadn’t they scanned Kamal for trackers as soon as they’d got him back?


  Holland carried on watching the dots on the screen. They were just over three kilometres from the airfield now – still heading east, still keeping to the back roads . . .


  The tracking system on Gloria’s laptop was very similar to Holland’s – a main screen showing the location of Khan’s mobile (a flashing black X)
  superimposed on a road map. The tracking wasn’t quite as precise as Holland’s GPS system, but it was accurate enough to show that Khan was either in the same car as Kamal or in another
  vehicle very close by.


  ‘Where do you think they’re going?’ Holland asked, his eyes fixed on his screen.


  Gloria shrugged. ‘Dover, maybe? Ashford . . . ?’


  ‘They’d have to be really stupid to try leaving the country.’


  ‘Or really smart.’


  Holland shook his head. ‘They’ll never make it.’


  ‘They’ve done all right so far,’ Courtney commented.


  ‘Yeah, but so far . . . hold on. I think they’re stopping.’ He zoomed in on the red dots, switched to satellite view, and leaned in closer to the screen. ‘They’ve
  stopped by a bridge . . . a railway bridge . . .’


  ‘Khan’s stopped too,’ Gloria said.


  Holland glanced at her screen, then looked back at his again, frowning. ‘Why have they stopped? I don’t get it, there’s nothing there. It’s just a little bridge over a
  railway track in the middle of nowhere . . .’


  ‘Maybe they’re switching to a train. Is there a station nearby?’


  Holland shook his head. ‘According to my map, the track’s not even used any more. It’s just one of those little branch lines that were all shut down years ago.’


  ‘They could be changing vehicles,’ Courtney suggested.


  ‘You mean a prearranged rendezvous—’


  ‘Khan’s on the move again,’ Gloria said.


  ‘Are you sure?’


  ‘See for yourself.’


  Holland leaned over and studied Gloria’s screen. The flashing black X was definitely moving again – heading east, away from the railway bridge . . .


  Holland turned back to his screen. The dots hadn’t moved at all. Not so much as a single millimetre. He tapped a key and double-checked the status of the trackers. All three of them were
  still operational.


  ‘Problem?’ Gloria asked.


  ‘Either Kamal’s staying put for some reason, or they’ve found all three trackers and ditched them.’


  ‘They only stopped for a minute or so. That might be enough time to get rid of Kamal’s hood and trainers, but not the locator in his foot. Even if they knew about it – and I
  can’t see how they could – and even if they just cut it out of him as quickly as possible, without any anaesthetic, it’d still take longer than that.’ Gloria glanced at
  Holland. ‘I think he’s still there.’


  ‘Why the hell would they leave him?’


  ‘There’s only one way to find out, isn’t there?’


  Holland thought about it for a moment or two. He checked both screens again to make sure that Khan was still moving and Kamal was still motionless, then he took out his mobile and hit a
  speed-dial key.


  The voice that answered the phone got straight to the point.


  ‘SO4, go ahead,’ it said.


  ‘What’s your position, Mike?’ Holland asked.


  ‘Half a kilometre south of the bridge.’


  ‘Stationary?’


  ‘We stopped when they did. Do you want us to go after Khan?’


  ‘No, I’ll put SO3 on Khan. I want you to check out Kamal.’


  ‘OK.’


  ‘Report back as soon as you know anything. And be careful. It could be a trap.’


  ‘Copy that.’


  SO4 was one of three Strategic Operations units that Ames had tasked to track the kidnappers after the exchange at the airfield. Each unit was a two-man team. The SO4 agent
  Holland had spoken to was Mike Kinsey, and Kinsey’s partner was an ex-Special Branch officer called Daiyu Leung.


  It took less than fifteen minutes for Kinsey to report back to Holland, and once again he didn’t waste any time getting to the point.


  ‘Kamal’s dead,’ he told Holland. ‘Shot in the back of the head.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘We found his body in the back of a VW van parked in a lay-by next to the bridge.’


  ‘Anyone else there?’


  ‘No, no other vehicles either.’


  ‘Is he still wearing the hood and trainers? I mean, does it look as if they searched him and found the trackers?’


  ‘He’s fully dressed and the trackers are still in place.’


  ‘Why the hell did they kill him then?’ Holland said. ‘It doesn’t make sense. Why go to all the trouble of getting him back if all you’re going to do is kill
  him?’


  ‘Maybe they didn’t kill him,’ Kinsey suggested.


  ‘What?’


  ‘We’re assuming he was shot by Khan and the others, but what if it was someone else?’


  ‘Who?’


  ‘I don’t know.’


  ‘Khan and the others were there, Mike. They would have put up a fight if anyone else came after Kamal. Is there any sign of a struggle at the scene? Bullet holes in the van, smashed
  windows, spent rounds, blood . . . ?’


  ‘No,’ Kinsey admitted. ‘And it looks like he was shot at close range . . .’


  ‘Which suggests he knew the shooter.’


  ‘Yeah.’


  ‘All right, listen, you’d better wait there until I’ve spoken to Elias. I’ll call him right now and find out what he wants us to do, and I’ll let you know as soon
  as I can, OK?’


  ‘What if the cops show up in the meantime?’


  ‘Let’s hope they don’t.’
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  ‘Why don’t you try to get some sleep, Trav?’ Grandad suggested, passing me his phone. ‘You look as if you need it.’


  I took the phone and read Grandad’s message: agree with me


  ‘Yeah, I am pretty shattered, actually,’ I said wearily, playing along.


  ‘I’ll wake you up when we get to London, OK?’


  ‘Yeah . . .’


  As Grandad took the phone back off me and started writing another message, I just hoped we’d convinced Khan that I really was going to sleep, and that he’d accept that as the reason
  for our subsequent silence. Because if he didn’t . . .


  I didn’t want to think about that.


  I couldn’t think about it.


  I put it from my mind and turned my thoughts to the here and now. Here, in the back of a Range Rover Evoque, motoring along through the early light of dawn, moving ever closer to the end . . .
  and now, silently taking the phone off Grandad and reading another message: we know about jaydie & sniper. how does remote detonation work?


  I wrote back: is jaydie safe? when I meet ingleton I get him to state his name twice. when voice recog on mobile confirms his ID, khan detonates


  Grandad’s reply: jaydie not safe yet but we’re working on it. can bomb in neck be deactivated?


  Me: no. any attempt to remove = detonation


  G: how many men with khan?


  I had to think about that one. Khan, Dr Sherazi, Issy, Kyrra, Mostefa, Murad, Saleh . . .


  M: at least 6


  G: any idea where they’re going?


  M: no


  G: what happened to winston?


  M: killed. tried to save me, sacrificed himself. khan also killed omega rescue team. omega all gone. what are we going to do?


  G: not sure yet. but don’t worry, we’ll think of something


  I looked at him after reading this last message. He was trying very hard to appear confident and reassuring, but I knew him too well to be taken in. I could see the truth in his eyes. He felt
  scared, desperate, helpless. He didn’t know what we were going to do. He didn’t know how to save me.


  I wrote another message and showed it to him: we can’t lose – we’ve got the devil on our side


  When Grandad read the message and gave me an exaggerated frown, telling me that he didn’t get it, I put my hands to my head, one on either side, with both index fingers outstretched,
  miming a pair of devil’s horns, and then – pulling a devil-like face – I nodded my head at Ames.


  Grandad still didn’t get it at first, he just sat there peering quizzically at the back of Ames’s head. But when Ames glanced sideways at an overtaking car, revealing his
  cruel-looking profile, it suddenly dawned on Grandad that he really did have something of the devil about him.


  Grandad had to cover his mouth to stifle a snort of laughter.


  I grinned at him.


  He smiled at me.


  We were like two naughty children in the back of a car, making jokes about our dad, sniggering and giggling behind his back. And just like a dad, when Ames heard Grandad’s smothered laugh,
  he looked up at us in the rear-view mirror and said, ‘Everything all right back there?’


  ‘I think I’m getting a cold,’ Grandad said, clearing his throat.


  Ames glanced at me, and then just as he was turning his attention back to the road, his mobile rang. He checked the caller display – Holland – then turned off the
  speakerphone and put the phone to his ear.


  ‘What’s happening, Johnny?’


  There was only a slight hesitation from Holland. The use of the name ‘Johnny’ was a one of several coded messages that Strategic Operations agents used. This one told Holland that
  Ames was in a situation that didn’t allow him to speak freely.


  ‘Can I talk?’ he asked him.


  ‘Go ahead.’


  ‘Bashir Kamal’s dead.’


  As Ames listened to Holland on the phone, Grandad busied himself writing a long message on his mobile. But this time, instead of showing it to me, he actually sent it as a
  text.


  I gave him a questioning look – what are you doing?


  He pointed at me, then himself, mimed a conversation with his hands, then pointed at his phone and swung his pointing finger round to Ames.


  I gave him the thumbs-up, letting him know that I understood.


  He’d just sent a text to Ames telling him what we’d been talking about.


  The execution of Bashir Kamal might not have made any sense to Holland, but unlike Ames he didn’t know about Khan’s plan to assassinate Ingleton. If Holland had
  known about it – and it wouldn’t be long before he did – he probably would have worked out what it meant almost as quickly as Ames did.


  What it meant, Ames realised, was that Khan’s operation was all about the assassination of Ingleton. It had been from the very beginning. The kidnap, the exchange . . .
  everything, it was all just a means to an end. The target – the only target – had always been Ingleton. Bashir Kamal was expendable. In fact, Ames realised, from Khan’s
  perspective he was more than just expendable, he was an outright risk. What if he’d been turned by MI5? What if they’d persuaded him to work for them as their inside man in
  al-Thu’ban? And another reason to kill him, again from Khan’s point of view, was that it was the only guaranteed way to eliminate any tracking devices that MI5 or Strat Ops had planted
  on him. And Khan would know – and accept – that they would try to track him, regardless of any promises made.


  Kamal had to die.


  It was as simple as that.


  The good news for Ames was that Khan would now assume he wasn’t being tracked, which made it a lot easier for the units that were following him.


  ‘What do you want SO4 to do, Elias?’ Holland asked him. ‘Should I tell them to stay with the van?’


  ‘No, there’s no point.’


  ‘Return to HQ or join up with the other two units?’


  ‘Join up.’


  ‘OK, I’ll do that right now. Can you text me about your situation?’


  ‘No problem. Five minutes.’


  ‘Is the kid OK?’


  ‘I’ll let you know.’


  As Ames ended the call and immediately began reading Grandad’s text, I gazed out through the rain-specked window at the passing streets. The roads were beginning to
  bustle with traffic now – people going to work, others on their way home after a night shift . . . all of them completely oblivious to my situation. That’s just the way it is,
  I told myself. Your life might be coming to an end, but the world out there will keep on turning.


  We were approaching a roundabout now, and as Ames slowed down and manoeuvred the Range Rover into the inside lane, I glanced up at a passing road sign. Shooters Hill Road, it read.
  Central London 8m.


  Eight miles to go.


  Grandad’s text alert vibrated.


  Eight miles to the end.
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  I’d automatically assumed that Ingleton’s office would be at MI5’s headquarters in Thames House, but as we drove along a street called Millbank, following the
  muddy brown flow of the Thames, Ames told me that we were actually meeting Ingleton at his private office, which was in a separate building about a kilometre south of Thames House.


  It didn’t really make any difference to me where we met, but I suppose I was kind of hoping it would be Thames House, because that’s where my parents had been going when they died in
  the car crash. It would have been strangely fitting to lose my life in the building my mum and dad had never reached . . .


  But real life isn’t fiction.


  Real life doesn’t always fit together.


  Sir John Ingleton’s office was in an anonymous-looking white building in a quiet little square just south of the Thames. The square was an affluent-looking kind of place
  – broad pavements, tall trees, a gated-off garden in the middle – and if the quality of the parked cars was anything to go by, the people who lived and worked here weren’t exactly
  short of money either. By the time Ames had found the right building and slotted the Range Rover into an empty parking space just outside it, I’d already seen three Aston Martins, a Ferrari,
  and a McLaren P1.


  The buildings that lined the square were mostly three- or four-storey town houses. Some of them were clearly places of business – private doctors, dentists, accountants – while others
  had the more homely look of residential properties. There was nothing homely about Ingleton’s building. But there was nothing business-like about it either. It just kind of sat there –
  unremarkable, quiet, ordinary . . .


  It was 8.37 a.m.


  Daylight had broken now. Birds were chirruping in the square, a whistling postman was wheeling a mail trolley along the pavement.


  8.38.


  ‘I’m going in first, OK?’ Ames said to me. ‘I need to make sure Ingleton’s ready for you. I won’t be more than ten minutes, all right?’


  I nodded.


  Ames looked at Grandad. Although I didn’t see any obvious signs in their faces, I was pretty sure that some kind of message passed between them.


  Grandad gave Ames a nod of acknowledgement, then Ames opened the door and got out. He crossed the broad pavement towards the house, pulling up his coat collar as he went, and as he began
  climbing the stone steps that led up to the house, the front door opened.


  I couldn’t see who’d opened it. They didn’t come out. They must have just opened the door and waited inside.


  Ames didn’t look back at us as he entered the house. But I hadn’t expected him too. He wasn’t a looking-back kind of person.


  The door closed.


  8.40.


  It was hard to accept that I was actually here at last, just twenty minutes away from the end. It wasn’t that I’d never really believed this moment would come – I’d
  always known it would – but I’d always thought of it as something that was going to happen in the future – in a few days’ time, in twelve hours’ time, in ninety
  minutes’ time . . .


  But now . . .


  8.41.


  Now it was too close to be in the future.


  Now it was now.


  I felt sick. My mouth was dry. I was trembling.


  Grandad put his hand on my shoulder.


  ‘It’s OK, Trav,’ he said gently. ‘It’s going to be all right.’


  I knew Ames and Grandad had exchanged texts during the drive from Dartford, and although I hadn’t actually seen the messages, so I didn’t know what they contained, I didn’t
  doubt that Grandad and Ames were working together on a plan to thwart Khan’s operation. But even if they had worked something out, I could tell from the way Grandad was looking at me that he
  didn’t have all that much faith in it.


  He was looking at me as if this might be the last time we’d be together.


  8.42.


  What do you say to someone you love when you’ve only got eighteen minutes to live?


  ‘I was right about Mum and Dad,’ I told him.


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘It was Winston and Omega. They drove them off the road.’


  ‘How do you know?’


  ‘I saw it,’ I said, my eyes tingling at the memory. ‘They showed me a video . . .’


  ‘Who did?’


  ‘Al-Thu’ban . . . Issy, the girl who was with me at the airfield . . . she told me that al-Thu’ban had been following Mum and Dad from the moment they got involved with Bashir
  Kamal, so when Mum and Dad set off for London that day, they were being followed by Omega and al-Thu’ban. It was one of the al-Thu’ban guys who caught the whole thing on
  video.’


  ‘He filmed the actual crash?’


  I nodded. ‘Winston didn’t mean to do it, Grandad. He was only trying to get Mum and Dad to stop. It was just . . . it just kind of happened.’


  Grandad’s eyes darkened. ‘It wouldn’t have happened if he hadn’t been there though, would it?’


  ‘He helped me.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘When al-Thu’ban had us . . . Winston looked after me. And he died trying to save me.’


  ‘I thought he was trying to escape?’


  I shook my head. ‘He wasn’t running away when they killed him, he was going after them, trying to take them out . . . he was trying to help me, Grandad. He gave his life in
  an effort to save mine.’


  Grandad gazed thoughtfully at me. ‘I’m not sure what you want me to say, Trav. I mean, obviously I’m grateful to Winston for any help he gave you, but if you’re asking me
  to forgive him—’


  ‘No, it’s not that. It’s just . . .’ I paused, running my fingers through my hair, trying to work out what I was trying to say. ‘I’ve seen so much blind
  hatred in the last few days . . . people whose entire lives are eaten up with revenge . . . and it’s just no good, Grandad. It never solves anything. It just keeps going round and round in a
  never-ending spiral of violence. So I suppose all I’m trying to say is . . .’ I shook my head, frustrated at my inability to express myself. ‘If anything should ever
  happen to me—’


  ‘It won’t.’


  ‘But if it does—’


  Grandad’s text alert vibrated.


  He opened it up and read it, read it again, then passed it to me.


  It was from Ames.


  The first part was for Grandad – Joe, everything’s ready. Send Travis in. You stay in the car – and the second part was addressed to me – Travis, don’t
  worry, OK? Just do EXACTLY as Khan told you.


  As I passed the phone back to Grandad my head was spinning with confusion. What the hell did Ames mean? Don’t worry? Don’t worry?! I had a bomb in my neck, for God’s
  sake. I was a walking chemical weapon. How could I not worry about that?


  I stared intently at Grandad, searching desperately for some answers – what the hell’s going on? what does ‘everything’s ready’ mean? why shouldn’t I
  worry? am I going to die or not? – but I could tell from the pain and frustration in Grandad’s eyes that no matter how much he wanted to explain everything to me, it was absolutely
  essential that he didn’t.


  ‘We’d better go, Trav,’ he said gently.


  I looked at the clock.


  It was 8.53.


  ‘You’re supposed to stay in the car,’ I reminded him.


  ‘I’m supposed to do a lot of things,’ he said dismissively, opening the car door. ‘Come on, let’s go.’


  


  66


  Although the building looked fairly drab and anonymous from the outside, there was nothing remotely ordinary about its interior. As soon as Grandad and I had stepped through
  the front door – which had been opened for us by a stern-faced man in a suit – it was immediately obvious that this wasn’t just any old office building. The reception desk to our
  right, for example, was entirely sealed behind thickened glass (which I guessed was bulletproof), and the security cordon directly ahead of us was manned by armed guards wearing body armour. There
  were CCTV cameras everywhere. I could feel their beady red eyes zooming in on Grandad and me, swivelling silently as they followed our every step.


  ‘This way, please,’ the stern-faced man said, directing me towards the security cordon.


  The cordon was basically the same as the security gates you have to go through at airports – a conveyor belt running through an X-ray machine, and a walk-through metal detector. There were
  two armed guards on this side of the cordon, two more on the other side, and another one sitting at a control desk in a closed-off booth, who I guessed was monitoring the X-ray machine.


  There was some kind of lobby area on the other side of the cordon, and I could see Elias Ames waiting for us there, standing beside an open lift and talking on his phone. He didn’t look
  happy, and I guessed he was annoyed at Grandad for not staying in the car.


  ‘Empty your pockets, please,’ Stern Face said to me.


  The only thing I had in my pockets was the modified phone.


  ‘I need to keep this with me,’ I told Stern Face.


  ‘Put it in on the conveyor belt,’ he said.


  ‘No, you don’t understand. I need it—’


  ‘Put it on the belt,’ he repeated, and this time he flashed a quick glance at Ames and winked at me.


  I was getting used to decoding unspoken messages now, and this one wasn’t exactly subtle. Stern Face was letting me know that he’d been briefed by Ames about my situation, and that
  he was only pretending to put me through the normal security procedures.


  I put the phone on the conveyor belt.


  ‘Anything else metallic on you?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Belt, keys, coins?’


  I shook my head.


  ‘OK, through you go,’ Stern Face said, ushering me towards the metal detector.


  The alarm didn’t go off when I walked though, and when one of the guards on the other side checked me over again with a handheld detector, that didn’t go off either. After the other
  guard had given me back my phone, I turned round to see if Grandad was through the detector yet, but he wasn’t there. I quickly scanned the reception area, but he wasn’t there either.
  There was no sign of him anywhere.


  I was confused more than anything else – where the hell was he? – and as I stood there looking around, I began to wonder if he’d gone back to the car . . . had he told
  me he was going back to the car? Had he told me and I’d completely forgotten? But he wouldn’t do that, would he? He wouldn’t just walk off without saying anything . . .


  ‘Travis?’


  I spun round at the sound of the voice. Ames was standing in front of me, holding out his phone, showing me a message.


  Your grandad’s OK, it read. Locked in a secure room until this is over. Keep him safe and out of the way. Best for all of us. Understand?


  I thought about it for a moment, then nodded.


  I would have felt better if Grandad was with me, but if there was any risk at all of him getting hurt or killed – and it was clear from the wording of Ames’s message that there
  was a risk – then I didn’t want him anywhere near me when I met Ingleton.


  Ames was holding up another message now.


  Remember – just do EXACTLY as Khan told you, OK?


  I nodded again.


  It would have been a lot more comforting if he’d added and everything will be fine to the message, but I didn’t have time to dwell on that.


  It was 8.57 now.


  Only three minutes left.


  I followed Ames over to the lift, both of us walking briskly. He pressed his thumb to a small scanner on the wall. The scanner beeped, a green light flashed, and the lift door quietly slid
  open.


  We stepped inside.


  Ames pressed a button, the door slid shut, and the lift hummed into life. It was so quiet and smooth that it was almost impossible to tell if we were moving or not. It was fast too. No sooner
  had the humming started than it suddenly stopped again. Ames put his thumb to another scanner and the lift door slid open.


  As we stepped out into a surprisingly large lobby area, Ames glanced anxiously at his watch.


  ‘We’ve got two minutes,’ he said, leading me across the lobby towards a steel-reinforced door.


  There were a lot more people up here than there had been downstairs – more armed guards, more men in suits, a few smartly-dressed women, other men and women in T-shirts and jeans, some of
  them armed and wearing bulletproof vests. Over by the door I could see three figures dressed in protective clothing – fluorescent yellow hooded overalls, gas masks, breathing apparatus,
  rubber gloves and boots. They had a lot of gear with them – all kinds of sprays and nozzles, gas tanks, large plastic containers, monitoring and medical equipment – and as I approached
  the door I could see they were busy making last-minute checks, ensuring that all the equipment was in order.


  I just stared at them . . .


  It was all I could do.


  My mind had gone now. I couldn’t think any more.


  I’d given up trying to work it all out – what was Ames doing? what was he planning (if anything)? when was he going to make his move? – and instead of racking my brains and
  thinking myself into madness, I seemed to have sunk down into an almost trance-like state of nothingness. It wasn’t a conscious decision, it was just something that had happened to me in the
  last minute or two, somewhere between getting into the lift and getting out again. It was as if a primitive instinct, deep down inside me, had sensed the danger, seen what was coming, and
  automatically switched on my defence mechanisms: shut down, don’t think, don’t feel . . .


  ‘Travis?’


  . . . don’t worry, you won’t feel a thing . . .


  ‘Hey, Travis,’ Ames repeated firmly, this time putting his hand on my shoulder and giving me a gentle shake. ‘Come on, let’s get moving, it’s nearly
  nine.’


  I nodded blankly.


  He frowned at me for just a moment, clearly concerned by my behaviour, but almost immediately he realised it was too late to do anything about it. He glanced quickly at his watch, then reached
  up and pressed his thumb to a scanner on the wall by the door. The scanner beeped, the green light flashed, and a moment later a heavy metallic clack came from the other side of the door,
  followed very shortly by a softer-sounding click. At the sound of the click, the door inched open.


  Ames stepped up and pushed it open all the way, then he put his hand on my shoulder and gently led me through the doorway into a spacious and high-ceilinged room. As Ames shut the door behind
  us, I gazed over at a grey-haired man who was standing in front of a large wooden desk at the opposite end of the room. He was an imposing figure – straight-backed, severe, self-assured
  – and he had the most piercing blue eyes I’d ever seen. They were fixed on me like laser beams.


  ‘Travis,’ Ames said, coming over to me, ‘this is Sir John Ingleton, head of MI5’s K Branch.’


  ‘Hello, Travis,’ Ingleton said. ‘I believe you have a message for me.’


  I couldn’t speak for a moment. I couldn’t even nod my head. I was completely and utterly lost . . . struck dumb . . . empty . . .


  ‘Travis?’ Ames said, touching my arm.


  I looked at him.


  I saw the devil . . .


  I felt floaty and distant, disconnected from my own mind and body . . .


  ‘Travis!’ Ames said, quietly but urgently.


  I couldn’t focus, couldn’t remember . . .


  What am I doing here?


  And then it came to me.


  Khan’s voice, Khan’s instructions . . .


  Ames’s instructions – Remember – just do EXACTLY as Khan told you, OK?


  Khan’s voice – When you finally get to meet Sir John Ingleton, when you’re physically in his presence, open the ‘X’ icon on the phone.


  I fumbled the modified phone from my pocket, opened the main menu, and gazed at the three icons on the screen – ‘live feed’, ‘X’, and ‘JY’.


  JY . . .


  A picture of Jaydie floated into my mind . . . her beautifully sad-looking face framed in the cross hairs of a telescopic rifle sight . . .


  Khan’s voice – and if we detect any deviation from our instructions, or any attempt to undermine them, Ms Yusuf will be shot. However, you have my word that if you carry out our
  instructions to the letter, her life will be spared . . .


  Instructions to the letter . . .


  I opened the ‘X’ icon.


  Keep the phone in your hand and make sure you’re within five metres of Ingleton.


  I looked at Ingleton. He hadn’t moved. He was still standing in front of his desk, staring at me with those laser-like eyes. He was no more than three metres away from me.


  Khan’s voice . . .


  . . . and then you say to him, ‘What is your full name?’


  Still staring at Ingleton, I opened my mouth to speak . . . but all that came out was an incomprehensible croak. My mouth was bone dry. I coughed, swallowed, cleared my throat, and tried
  again.


  ‘What . . .’ Another cough. ‘What is your full name?’


  Ingleton took a step forward and spoke very clearly.


  ‘My full name is Sir John Clement Ingleton.’


  Khan’s voice . . .


  . . . whatever answer he gives, you repeat the question, ‘What is your full name?’ The voice recognition system will give a positive or negative identification within seconds. If
  we receive a positive ID, the device will be triggered. The device will also be detonated following a negative ID, but in addition I will give the order to execute Jaydie Yusuf . . .


  I looked at Ames . . .


  Is this it? Is this the end of me? Is this really the absolute end of everything, for ever and ever and ever . . . ?


  Ames stared hard at me, his devil’s eyes urging me to do it, do exactly as Khan had told me . . . repeat the question . . . do it now!


  I turned back to Ingleton.


  This is it.


  ‘What is . . .’ I paused for a final breath. ‘What is your full name?’


  ‘My full name is Sir John Clement Ingleton.’
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  Although the man watching the building from the gardens across the road was expecting the explosion, it still made him jump when it happened. His eyes had been fixed on the
  third-floor window from the moment Ames’s Range Rover had arrived, and when the window suddenly exploded outwards in a roar of flames and billowing black smoke, he instinctively flinched away
  from it. He quickly regained his composure though, and even as the shattered glass and bits of window frame began raining down into the street below, he was already keying a number into his
  phone.


  It was answered on the first ring.


  ‘It’s done,’ the man said.


  ‘Positive?’


  ‘Positive.’


  ‘Good. You know what to do.’


  The man ended the call, got to his feet, and headed casually across the gardens towards the gate.


  ‘It’s done,’ Khan said, pocketing his phone. ‘All we have to do now is wait.’


  ‘And hope the weather holds,’ added Dr Sherazi.


  There were seven of them huddled together in the shipping container – Khan, Sherazi, Issy, Kyrra, Saleh, Murad, and Mostefa. The only one missing was Claude, who’d died from his
  wounds at the farmhouse.


  The shipping container was already loaded into the hold of the Turkish container ship, and – as Khan had said – all they had to do now was wait. At first light tomorrow the ship
  would leave Folkestone harbour and begin its long journey to Istanbul, where they’d meet up with Mohammed and Poya. And from there . . . ?


  Khan hadn’t decided yet.


  There was so much work to be done – recruitment, new targets, funding, development . . .


  Al-Thu’ban had a big hit under its belt now. The assassination of a senior British security officer, in his own office, right under the noses of MI5 . . .


  Khan allowed himself a quiet smile.


  Things were looking good.


  It was just a shame they had to be cooped up in this stinking container, he thought, hiding away like common criminals. We shouldn’t have to do this. I mean, look at it
  – blankets on the floor, a bucket in the corner, no windows, the only fresh air coming in through some hastily drilled holes in the wall and a dinner-plate-sized opening in the roof . .
  .


  It’s only for tonight, Khan reminded himself. Once we’re safely out at sea we won’t have to hide any more.


  ‘Have you called Mo and Poya yet?’ Sherazi asked him.


  ‘I was just going to,’ Khan said, reaching into his pocket for his phone.


  He heard the noise just as he was keying in the last digit – a muffled metallic chink . . . outside the container doors.


  Everyone froze, staring at the doors.


  Absolute silence.


  Poya’s voice was just about audible on the phone – Hello? Are you there? Hello?


  But Khan wasn’t listening. He’d heard another noise – a faint scuff – on top of the container this time, and if he hadn’t been sure what it meant before, he was
  now. There was someone out there . . . more than one . . . at least two, probably more.


  Kyrra and Murad were the first to react, quickly drawing their weapons and jumping to their feet, and the others were almost as fast. But even if they’d moved at twice the speed, it still
  wouldn’t have been fast enough.


  A voice outside barked, ‘GO!’ and a split second later a stun grenade came hurtling down through the hole in the roof. As it hit the floor and detonated, rocking the
  container with a deafening BOOM! and a blinding flash of light, another sharp blast from outside buckled the metal doors at the front.


  The blast of the grenade had thrown Khan against the wall, almost knocking him out, and as he lay there – semi-conscious, ears ringing, blood streaming from his ears – the container
  doors crashed open and four armed men came storming in. Khan was just conscious enough to realise he still had his phone in his hand, and as one of the armed men came over to him, levelling a
  handgun at his head, Khan summoned up his last ounce of energy and brought the phone to his mouth.


  ‘Take the shot, Poya!’ he croaked. ‘Shoot her now!’


  They were the last words he ever spoke.


  ‘Hello? Are you there? Hello?’


  Poya was sitting on the settee in the flat, frowning at the silence on the phone.


  ‘Hello?’ he repeated. ‘Can you hear me?’


  ‘What’s going on?’ Mohammed asked.


  He was at the window with the sniper rifle, peering through the sight at the girl in the flat across the square. She’d got up early today, but so far she hadn’t left her room. Right
  now she was sitting cross-legged on her bed, flipping through the pages of a magazine.


  ‘Poya?’ Mohammed said. ‘What’s happening?’


  Poya was just about to say, ‘I don’t know,’ when the phone in his hand let out an ear-splitting BOOM!


  ‘What the hell—?’


  Another loud crash cut him off, but this time it wasn’t on the phone, it was right here, in the flat . . . the splintering crash of the door being smashed in.


  ‘Attack!’ Poya yelled into the phone as he snatched up his Uzi and got to his feet. ‘We’re under attack!’


  He heard Khan’s croaky voice on the line just as he saw the stun grenade bouncing across the floor.


  ‘Take the shot, Poya! Shoot her now!’


  Poya spun round to Mohammed and saw him turning away from the window with the rifle to his shoulder, ready to take on their attackers.


  ‘Go back!’ Poya screamed at him. ‘Take the shot!’


  The stun grenade had rolled to a halt against a table leg. Poya couldn’t take his eyes off it.


  A voice outside shouted, ‘It’s a dud! Get another one in there!’


  Mohammed was back in position at the window . . . squinting through the telescopic sight . . . centring the cross hairs on the girl’s head . . .


  Another grenade came flying in . . .


  ‘NOW!’ Poya yelled at Mohammed.


  Mohammed steadied himself, relaxing his shoulders, breathing out, making sure the cross on the girl’s head was perfectly still . . .


  He pulled the trigger.


  The rifle cracked.


  The stun grenade went off, and a moment later a four-man assault team burst into the room and immediately opened fire.


  The last thing Mohammed saw was the girl’s face shattering into a thousand pieces . . .


  Shattering . . . ? he thought.


  Shattering?


  He was still frowning when the bullet ripped into his head.
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  Although it turned out that the device in my neck wasn’t fitted with a tripwire as Khan had claimed, the operation to remove it still took just over three hours. It was
  carried out by a team of surgeons and bomb disposal experts in a high-security unit at an MI5 research facility somewhere on the outskirts of London. Once the device had been safely defused, and
  every trace of nerve agent painstakingly removed, I was then transferred to an MI5 medical centre to recuperate.


  ‘The doctors here are the best you can get,’ Ames had assured me, ‘and they specialise in caring for patients who’ve been through traumatic experiences. It’s also
  much easier for us to protect you in here than in a civilian hospital.’


  ‘Protect me from who?’ I’d asked him. ‘I thought you said Khan and the others were all dead?’


  ‘They are. But we have to be careful. There might have been other al-Thu’ban agents involved, ones we didn’t know about, and if there are still some out there . . .
  well, you don’t need me to tell you how determined these people are, do you?’


  ‘How long will I have to stay here?’


  ‘As long as it takes for us to make sure you’re safe.’


  I didn’t doubt he was telling the truth, but I was fairly sure that wasn’t his only reason for keeping me at the medical centre. He wanted to know everything I’d found out
  about al-Thu’ban and Omega, and it was a lot easier for him to question me in a secure MI5 facility than it would have been if I was in a ‘normal’ hospital.


  Not that I minded being at the centre.


  It was a nice place. The building was sleek and modern, the surroundings calm and serene – pleasant gardens, rolling lawns, trees, pathways – and on the other side of the high brick
  wall that encircled the hospital grounds there was nothing but empty countryside stretching out into the distance. I had my own room too. It was quiet, clean, warm, with plenty of fresh winter
  sunlight shining in through the window . . . a far cry from the cold dark basements that were still haunting my mind.


  I slept a lot for the first few days.


  I was absolutely exhausted. Not just physically, but mentally and emotionally too. My head and my body felt drained and empty, and even when I was awake I couldn’t seem to concentrate for
  more than five or ten minutes at a time. I had some pretty bad nightmares too – waking up in a cold sweat, shaking and trembling – but Grandad or Nan were always there to comfort me.
  They’d insisted on staying at the centre until I was ready to go home, and MI5 had put them up in a room just along the corridor from mine. Between them they made sure I was never left alone,
  day or night, and although I didn’t have the energy to talk to either of them very much at first, it felt really good just knowing they were there.


  I was vaguely aware that Elias Ames kept coming in to see me as well, ostensibly to check on my condition, but Grandad and Nan both knew what he was really up to.


  ‘He’s not ready for any questions yet,’ I heard Grandad tell him. ‘I know you’re only doing your job, Elias, but it’s our job to look after him. When
  I think he’s ready, I’ll let you know. But until then he’s off-limits, OK?’


  It was some time in the early evening of the third day when I finally felt ready and strong enough to hear the full story of what had happened that morning in Ingleton’s office.


  ‘Are you sure you want to know now?’ Grandad asked me, pulling his chair up to my bed. ‘There’s no rush. We can talk about it any time—’


  ‘I want to know, Grandad,’ I told him, sitting up. ‘I need to know.’


  In the end it had all been a matter of timing. If Gloria hadn’t worked out that al-Thu’ban’s target was a senior figure in counter-terrorism, and if Ames
  hadn’t taken that further and figured out that the target had to be Ingleton – before he’d found out from me – there wouldn’t have been enough time to set
  everything up at Ingleton’s office. As it was though, it was the recording of Jalil’s conversation with Mohammed that had set Gloria and Ames on the right track, and because Ames had
  heard the recording at just gone 6.30 a.m., that had given him just under two and a half hours to figure out a plan and put it into action.


  It was still a tight call, but at least it was possible.


  The plan he’d come up with wasn’t particularly complicated, it just needed a lot of arranging. Explosive experts had to be called in to figure out the best way of rigging the window
  in Ingleton’s office. The explosion had to be powerful enough to be convincing – Ames was sure Khan would have someone watching – but not powerful enough to set off the
  device in my neck or injure anyone else in the office. The explosive also had to be fitted in such a way that it wasn’t visible from the outside.


  ‘It was a complicated operation rather than a difficult one,’ Grandad explained. ‘And the worst thing about it was that it took up a lot of time.’


  The second part of the operation was nowhere near as tricky as the first. Ingleton’s office was already equipped with a counter-surveillance shield that automatically detected and blocked
  any listening devices. It covered the entire room – walls, floor, ceiling – and once MI5’s best tech operative had been called in and told what was needed, it hadn’t taken
  him long to modify the shield so that it blocked all incoming or outgoing signals at the flick of a switch.


  ‘Ames controlled the signal jammer with a portable unit he had in his pocket,’ Grandad told me. ‘Originally he was going to wait until the instant after Ingleton had spoken his
  name for the second time before activating the jammer, but there was always the risk that Khan had lied about when he was going to detonate the bomb. He could easily have been planning to set it
  off as soon as Ingleton had stated his name the first time, not the second. So, in the end, Ames decided to play it safe. He activated the jammer the instant after Ingleton had
  stated his name for the first time.’


  ‘Khan must have known he’d lost the signal,’ I said, thinking about it. ‘He probably tried detonating the bomb the second he realised something was wrong.’


  ‘But the signal didn’t get through, thank God.’


  ‘But Khan thought it did.’


  Grandad nodded. ‘The controlled explosion was genuine enough to convince anyone watching that the bomb in your neck had gone off.’


  I couldn’t say anything for a while. All I could do was sit there, staring blankly at nothing, imagining all the ‘what-ifs?’ What if the jammer hadn’t worked? What if
  Ames had left it too late? What if Khan had become suspicious and detonated the device before I’d even spoken to Ingleton? What if the bomb in my neck had exploded, ripping through flesh and
  bone, tearing me apart . . . destroying my mind and my thoughts and my memories and my self and everything that is me . . .


  What if I’d died?


  The thought of not being here any more, of not being me, of never being anything again, was simply too staggering to digest. I just couldn’t get hold of it. And I didn’t
  understand why I couldn’t seem to let go of it either. I wasn’t dead. I’d survived. I was still here. Why couldn’t I just accept that and be grateful for it?


  I didn’t know.


  There was so much I didn’t know.


  ‘Is Khan definitely dead?’ I asked Grandad.


  He nodded. ‘Two Strategic Operations units followed him and the others to a ship moored at Folkestone docks, where they’d holed themselves up in a shipping container. The boat was
  due to sail the next morning, so Ames decided to take them out while they had the chance.’ Grandad shrugged. ‘I’m pretty sure there was no attempt to take any of them alive. They
  were sitting ducks really. They never had a chance.’


  I couldn’t help feeling sorry for Issy. Despite everything she was and everything she’d done – and everything she claimed to believe – I still thought that deep down
  inside she was basically just a desperately sad and helplessly mixed-up human being. I remembered the moment her mask had momentarily slipped when I’d smiled at her at the airfield, and just
  for a second I’d seen the perfectly ordinary girl she could have been – a bit flustered and embarrassed, tongue-tied, not sure how to thank me . . .


  And now she was gone.


  Death is the ultimate freedom, Khan had told me.


  I hoped for Issy’s sake he was right.


  ‘What happened to the sniper who was watching Jaydie?’ I asked Grandad, changing the subject to put Issy from my mind.


  One of the first things Grandad had told me on the day it all happened was that Jaydie and Mason and their mum were all safe and well. I hadn’t asked him for any details at the time
  – it had been enough to know they were OK – but it wasn’t enough now. The more I knew about everything, I’d realised, the easier it was to accept that it really had
  happened.


  ‘It wasn’t just a sniper,’ Grandad explained, ‘there were two of them. They were both killed when Strat Ops raided the flat. One of them managed to get off a
  shot before he died, but Jaydie was never in any danger.’


  ‘Why not?’


  Grandad smiled. ‘The sniper was shooting at a reflection. Jaydie was in her room when he took the shot, and she was sitting on her bed, but the bed was on the opposite
  side of the room. Mason and Lenny had rigged up the two biggest mirrors they could lay their hands on to make it look as if Jaydie was sitting on her bed in the usual place, right in the
  sniper’s sights, but in fact she was on the other side of the room all the time, completely out of harm’s way.’


  ‘He found a way out . . .’ I muttered to myself.


  ‘What?’


  ‘Mason . . .’ I looked at Grandad. ‘It was something he said to me once, something I kept trying to believe in all the time al-Thu’ban had me. He said there’s
  always a way out, you just have to find it. And he did.’


  ‘So did you,’ Grandad said.


  I shook my head. ‘If it wasn’t for you and Ames and everyone else, I wouldn’t be here. I didn’t do anything.’


  Grandad put his hand on my arm. ‘You survived, Travis. That’s the only thing that matters. After everything you went through, and despite everything they did to you,
  you’re still here . . . you’re still alive.’ He gripped my arm and leaned in close to me. ‘You, Travis . . . you survived. No one else did – Winston and his
  men, the two snipers, Khan and the other five in the shipping container . . . they didn’t find a way out, Trav. But you did.’


  ‘Did you say the other five?’ I asked him.


  He nodded. ‘If you’re thinking there should have been six in all, it’s because one of them died at the farmhouse. They left him there . . . a big black man?’


  ‘Yeah, that was Claude,’ I said distractedly, puzzled by something else. ‘But there still should have been six of them in the container.’


  ‘Are you sure?’


  I began counting off their names. ‘Khan, Sherazi, Kyrra, Issy—’


  ‘Hold on,’ Grandad said suddenly. ‘Is Issy the girl who was with you at the airfield?’


  ‘Yeah.’


  Grandad scratched his head. ‘I don’t think she was there . . .’


  ‘Where?’


  ‘In the container.’ He looked at me. ‘I had a briefing with Ames yesterday to tie up a few details, and at one point he showed me a list of all the al-Thu’ban casualties.
  He wasn’t gloating or anything, just pointing out the damage that had been done to al-Thu’ban. Anyway, the thing is, there was no one called Issy on that list.’


  ‘It’s probably not her real name,’ I suggested.


  ‘There were no women on the list at all, Trav. Believe me. And besides, I’ve seen crime-scene photos of the shipping container after the attack, and I’m pretty sure all the
  bodies were male.’


  ‘I don’t see how she could have escaped from the container . . . I mean, it’s not as if it had any windows or back doors or anything, is it?’


  He shook his head. ‘Maybe I’m wrong. Maybe I just missed her name or something . . . or perhaps she wasn’t even there in the first place.’


  ‘Does Ames know anything about Issy?’


  Grandad thought about it for a moment, then said, ‘When Khan was giving us instructions at the airfield, he referred to one of his colleagues as ‘she’, but as far as I can
  recall he never mentioned Issy by name.’


  ‘Do you think Ames knows she should have been there?’


  ‘I don’t know.’


  ‘Are you going to tell him?’


  Grandad looked at me. ‘Do you want me to? I mean, it could be that he knows all about her anyway and just isn’t confiding in me.’


  I didn’t really understand why there was something inside me that hoped Issy was still alive – it certainly wasn’t a rational feeling – and while my head was telling me
  that the right thing to do was to tell Ames about her, my heart was telling me to just keep quiet and give her a chance . . .


  But then what if she was still alive? What if she had got away, and she simply carried on as before – seeking revenge, killing in cold blood, taking innocent lives? Could I live with
  myself, knowing that I could have stopped her?


  I didn’t know what to do.


  I didn’t want to have to think about these things any more.


  I looked at Grandad, and was about to give him my answer when there was a gentle knock on the door.


  Grandad broke into a smile and got to his feet. ‘Sorry, Trav,’ he said lightly, ‘I forgot to tell you . . .’


  ‘Tell me what?’ I asked as he headed across to the door.


  ‘Someone’s been waiting very patiently to see you. I hope you don’t mind, but I said you might feel up to a visit this evening.’ He paused, his hand on the door handle,
  looking back at me with a twinkle in his grizzly old eyes. ‘Can you spare a few minutes for Jaydie? She’d really like to see you.’


  I nodded, my heart suddenly feeling as big as a balloon.


  As Grandad opened the door and Jaydie walked in, everything seemed to change. Her beautifully sad-looking face, which I’d pictured so many times recently, was even more beautiful now she
  was smiling, and as she crossed the room towards me – and Grandad quietly slipped out and closed the door behind him – there was nothing on earth that could have stopped me from smiling
  back at her. It was a perfect moment, quiet and simple, and it didn’t need any words. All it needed was the two of us. She sat down beside me on the bed, looked into my eyes for a few
  wonderful seconds, then gently reached out and took me in her arms. And for the first time in what seemed like a hundred years I felt a lightness inside me, a liberating feeling that brought me
  back to myself and lifted a huge weight from my heart.


  A tiny thought floated briefly into my mind – why the hell can’t everything be like this? – but I’d had enough of unanswerable questions for now, so I let the
  thought float away again, then I closed down my mind and stopped thinking altogether.
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