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Chapter 1




Once the forest was entered—or perhaps Zayd had always been inside the forest—the outside world fast disappeared for something gloomy. Something darker than perhaps even jahannam. Something so sinister no mind could conjure up an image of it, but perhaps words, though little they may be, could somewhat encapsulate the terrifying screech of trees as they raged overhead, whilst snaps of twigs underfoot caused every step to feel as though triggering a landmine. Smells of old shrubbery weren’t peaceful like they usually were in the countryside, musty and strong and magnificent. No, these whiffs were of past fires, as though the entire forest had been burnt to a crisp before reincarnated for the sole purpose of holding Zayd’s last resting place.

For he knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that today would be the day he died.

And nothing, nothing at all in the world, would or could stop that from happening.

The shadows he trailed were darker than the night skies above a cloudless Cheshire. Thin slits of moonlight snuck in between gaps in the scraggly branches to warn him of the dangers of entering this forest. The dangers he couldn’t possibly anticipate. The dangers he’d been preparing to face for the last week.

After all, he was here for revenge. And answers. Perhaps both. Or perhaps none of them.

He tasted that danger on his tongue—a taste both thick and thin. Thick with the ominous saliva he gulped down his throat. Thin with the dryness of his mouth, a thirst which no water, apart from maybe zamzam, could quench. A paradox, like a night sky that was in equal parts bright as it was dark.

Zayd tugged on the baseball cap he wore. Pushed it down harder on his skull. Wishing himself to be stronger, willing that fight inside him to ignite, as if to burn this entire forest down. 

Along with the killer living inside it.

The grass underfoot squelched, mud beneath likely damp from the previous night’s rain. Zayd stepped harder, eliciting the sound, bringing any noise to the blanket of silence that had wrapped over the forest and, by extension, him. That scent of danger burrowed deeper into his nose as he came face to face with an oak tree hundreds of years old, wrinkles set deep into its trunk, roots likely stretching out in all directions for longer than Zayd could see. 

He rested a hand against the trunk, felt that zing of nature pulse through his fingers and right down to his toes. Perhaps a comfort sent by Allah to aid him in his mission. His other hand formed a fist out of a familiar anger he’d felt over the last few years. Whilst a gust of heavy wind pulsated through the forest, as though waves of it were crashing onto the shores of all the greenery.

He sighed, shrugged his backpack higher on his back, tightened the straps a little more, and crept a hand from the tree trunk down to his pocket. He fingered the hilt of his knife, strong and sturdy, then touched the blade itself. Icy, metallic. Ready to tear flesh at a moment’s notice.

And a moment was all Zayd needed. For his revenge. To avenge all those families that had been lost.

He shrugged his shoulders once more and let the wind’s cries fill his ears. Right to the brim. 

And, shouldering both his rucksack and his burdens, he delved deeper into another dark green clearing, leaving the few slivers of light behind him. 

Entering into a dungeon the depths of which, and the perils of which, he could never have anticipated.








  
  
Chapter 2




As branches of the forest stabbed at him and the harsh wind chilled his body, Zayd’s mind flicked back to the week earlier, on a cloudless yet still utterly grey Tuesday, during which he sipped a bitter coffee whilst staring out the window of his third floor flat in the middle of East London. 

The skyscrapers—looking like they'd scraped themselves more than scraping the sky—in the distance looked dirty as ever. The outside cold penetrated Zayd’s heart, yet in the moment he could think of only one thing.

The letter that had arrived earlier that morning.

An ominous letter. One which spelt, in no uncertain terms, that Zayd was to share the letter with no one. Or else.

That letter now sat on the table before him, folded next to that steaming mug of coffee that Zayd didn’t want anything to do with. The mug let smoke drift up, misting the image of the grey sky Zayd had. The smoke, paradoxically, chilled him.

He crossed his arms, leaned back in his seat growing rougher by the second, and thought about the contents of that letter once more.

A challenge.

A challenge to the death.

The murderer of his daughter, and the daughters of many others, had contacted him. Perhaps knowing he was an ex-gangster, an ex-fighter. Perhaps seeking a final challenge—to fight someone worthy of fighting rather than defenceless young girls and boys on the streets of London.

The murders had started three years earlier, though Zayd hadn’t paid much attention to them. Most didn’t, including the police. On the streets of London, murders were a dime a dozen, with a few other dozens to boot, especially when it concerned children of the poor.

Zayd would know.

As part of the gang, he’d been involved in more than a few murders.

But never innocent civilians, and never young children. Only rival gangsters. Those were the rules. And Zayd, though he hadn’t been much religious then, followed that code of conduct as if sacred.

Those early murders slipped under the radar, as they always did. Maybe a news article here, a little snippet there. A tweet that went semi-viral, a few hundred thousand likes and a few hundred thousand less re-tweets.

Then silence.

And the world continued spinning. Night turned to day before reverting back to itself. And the cycle—the harmony, some would assert—of the world righted itself again. 

Before the next murder took place, then the next, and before long parents came out worried sick, making videos on social media pleading for information, begging the police to look into it. 

Begging for someone to do something. Begging for a form of justice that was perhaps only able to be administered by the divine.

And yet still Zayd hadn’t noticed much. He continued his life, training kids at an MMA gym to keep them away from the street life. Drinking bitter morning coffee after five hours of sack time and hitting the punching bags shortly after.

Until it was his daughter that was taken.

And killed.

That had been a year ago.

And for that year, Zayd’s life turned to a nightmare.

Weight gained, weight lost. Empty stomach and then one stuffed. A permanent grey filter over his eyes that allowed no colour to permeate it. Smells of blood and the stench of something rotting constantly circling him like sharks ready to bite.

A sense of claustrophobia he couldn't shake off no matter what he did. Feeling closed in. Locked. Shackled. Restrained.

He tried to get the police involved, but they were too busy to handle the cold case. They always were when a Muslim girl was taken. And Zayd fell deeper into the depths of despair.

Yet he continued training, continued helping those children at the MMA gym who relied on him. Continued showing a front when inside he was crumbling.

Who wouldn't after the death of their daughter?

The only thing he could do was turn to Allah for a sign. For something. An action he hadn't done when ganging around East London as a teen.

Around six months into his stint of misery, after six months of incessant dua, after six months of useless police paper pushing, Zayd began actively searching for answers

Searching for who had murdered his daughter.

And searching for just what he could do about it.








  
  
Chapter 3




The deeper someone ventured into a forest, the thicker it became, crowding around that person as if attempting to suffocate them. Branches growing into long spindles and curving like rotten balustrades to a broken down staircase. Trees growing gnarly, leaves howling with the wind and almost raining down, trunks showing horror faces etched into bark and more scratches than a rundown car at a scrapyard. 

Zayd looked down, and in the glimpses of thin moonlight spotted a log with one such horror face scratched into it. It didn't scare him one bit, as didn't the insects flicking across the slits of light like spectators to the horror show Zayd was about to partake in.

Though across his life, Zayd had seen far worse horrors right at his doorstep, forget a forest in the middle of Cheshire and a few creepy crawlies.

He sat down on the log and fished a cereal bar from his pocket. Chocolate flavoured. Bit into it, let the sweetness overflow in his mouth. Settle against his tongue and the walls of his throat. Quench that thirst for flavour. This was the only food that actually held taste for him. Everything else tasted bitter, bland, grey.

This had been Samira’s favourite cereal bar since she was a young child. Her favourite cereal bar as she grew from toddler to teenager, weathering the storms of life such as her mother's death. All throughout, perhaps this cereal bar had been more of a constant comfort for her than Zayd himself, than her very own father.

Why didn’t you protect her better? That voice in his mind shouted. Yelled. Screamed. Why couldn't you be there for her? Why did you have to go to work that day? Why didn't you tell her you love her one last time?

He chewed the cereal bar, relishing the little taste, whilst the night chewed him out and the guilt chewed his stomach from the inside out.

But guilt was a good driver of action, and Zayd needed to act. This was his mission. His final mission. Spurred by that letter that came through his door, the words written in blood. And that was all that mattered now.

The past was the past. The past couldn't be changed, be altered. A fact of life as true as the fact that Allah was real. But the pages of the past could be read, could be pored through, could be analysed. And perhaps learning from one's past was more important than those past actions themselves.

That guilt threaded through his veins, mixing with his blood as he took every breath. He asked Allah for forgiveness, then stood on his feet, neatly folded the cereal bar wrapper and tucked it in his pocket. Steeled himself with a deep breath, before slipping the knife he'd brought into his right hand.

Grip solid as he brought the weapon up. It glinted in the moonlight, and that slice of vision guided him to a little clearing about ten metres from where he stood. Trees standing guard on either side, ruffles of leaves more comforting than earlier.

Allah's doing, no doubt. As everything was.

From there, he could forge a path forwards. Further through the forest. 

In pursuit of the Forest Killer's dangerous lair.









