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Abraham looked up at the great painted bear and in its raised paws and flaking black eyes saw a warning: the animals here may be caged, but the men are not. They’re running free with their guns and to them you look like prey.


Of course this was no place for him. The family in front, the woman at the counter – they could see it in his frown, the stoop of his shoulders, the tight smile he gave as he handed her his money. On his own, with no child, lonely or lost or far from home. The cashier smiled back, as you might at a patient who wasn’t going to make it, and he shuffled through the turnstile, glancing behind him one last time.


But this was a good rendezvous, even he could see that – right in one corner of the city, bounded on two sides by the main road, only one way in. Not crowded, not empty, plenty of shade from the afternoon sun. His thoughts ran along senseless lines. Did these people hold all their meetings here? Was the management friendly to their cause? He looked down at the texted instructions: turn left at the monkey house, then keep left until you get to the gazelles and the deer, where you’ll see three picnic tables in a row on a patch of grass. Sit down and wait.


The last table was under an oak whose leaves were dry and ready to fall. Legs crossed, foot tapping, Abraham chewed the nail on his little finger, watched his few fellow visitors pass and did his best to slow down, cool down, breathe. This was the first time in, what, two whole fevered days that he’d come to a stop, and it was a surprise to find the world still in order; mothers pushed pushchairs, children darted ahead to the next animal, a father hung back to talk into his phone, ignoring his daughter’s pleas to look at the tiny muntjac fawn, the size of a rabbit, nibbling at the grass.


His nerves peaked. He became conscious of the dark patches under his arms and the smell of sweat that rose up from them. The man was late, almost certainly not coming, and Abraham would have to do this himself, because no one else had any reason to care.


Two old women strolled and talked confidentially, arms linked, while the monkeys chattered and whooped. He felt in his pocket, found the two pills in amongst the change and the keys to the flat he would never go back to, and left them where they were.


Then there he was. Plainly him, with a heavy walk that took its time, his black eyes fixed steadily on Abraham as he approached, one shoulder drooping a little and a frown on his face that suggested he might be in pain, from an injury perhaps, a legacy of the war. If he was a soldier who could no longer fight, that might explain his new trade – a rebel who had found another way to engage the enemy. Abraham wanted to trust him. He watched the man’s face and told himself to concentrate, pay attention, read it well.


Abraham held out his hand, and after looking at it for a moment, the man shook it and sat down.


‘You are good man, I can see. Good father.’


‘Not so good. Or I wouldn’t be here.’


‘Children. They are bad for fathers.’


Good and bad. Abraham nodded.


‘Much money, crazy ideas.’


The man across the table tapped his temple with a thick finger, so hard that it made Abraham blink. The money and the ideas seemed to be linked, but it didn’t seem right, or useful, to ask him to explain.


‘Yes,’ was all he said in the end, and wished again that he had some experience of worlds beyond his own.


‘When she come?’


‘Two days ago. Monday.’


The man gave a slow bobbing nod from side to side.


‘Possible. Possible still here.’


‘You think?’


Don’t look too keen. He’s reading you while you’re trying to read him, and he’s better at it than you are.


‘Possible. Some time they cross like this –’ the man clicked his fingers with a snap – ‘some time they wait, go four, five at one time, some time they just wait. When time is not good – you know, trouble with Kurds, police, Free Syrians.’


‘Can you find them here? Do you know where they are?’


Abraham studied his new contact. A contact. He wasn’t sure he’d ever had a contact before. It could be a good face, under the hard shell, behind those hard eyes; imagine what they had seen in the last five years. Even in London a stranger’s eyes might let you in and tell you something, but here everyone needed a dark lens between them and the world, didn’t they, or how could they bear the horror?


The man ran his nails slowly along the iron-filing stubble on his cheek; they made a scratching noise like sandpaper on wood. He seemed to like it, and for a moment sat with his face held up to the light that filtered through the leaves, eyes closed, scraping his skin.


‘How old she is?’ he asked at last, without opening his eyes.


‘Seventeen. Just seventeen.’


‘She come with girls, boys?’


‘Alone, I think. The papers say alone.’


‘Name is Sofia.’


‘Sofia Mounir.’


A decisive nod now, the answer found.


‘I try. I know people, they know people, you know? In Gaziantep are places Daesh go, places they hide, I think maybe I can find. Not for sure, understand. No guarantees, my friend, no guarantees.’


With the stress on the second syllable, guaRANtees, sing-song in his gruff bass.


‘Maybe we lucky. Maybe. Some time there is luck, okay. I can make luck, but for this I need money, lira, understand? I give money to people, they give money to people, understand?’


‘I understand.’


‘You have money?’


‘How much?’


Negotiate. Don’t take his first price. Who knows what else you’ll need your money for, or how long you’ll be here.


‘Thousand dollars.’


‘I don’t have a thousand dollars.’


‘You say you have money.’


‘I’m not a rich man.’


‘Thousand dollars cheap price. Difficult work, my friend, difficult.’


‘I’m a pharmacist, a chemist. I’m not a rich man.’


‘Much danger, to me. To my friends.’


‘I can pay five hundred.’


The man whistled, turned the corners of his mouth down in an exaggerated frown.


‘Five hundred not my costs. Costs more than five hundred.’


‘I don’t have any more.’


‘Okay, too bad, okay. Five hundred not good for me, not good for you. Okay, we can leave.’


Giving Abraham a final shrug, no hard feelings, he swung one leg up and over the bench.


‘Wait. Seven hundred. I can pay seven.’


‘Thousand dollars, my friend. One price.’


‘Eight hundred.’


Abraham felt it slipping away from him, as he had known it would. Now he asked the question.


‘What’s your name?’


‘Aziz.’


‘Aziz. I’m Abraham.’


They shook hands, like people who wanted it to mean something.


‘English?’


‘Egyptian. I live in London. I lived in London.’


‘You look not English.’


No. Certainly he rarely felt it. Instinct told him to broaden the conversation, to appeal to the humanity he was sure he could sense in this man.


‘Do you have children?’


Aziz made him wait for the answer.


‘I have children.’


‘Where are they?’


‘One in Aleppo. One here. One, she is dead.’


The shell softened and Abraham felt he was looking into the man’s eyes for the first time.


‘I’m sorry.’


‘Bad war.’


‘I know.’


‘I must eat, Abraham. My wife, my son.’


Racing here, jettisoning his old life, Abraham had felt as if all the pain in the world had been channelled at him, but now he knew he was surrounded by stories far worse than his own. He felt it, as you might damp in the air. A nation of suffering that cut across borders, and now he was just one of its citizens, waiting in line for some unlikely relief.


‘If I pay you the money, please, do your best. She’s all I have.’


Aziz nodded, and a look passed between them, of understanding and regret. Under other circumstances we might have been friends, it seemed to say. That was how Abraham read it, at least.


‘She’s been tricked. She’s been poisoned.’


‘Nine hundred,’ said Aziz.


‘Please. Find her for me. I don’t have long.’


‘Deposit.’


Abraham counted out the three hundred dollars he had brought with him, watched Aziz leave, and waited for five minutes, as instructed. Nine hundred dollars. He was going to have to be careful. But then, what was the money for?


No one stopped long at the deer enclosure, and that was a shame, because the gazelles were beautiful. Abraham could have spent all day looking at them. The hind legs curving into the strong back, the fur flashed with a touch of fire, and that streak of black on the flank that seemed to have no purpose but to make them look fiercer than they really were. The shyness and the sureness of them. In the eternal blackness of their eyes he searched for some encouragement.
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Badra comes back in the early evening as the sun is going down and tells us all to get ready, there are mujahideen coming. I ask her what she means by ready and without looking at me she tells us to wash and wear our best niqabs. The twins are excited, they spend half an hour in the bathroom with the door shut, giggling, and when they’re finally finished Umm Nahar and I manage to get in there to wash our faces and brush our teeth. We are not veiled.


The four of us wait in the sitting room, all squeezed together on the long sofa, silent. Badra says no phones, and I’m not even allowed the Qur’an. It’s so warm in here without the air conditioning, and I’m exhausted from the endless airstrikes over Raqqa last night.


I don’t mind who I marry. It will be according to His will, so why would I give it any thought? As long as my husband is devout, dedicated to jihad, and a good Muslim – and I know that he will be all those things, or he wouldn’t be here. In my heart, though, I long for someone who burns with a pure fire. Someone with beauty in his soul. I tell myself that here it could hardly be otherwise.


Qadira and Jameela start to fidget. The wait feels long, though it can only be an hour. Then I hear a buzzer, and Badra leaves the room. Moments later there are men’s voices in the hall greeting her. They’re speaking Arabic, deep and clear, and I feel a thrill to think these men have even today been fighting the infidel. What in my old life could compare to this?


They spend a moment in the hall talking to Badra, and I catch enough to know they’re talking about us. How many? Where are they from?


And then they’re here. Three of them, two young, one older, maybe in his thirties, all with beautiful great black beards. I start to stand up as they come in but Badra signals with her hand that we should sit. The two younger ones have machine guns slung over their shoulders and she tells them to leave them by the door.


These two are in camouflage clothes, but clean and neatly pressed so I know they haven’t come straight from the battlefield. They’ve made the effort, as we have. The older man is wearing a long white dishdasha and a keffiyeh on his head. He has the blackest eyes I’ve ever seen, they seem to swallow the light, and as he stares at each of us in turn he smiles in a way that suggests he knows things we don’t.


But it isn’t enough to describe these brothers by the way they look. There’s an energy I can feel as they stand before us, an aliveness – and some of that life passes to us, to me. I feel it fill my whole body and pull me towards them. It’s a strange feeling, like a calm excitement – not a cheap thrill, like you’d get at the cinema or from music or something, but real, and lasting. Qadira and Jameela have gone quiet, but I am waking up.


The brothers greet us, and we greet them. As-salamu alaykum. They ask more questions of Badra, in Arabic, like we’re not there, like I don’t know what they’re saying. How old are they? I expect them to talk to us, but they don’t, and when I look at Badra she makes it clear that we’re to let them make their inspection. They’re in charge, and I’ll speak when I’m spoken to.


Grinning, one of the younger brothers says maybe he’ll take the Belgians, both of them, imagine. He’d thank Allah twice every night. But if he has to choose he likes the smaller of the two.


Not this girl here, she looks afraid. He means Umm Nahar. I’ve seen better women on the streets, says the older man – I’ve seen better-looking Yazidis. This makes them all laugh. My last wife, he says, she was a cunt but she looked better than this. I know the word. Kuss. It pains me to hear it, but I’m not fresh from battle. I really don’t understand anything.


She looks scared, he says – I like that. She should be scared. They laugh again.


What about the English? She’s okay, says one of the younger brothers. She looks intense. Passionate, maybe. He digs his friend in the ribs. No, his friend says. Too dark. Look, no breasts, and her skin is bad, across her cheeks, on her forehead. If Allah has given her spots what else has he given her?


I glance at Badra, but she looks away. She knows I’m getting all of it, and whatever her problems with me I wonder why she’s letting this happen. Now I’m scared, and angry. I try not to flush. I try to remember that I really know nothing.


Trouble, that one, says the older man. A heap of trouble and nothing like worth it.


He holds his hand out to Umm Nahar, who looks to me and then takes it. She’s Pakistani, she doesn’t know what they’re saying but you can tell she gets it, it’s in her eyes. He pulls her to her feet, stands back to look her up and down, has her turn on the spot. He holds his beard, frowning, has her turn again. How old, he wants to know. Sixteen, Badra tells him. A virgin? No. Married before. Her husband was executed for cowardice.


At that he raises his eyebrows, like he finds it interesting, and while he’s making his decision goes back to stroking his beard. He makes me think of a judge at a dog show. Then he sniffs, nods, says something to Badra, and Badra takes her away.


The two younger men discuss who is going to take who, and agree quickly. Qadira and Jameela sit still beside me. Badra has returned, and tells them to go and get their things together.


‘You,’ she says to me. ‘Back to your room.’


Hers isn’t a face you argue with.
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Every girl in Gaziantep, the face was hers and not hers. It was a sort of blindness. Half of them wore headscarves, of course, as she had, so that any woman of her height was a candidate, and Abraham began to grow feverish with hope and swift disappointment. It was crazy, anyway, to think he would see her in this city of a million. He might as well bump into his mother. But that one, walking in front of him now, she had the same walk, that slight bounce on her heels and a lightness about her that he was sure he knew. He quickened his step, jogging a few paces, drew level and saw that it wasn’t her. The girl’s boyfriend, young and slick and innocent, gave him a look that said leave, quickly.


So he wandered on, because he had to do something while Aziz did whatever Aziz did, and what else was there? In shopping malls that might have been in London he sheltered from the heat, but they weren’t her places so he sought out the backstreets, where the smell of coffee and cumin, the smoke from cigarettes and pipes, the fumes from the harsh little mopeds that zipped about, and the shouting, and the haggling, and the music of lutes and flutes broadcast from every tenth shop all seemed to find their way to him deliberately and pull him back ten years into Cairo, which had once been home. That boy in the imitation leather jacket with the thick eyebrows and the wary look could have been him, at eleven or twelve, given the run of the city and not wholly sure what to do with it. And every little girl he saw, in floral print dresses, hand in her mother’s hand, reminded him of Sofia.


The language was alien but the feeling was so familiar, of a city run by its people without interference from above. He slotted into it, it seemed to accept him, and briefly he felt comfortable, even wistful. He allowed himself the fond idea that when this was done he would come here with Sofia, show her how rich the world was, how her grasp of it was as narrow as his perhaps had been. They could travel together. Learn about each other. Help her fill the hole in her spirit with good things.


Even in September, the sun was strong and relentless; he could feel it burning his neck and arms. By the castle he bought a baseball cap and suncream, stopped and drank a coffee, and for the tenth time since arriving saw a face he was sure he had seen before. Yesterday it had been the young man with the mirrored sunglasses; today it was the woman with the navy headscarf and a way of turning away, always naturally, just as he was almost certain. Or they could be ten different men and women, the light was so bright, the crowds so quick to pass, and his mind so shot. Probably he was just seeing what he thought he ought to see. But who would come for him? He was an irrelevance, a speck. Unless the police in London had notified their counterparts in Turkey – unless they thought he was on his way to join Sofia – unless they were following him in the hope of finding her.


He should stop. Leave it to the men who did this work. The fighters, the strong, the ones who knew what they wanted and took it. This was no job for a man like him.


Abraham retreated to the Ambassador Hotel, where three men were lounging on the oversized leather chairs in the lobby. One Abraham’s age, the other two younger, chests and arms straining against their T-shirts, the phones they were tapping at tiny in their hands. Their faces told him they had seen and done things that no man should see or do.


He had noticed men like them all over town; they had a way of fixing you briefly with their eyes, as if making some instant calculation of your potential threat, and these three did this now – let their gaze sit on him with that lazy intentness, then looked away, satisfied that he was nobody.


The gaunt receptionist was on duty. Abraham nodded at him as he walked to the lifts, received a blank stare in response, and as the doors closed saw him pick up the phone. It meant nothing. Receptionists made all sorts of calls.


Room 312 was long and thin, with a window that overlooked the main street, lively with cars and shouting and music coming from a cafe a hundred yards away. The noise came in through thin gauze curtains that had yellowed with age. The bed, a largeish single billed as a double, was in the middle of the long wall and perpendicular to it, so that it cut the room in two and forced Abraham to turn sideways and press himself against the other wall to walk from one half to the other. From somewhere inside the hotel he heard a man’s voice shouting, then another in response. They could be fighters. They could be perfectly normal people who just happened to be yelling at each other in the heat of the day.


The safety chain on the door was broken. He could jam the wooden chair under the handle, but anyone who really wanted to get in would get in – and besides, there was no other way out, short of tying the curtains together and abseiling down from the fourth floor.


So few routes were open to him. What would be would be.


He took a fresh T-shirt and shorts to sleep in, his toothbrush and toothpaste, put the bag in the tilting flat-pack wardrobe and went to wash in the tiny bathroom. The water ran brown for thirty seconds when he turned on the tap.


The mattress was small but sagged from every corner as he lay on it, and he struggled to find a comfortable position, folding the single pillow behind his head, bringing his knees up and resting his computer on his thighs. He could sleep right there – take a pill and it would all go away – but he fought it and, willing himself to look, set off into his daughter’s new world.


For hours, sickened and compelled, Abraham wandered this way and that, no longer hearing the noises from the street or the voices shouting from floor to floor. Chatrooms, videos, Facebook, Twitter. It was like a great city where everyone shouted their grievances endlessly without restraint. A free market whose currency was anger, offence and horror, and where the worst examples won. There was no looking away.


So now she was Umm Azwar. An ugly, warlike name to his ear, and probably to hers. The first search brought up her Twitter page and there she was: a photograph of a young woman taken in sharp profile, the tip of her nose just showing beyond her hijab, and below it a tagline, a sort of motto.




No rest until the khilafa is built on earth.





He scrolled down. Quotations from the Koran, in English and Arabic, posted and retweeted by her. Links to stories about the war, about bombings, about the viciousness of Assad and his soldiers and his spies. In amongst them, retweets of sickly messages of peace and brotherhood over stock photographs of flowers and mountains and horses.


Her own messages were plain and direct, and effective. It was like listening to her in the different modes he knew so well: fierce, pensive, hectoring. Sentimental. In many her anger was clear.




Assad and his evil will not survive the edge of our sword.


If we let him the kafir will wage war against the Ummah until no Muslim is left standing.


Filthy coward US dogs kill our brothers and sisters from the safety of their shores.





Attached to this was a photograph of a building crumbled into bits, its dust covering bodies in the foreground. Drone strike, Peshawar, said the caption, and gave the date. From the same incident she had posted a picture of a dead child, its head hanging limply from the arms of its mother. This had no caption but the one Sofia had given it, in Arabic and English: Kafir Genocide.


Every fourth message contained an image he broadly recognized: soldiers waving black flags, SUVs patrolling tired cities, children dressed in black being taught by women covered head to toe in it, men thrown from buildings and flailing in mid-air, balaclavaed fighters holding up knives that looked as if they’d cut a bar of steel clean through. Vast stacks of cash being counted and oil refineries ringed with guards (We are not only rich in spirit!). Here was a blank-faced man in an orange jumpsuit kneeling, beside him some faceless black demon pressing the knife into his throat; but here too was the desecrated body toppled onto the sand, the head held up high towards the sun. These were the photographs that no one showed. Bodies smashed on the tarmac where they fell. Bodies crucified in the midst of crowds. Backs whipped, hands severed, heads stoned.


Abraham scrolled, looked, shut his eyes in sadness and disgust, moved on. But the head had imprinted itself on his mind, and was there whenever he tried to turn away. Had she gazed at it? His daughter, whose innocence had been the most beautiful thing in the world, had gazed on this and run towards it with her arms out wide.


And here was her endorsement: Shia scum laughs for the last time.


Abraham imagined her writing the words and felt nausea starting in his stomach; wondering at the mystery that had brought her to this point, knowing her no better than a patient who had wandered in from the street.


What these men had done to her. They knew the receptors in the soul and had applied the right amount of poison unerringly to each.
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The girls in my school, I’d look at them and wonder why any of them bothered. Why get up in the morning? For a good job? A good job. A teacher shovelling sand into empty minds or a doctor stretching out lives that mean nothing till they’re so thin you can see right through them. And the question in my head the whole time was, for what? The gift you’ve been given, this gift of life, why sacrifice it to these false idols? For personal satisfaction. That’s a joke. My satisfaction doesn’t amount to a single atom in the whole universe. It’s like saying you should pray to get what you want, it’s not why we’re here. A bird doesn’t fly for its own pleasure.


So many souls in the world and so little to fill them, like prayers that are never said or food left out to rot.


While their souls starved, I watched those London girls – even the good ones, the ones who had been my friends – I watched them stuff every crack in their bodies full, like they were crazed with hunger and thirst. They were ill and they didn’t even know it, I felt so sorry for them. Smoke in their lungs, music in their ears, gossip clogging their minds every second of the day, skin perfumed and shiny with fake tan, even the food they ate was as far from God’s intentions as their blasphemies were from the holy purity of the Qur’an. Floating in pollution, they absorbed it through every pore.


It wasn’t their fault, they were blind to other possibilities. Blinded by a system that doesn’t want them to see. I don’t even mention what else they brought inside themselves, the depraved stories they told, the pride they took in it. Life for them was seventy years of flesh and appetite and abuse of their God-given soul.


That world held nothing for me, and I’m not alone in that.


Very far from alone.
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When I finally get signal, I set myself up online again. Before I left on my journey I deleted everything for security reasons, just like Nadia told me – she was very clear about that – but also because I wanted to leave behind every piece of what I was before.


So. New Twitter, as Umm Azwar this time. Finally under my true name. I follow a bunch of people and send a couple of tweets and it feels good to be connected with the community again. One day soon I guess I will meet Nadia. She was so wise, so supportive. So clear in all her instructions – everything she said would happen happened. There was faith in me coming here but really, she made it so easy. I haven’t heard from her, I guess she’s super busy with other sisters making the journey so I send her a message and leave it at that. Someone replies to one of my tweets straight away. He’s a brother from Germany. I recognize his name.




Congratulations! Mahbrouk! You the English sister, my dear?





That freaks me out a bit. How did he know? There are so many false agents out there, cowards who dare not show their faces and try to trap us with their lies. Also, ‘my dear’? ‘My dear’ is odd.




— Thank you. I am a citizen of the khilafa, my friend.





I look over his account. I don’t think he can be a spy – he’s been around too long. He comes back quickly.




If it’s you you’re an example to us all. Good luck!





I thank him, and google my name – my old name. It’s everywhere. Such a weird feeling, like I’ve travelled back in time and can see my former self. ‘English Schoolgirl in Syria.’ ‘“Genius” Student Joins ISIS.’ There must be fifty articles. There’s a picture of my house, and an old picture of me from Facebook. I don’t know how they got it because I deleted that account.


How terrified these people are. One seventeen-year-old girl leaves their country and I end up on every front page! Scared out of their minds, and I know why. Because I’m right. Because their decaying, stinking society cannot survive on corruption and money-lust, blind to everything that is good and true. It will rot to nothing and the dogs will eat the rest. Before I left I went into town to buy some stuff I needed and from the bus I watched Oxford Street go by with my mouth hanging open at the emptiness of it all. Literally hanging open. Shop cafe shop McDonald’s shop. Shoppers with shopping bags, huge pictures of nearly naked women advertising shops. Is that it? Is that all you dream of? The West is a house with no foundation and no walls, a paper house, it will blow away or it will burn.


Why fear us? We are a hundred thousand in the khilafa, and they are billions.


Because every tree in the forest is dying except for ours. We are the power that will hasten their end. And they know.


Scrolling through these pages I see my father’s name. It seems so foreign to me, like it’s written in a language I no longer understand. For the first time I imagine him finding me gone, and wonder what he’ll tell my mother, if he tells her anything.


When the shock is past he’ll come to understand that our family died a long time ago, and that without him, and the part he played, I wouldn’t be here. Out of pain will come good. That is how history is made.


6


Abraham’s job, mostly, was to avoid mistakes. Sometimes he might do some good, offer useful advice, make someone better a little quicker, but he was paid to not screw up. Give the right number of the right pills to the right patient under the right label. Don’t make anybody worse. Say no to the scammers and the addicts and the ones who routinely try it on. Above all, don’t poison anybody, and protect the company. How did they put it, in their emails and their training videos? Control the risk. But risk wasn’t something you could control. Risk was something that sat patiently waiting for the right moment to sink its teeth into you. And it wasn’t interested in the company, it was interested in him.


They had come at lunchtime, after the Monday methadone rush and the deliveries and the careful stocktaking of the controlled substances, with a small crowd of shoppers gawping and his colleague Amanda looking on as if she was sorry to say she’d been expecting that moment for some time. Abraham had been trying to tell a jumpy young man with one heavily bloodshot eye that he couldn’t sell him four bottles of cough medicine, no matter how ill his family was, when he caught sight of the uniform walking across the supermarket floor towards him. After a moment’s fear that they had come for him, he had known without doubt what it meant. He had been on the verge of calling them himself.


At the station, the plain clothes had done most of the talking. Sofia was on her way to Syria; last seen at a bus station in Istanbul, flew through Budapest to cover her tracks, but definitely her, no question. That was yesterday, Sunday, and for all they knew she’d crossed the border by now – either that or she was holed up somewhere close to it waiting for the right time. The newest recruit, a coup, someone that young, that bright, the papers would be all over it.


The words were black stones that he couldn’t get down. His throat closed.


What had they done to stop her? Abraham wanted to know. These powerful men, they must have been able to stop her.


The officer laughed. She wasn’t high-risk. They weren’t mind readers. His breath smelled of coffee and a diet of bread and meat.


Had Abraham known she was going? Had he heard her use the name Umm Azwar? That was her ISIS name, the one she went by online. Was he sure he had no sympathy with the cause? With all those brave brothers fighting the good fight?


‘I’m a Christian, a Copt. My daughter converted and I had nothing to do with it.’


‘When did she convert?’


‘Three years ago.’


‘Why?’


‘She had good reasons, reasons of faith.’


The questions came like darts. Which mosque? Which imam? How often did she go? Who were her friends?


Where was her mother?


Her mother wasn’t well. She lived with Sofia’s grandmother, mostly, and didn’t take calls from anyone. Hadn’t done for a long time.


They were preoccupied with money. If he hadn’t funded her trip who had?


He had no idea. Perhaps that was something they could investigate. Maybe it had been sent to her, he had read they did that, these people.


So he did have his fears then, of the road she might be heading down?


This didn’t come out of the blue. He had been worried in the same way that a parent might worry about drugs, or pregnancy, or any of the thousand pits a daughter might fall into. Sofia wasn’t one to do anything by halves but she was still a child, foolish, susceptible. Didn’t policemen fear for their children?


‘Yesterday she was a child, Mr Mounir. Now she’s a terrorist.’


Just how far off the track had he wandered? To be tricked by his own daughter, who lived in the next room. The blindness of it, and the foolishness, not to know his own flesh and blood. How easy to slip out unseen, with a father who never looked too hard for fear of driving her further away.


He had known none of it, and all of it. Like the patients who went to their doctor too late to address the symptoms they had been ignoring for years.


Abraham had walked the three miles home from the police station, head roaring so loud that no single thought settled. She’d left forever. She’d come straight back when the reality bit. She’d be dead within weeks. He saw the crowd of journalists and cameramen who clamoured at him outside his flat but they didn’t register; he might have been watching himself on the news along with everyone else.


So hard, to be a father. The thousand mistakes to be made, and that thin line through them growing thinner by the day, and the worst of it how late you woke up: stray for years, wander miles off course – and no one would tell you, you had no idea, you thought the line was still under your feet.


Any word from her, they had told him, you call us immediately. And don’t go anywhere. He had almost laughed at that. Where would he go?


From the table by his bed he took the paracetamol bottle that held the oxycodone. Instant release, just two for now. A glass of water from the night before sat ready by his lamp, and for a moment he contemplated the pills nestled together in his palm and imagined the job they would quietly do, and the pain slipping away as surely as a headache.


But the pills wouldn’t resolve anything; they simply froze the pain in time. Enough foolishness for today. He opened the bottle and slipped them back inside.


If the place had been searched it barely showed. The books still lay in piles, glasses lined up unwashed by his chair, on his desk his notebook displayed the latest neat scribblings towards the book he would never write. In the kitchen, dirty plates and mugs sat by the sink.


They had been in her room. The bed had been stripped and the linen bundled in a heap on the floor. Her neatly ordered books had been slotted back chaotically onto the shelves. They wouldn’t have found much. A Koran, if she hadn’t taken it, other devotional texts, school clothes pressed and ready, polished school shoes side by side, a desk, a chair, a computer that they would have taken if she hadn’t already, all encased in white walls that would have told them as much as they had told Abraham in the last two years. Sofia might have revealed herself to her God in here, but not to anyone else.


On the other side of the bed was a table whose single drawer had been pulled out and emptied onto the mattress. Once it had been full of pens and postcards, plastic necklaces, a stopped watch with a rainbow face, a girl’s precious rubbish. None of that remained – cleaned out years before, he imagined. Some tissues, a box of ibuprofen and two new batteries in a pack of four were all that was left. If her old diary still existed, the one with the floral cover and the clasp that locked with a tiny brass key, it had been taken.


Abraham sat on the bare bed, stared at the wall and felt a physical rupture, as if all this time he had been conscious of the warmth and weight of her body and someone had finally torn her away. As Ester had been torn away. He lay down, on his side, one arm across the space his daughter had left, and let the tears come. They flowed from him like blood from a fresh wound, and he feared the moment they ran out.


Sofia had left long ago, of course, and he had already mourned it. But not to say goodbye – why wouldn’t she say goodbye in some way? Why deny every particle of the girl she had been? Like a man looking down from a high wire for the first time, he saw great depths appear beneath: was it him? Had she done all this just to get away?


The thought stopped his tears, shunted him from grief to a sort of horror. She must hate him. She must. She’d scrubbed herself clean of every association, as if the merest hint of him would cause her careful creation to collapse.


The tears had been warm. Now he felt cold, and wretched, and alone.


One thought remained. Since he had heard the word Syria it had been growing, first as nonsense and now as a certainty. He had to follow her.
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When they get back in the evening, Idara invites me to eat with her and Badra. I think she asks me because we can talk to each other easily and the rest of the time in here communication is quite difficult. Last night we all spent an hour or two together in the sitting room, most of us anyway, crowded round a tablet watching videos and saying prayers and that was great, all bound together by the universal language of faith. That’s the magic of those videos, I realize, I hadn’t thought of it before. You don’t need to know Arabic to appreciate their power.


Anyway, most of the time there’s a lot of nodding and gesturing and as a result the women here haven’t bonded as they might, families eat separately and tend to keep to themselves.


Idara talks more than her friend. She’s telling a story about an Iraqi fighter who got scared and tried to leave when he saw how many brothers were being killed by the Peshmerga. He was found cowering in one of the tunnels we’ve dug round the edge of the city to hide from drones and spy planes when we need to – three brothers literally bumped into him during last night’s airstrikes. At first they thought he was a terrified local woman, but when they pushed her out into the night one of them saw her combat boots. A fighter in a niqab. We know what God says about that. They cut off his head and put it on a spike, says Idara, and she makes a spitting noise – if you hurry up and get married maybe you’ll be out of here in time to see it.


Sometimes I think she might be teasing me but I don’t mind – I’d rather we talked. She asks me about my childhood, and my father, and my mother, and I’m happy to tell her. I never used to talk about my life but now it seems so far away it might as well belong to someone else. Idara’s response is amazing. She says my mother’s illness released me to come here, to travel the path I was always meant to take – that if she had still been well I might have found it hard to break away. What a blessing it is to be with others who have been guided by the Prophet and can help me illuminate my journey. I don’t tell them about my father, and the type of man he is, but suddenly all that makes sense too. If he’d shown me more real love maybe I wouldn’t be here. Of course it happened this way! There could be no other.


Badra is pretty quiet still. She’s from Germany, and Idara told me she came here with her husband, a Turk who died during the battle for Sadad. They used to be al-Nusra, committed before the khilafa even existed. My respect for her grows.


Idara’s from Sudan, but she was living in Egypt before, and when we talk about Cairo I feel so close to her. Her husband is away in Libya training our people there. She laughs when she tells me that he has just taken another wife, a fifteen-year-old local girl. When I ask her how she feels about that she shrugs and tells me it’s the law, and the will of Allah, praise be upon Him, and who is she to question it? Besides, she’s here and he’s there and this is another fact of life. Do not trouble yourself with things that cannot be changed, she tells me. She is a wise woman, Idara. She has seen a lot, and she understands. Would it bother me? she asks. If I was worried about my emotions I wouldn’t be here, I tell her. She laughs again, and nods. She looks at Badra. You see? She will do well here.


Dinner is pasta in tomato sauce, Idara makes it and it’s good.


When we’re washing up I ask Badra and Idara about the cigarettes I saw the brother take at the checkpoint as we entered the city. I’ve been thinking about it a lot, and wondering whether to keep quiet about it, and in the end decide to ask their advice. Apart from anything else I can’t be sure that I’m not meant to say something, that the whole thing wasn’t a test. I do my best to be subtle.


‘Are any of the laws of the khilafa relaxed for the mujahideen?’ I ask. ‘When they return from battle.’


‘The laws are laws for all,’ says Badra, but Idara is looking at me, just a little sideways.


‘What kind of thing?’


‘Just generally.’


‘A general question?’


I nod, and Idara half frowns, half smiles.


‘You have an example?’


I hesitate. ‘In the way they treat their wives. How they behave. Smoking, that kind of thing.’


‘There’s something on your mind?’


‘Seeing the brothers here. Wondering what it’s like for them, coming home when they’ve seen what they’ve seen.’


Maybe this is what I’m worried about. Maybe the cigarettes are a distraction. Idara breathes in deeply through her nose, nodding.


‘The brothers are men like any other. And they are at war.’


‘What you think of them is not important,’ says Badra, looking hard at me.


I don’t understand her hostility. Everything I say she twists.


‘I just want to understand.’


I think I flush as I say it but I can’t help that.


‘You are not here to understand,’ says Badra. Her face is so pale and hard. ‘You are here to serve. You will never marry if you do not change.’


All the things I wanted to say go out of my head. I’m confused, and I ask Him for clarity.


‘The khilafa can’t be built on hypocrisy. There are laws. There is sharia.’


Badra just stares at me. I muster the strength to meet her stare, to stand my ground, but there’s something else in her eyes. They look almost sad.


‘You have no idea what we’re building here.’
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Abraham fell into an uneasy sleep on the sagging bed, sweating in his clothes in the heat of the evening.


He was woken from dreams of deserts by a persistent noise, separate from the cars and the mopeds and the call to prayer and the endless shouting. A knocking, not loud but insistent. With effort he swung himself from the bed and went to stand by the door, wishing there was a spyhole.


‘Yes?’


‘Please to open door.’


The voice was high, but a man’s, with an odd rasp to it.


Abraham wished he had said nothing. What should he do? This man could be here to help him or arrest him. Or to kill him. A Turkish policeman, or a Daesh recruiter come to stop him from meddling. For the first time he felt his own vulnerability in all this, like a physical thing, a shrinking of the muscles.


‘Who is it?’


‘I am next room.’


What did that mean?


‘What do you want?’


‘Please, to power phone.’


‘Reception. Reception will have one.’


‘They do not.’


This was crazy. No one knocked on hotel rooms and asked for things from strangers. But in this lonely place it seemed wrong to assume that anyone’s reason to be here was worse than his own. The Christian thing to do was to open the door. The human thing, regardless.


‘Wait please.’


Abraham took his pills and his laptop into the bathroom, stood on the toilet seat, popped open one of the cheap tiles that made up the false ceiling and balanced both inside. Before finally opening the door he straightened his shirt, closed his eyes for a moment and took two deep breaths.


If the man who stood there had come to kill him he was going to do it with a smile. He beamed all the way across his face, which was wide and pockmarked around the cheekbones. Behind fleshy lids his big eyes smiled, too. There was oil in the smile, and sweat on the hand that he offered Abraham to shake, and the threat Abraham had felt gave way to a faint revulsion, and that in turn to guilt. So the man was unfortunate. Shouldn’t two unfortunates feel a sort of kinship in a place like this?


‘I am Vural.’


At least that’s what it sounded like. Vyooral. He gave a deep nod as he shook, then a wet-sounding sniff. Abraham looked down on the thin hair that he had combed carefully across his bald skull, on the thick black moustache that hung over his top lip, on the cheap grey-green suit that needed a press, and had the strong instinctive sense that this man’s life had fallen apart – that he was only here because he had nowhere left to go.


That was kinship.


‘Sami.’


Sami was the name he had given to the receptionist. Sami Labib. A Cairo doctor who had treated his mother twenty years ago.


‘I am next room.’


Vural let go of Abraham’s hand and pointed to the room next door.


‘Ah.’


‘I have better hotels.’


He refreshed the smile, sniffed again. His eyes were sad and yellowish.


Abraham found himself smiling.


‘Me too.’


‘You stay long?’


‘One day. Maybe two.’


‘Ten. I do business –’ he pronounced the ‘i’, busyness – ‘in Antep. I sell – wait, I show.’


He was gone for a minute, during which Abraham could hear him rooting around in the cupboard that, if their rooms were laid out alike, backed on to their shared wall. When he returned, he had a book in one hand and in the other a ladle, which he held up like a baton.


‘Kitchen things. Look.’


He held the book towards Abraham and flicked through it, a thick brochure full of cookers, fridges, washing machines, knives, chopping boards, colanders, orange juicers, saucepans, every single thing anyone had ever needed to use in a kitchen.


‘For you. Please.’


Abraham took the ladle, inspected it with due gravity, and gave a deep nod of his own, more touched than he might have expected. To be given anything here felt extraordinary, and against the odds it seemed to have meaning: here is something for your home, if you ever return.


‘Thank you.’


Vural returned the nod.


‘My phone, the power, is kaput.’


He fished in his jacket pocket and pulled out a phone in amongst several used tissues, one of which fell to the floor. In the same movement he stooped to pick it up and with his other hand passed Abraham the phone, sniffing on his way down.


‘Dead. You have power?’


It was a Samsung, like his own. Abraham handed it back, from long professional habit imagining the viruses clinging to it.


‘Perhaps. Let me see.’


He squeezed past the bed and went to his bag, found his charger and turned to see Vural reaching for his bedside lamp.


‘It doesn’t work.’


Vural tried the switch anyway.


‘Kaput.’ He shook his head. ‘I have better hotels. You want my light? I do not read.’


He picked up the book from the table. A history of Istanbul, which Abraham had bought years ago and never found the right time to read. Vural seemed pleased.


‘Istanbul. Yes? You go to Istanbul?’


Maybe with her, when this was over. ‘I plan to.’


‘I go one time. My eyes cry with beauty.’


‘I’m sure.’


Abraham handed him the charger, and Vural tried the jack for size.


‘Is good!’ He beamed. ‘I can?’


‘Of course.’


‘I bring. Later.’


‘Of course.’


‘Thank you. Teşekkür.’


Abraham wanted to repay Vural’s openness with conversation but could find nothing to say. His energy was low, most probably. Vural’s was not.


‘Small bag,’ he said, pointing at Abraham’s case. ‘Not much things. You do business?’


‘Not really. I’m just passing through.’


Vural frowned, not understanding.


‘I come and go. I travel.’


‘Aaah, traveller. I understand. Travel is best thing. For this.’ He tapped his temple three times with a fat finger. ‘You are writer?’ Replacing the history of Istanbul, he picked up the notebook that had been underneath and began to flick through the pages.


‘No. Not really. Please don’t.’


‘Is good, to write books. You must have big brain.’


Ridiculous though it was, Abraham was strangely flattered.


‘I’m not a writer. Really. I’m a chemist. A pharmacist.’


‘Aah, okay, is good, good job. Important. I have, how you say . . .’ he sniffed, and waved his hand under his nose.


‘A cold.’


Vural grinned.


‘Yes, cold. Funny to have cold when is so hot, no?’


‘Here. Wait a moment.’


Abraham went to his bag and from the small store of medicines he had brought took some aspirin and some vitamin C. Vural took them as if they were jewels of great value.


‘Sami. This is kind. This is good, thank you.’


But now he was shaking his head.


‘You, you are good man, I see, clear, clear. But Turkey, now, I am sorry, is bad men everywhere. And Gaziantep?’ He let out a low whistle. ‘Five years, beautiful city.’ Beeyootiful. ‘Now, everywhere bad men. You see?’ He gestured to the window. ‘With beards, and guns. You see?’


‘Yes, I see.’


‘Best thing, you go to Adana. Beautiful city. The most beautiful that is not Istanbul. Bridges, houses, old old. Beautiful. And no bad men. The Sabanci mosque, oh my goodness.’


Goodness. Abraham wondered where he had picked that up.


‘After here, Adana, do not stay in Antep. Is not safe for strangers.’


Vural was shaking his head and beaming at the same time.


‘Teşekkür ederim.’ He raised the charger and the aspirin. ‘You go today?’


A strange question to ask, at five in the afternoon.


‘I stay tonight.’


He beamed at Abraham a last time from the other side of the bed.


‘Tomorrow, Adana. No bad men there, yes?’
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Two sisters came to teach us Arabic today. They stayed for the whole morning. I explained that I already spoke it, that I grew up speaking nothing else at home and spoke nothing else at my mosque – but they insisted I join their classes anyway.


I tell Badra that I don’t need to be taught a language I’ve spoken since I was two, but all I get in response is a silent stare and then a line about me not being in charge of the khilafa. That woman has a way of winding me up so tight with just a word or a look. I hate myself for letting her.


After class I go to bed in the afternoon and listen to the planes in the sky and the bombs falling all over the city with no pattern to them. I’m not afraid, but thoughts come that I don’t want. It’s like the bombs open them out. I didn’t tell my friends I was coming here and now I think I should have. I should have left some sort of a note or message. For Nana, too, her pain won’t matter but there was no need to cause it.


I can see my bedroom in Cairo, and the warm round arch of my mother’s back as I lie in bed and she sits by me reading. Why do I see that now? Why do scraps of her music come in?


I do my best to remember why I’m here: to serve Him, however He sees fit. I must think of these times as preparation, as making myself ready for the next stage, whatever it is and whenever it comes. There are tears in me, but that’s where they’ll stay.


We have a new arrival. Her name is Namaa, she’s from Iraq, and although she’s more like Badra’s age she sleeps in my room, on the last mattress in the corner. She doesn’t say much. I try to talk to her but she just smiles – not a real smile – and doesn’t talk back. Most of the time she spends lying on her side on her bed with her back to me.


Her husband was a deserter, and his head is now on a spike. I ask what will happen to her. Allah will provide for her, Badra tells me. She will mourn for the decreed period and then she will marry again.


Poor woman, to be married to such a man. I pray for her, and for me, that God the most high might find me someone whose faith is equal to mine.
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Aziz phoned the next morning. At last, and just as Abraham had more or less given up on his three-hundred-dollar deposit. Meet me at the zoo, same bench, same time.


For the rest of the day, Abraham walked and searched, and stayed in his room and searched, and found nothing that might help. No news of English schoolgirls, no news of anything. No chance-in-a-million sightings. Just normal people going about their business, and dotted amongst them, like wolves mingling with the flock, the fighters, the hard men with the thick shells for faces and the eyes that followed every step you took. They huddled on street corners, sat on car bonnets, milled about. Gangs of them took over cafes, lolled around in the sun, smoking and talking, smoking and not talking, watching each other pass like predators taking time out from the fight.


Abraham learned to walk past and not catch anyone’s eye, and soon became as used to them as every other resident of Gaziantep. The men he worried about were the ones behind him, the ones he looked for but couldn’t see.


Years before, newly arrived in London, Sofia briefly loved the zoo. She would head straight for the rainforest house, crazily hot in a London winter, the sloths hanging by their tails and the little bearded monkeys jumping from branch to branch. Spotting the iguanas, which she called gwanas, in the dead leaves that lined the floor of the cages. They’d been many times with Ester and once on their own, when she was in hospital; the sight of Sofia there without her mother had been too much, and though they lived close by they never went again. It was expensive, and anyway, Sofia soon came to see the cages and not the animals they held.


If she were here now, she’d be railing against the zoo, no question. Everywhere he went, he was arguing with her, her voice in his ear an irritant and a comfort; he wanted her to be quiet, and he wanted her to keep talking. It was so like grief, this, and it occurred to him that he was waiting for news of her death – if she had crossed the border she might as well be dead, and slowly the peace cracked, replaced by the fear that had become his usual state.


‘Do you have news?’


Aziz sat down on the same bench as before and nodded, in no hurry to start. He took in a deep breath, nodding slowly.


‘I have news.’


Abraham couldn’t bring himself to ask the next question.


‘Is good and bad.’


‘Go on.’


‘She is in Syria.’


Abraham closed his eyes and quietly shook his head.


‘She is in Dabiq. Small town. In a makkar. You know makkar?’


‘No.’


Makkar. It had a horrible sound. He saw her in a kind of barracks in the dust, lined with bunks and fighters and guns.


‘Where woman go. When they arrive. And families. She is there, we know the place.’


That was better, if it was just the women. But really it made no difference. It was over. She was beyond his reach.


‘Is that the good news?’


‘Good news is we can get her out.’


When Abraham opened his eyes, the gazelle that had been chewing grass by the fence had lifted its head and was staring again, as if it could sense the conflict in him.


Good news. It was good news. He had no choice but to think that.


‘She won’t want to come.’


‘She have no choice.’


‘How would you do it?’


‘We do it before. Three times. Two girls, one boy, his mother took him, we took him back. My people, my friends, very good, very professional.’


‘But it’s like a prison.’


Aziz snorted.


‘Bad prison. They kidnap from our land, we kidnap from their land. No guards at makkar. We go, we look like Daesh fighters, we tell her she has to come with us, she comes, we bring her here.’


‘What about all the checkpoints?’


Aziz raised his eyebrows, intertwined his fingers and pushed them out until the bones cracked.


‘For this we need money. For whole thing we need money.’


Abraham barely heard him. His hand went to his mouth and he bit at a hangnail that wasn’t there. He was trying to pick out a single question from the dozens crowding him. To intercept her was one thing, to get her to see sense, even to say goodbye, but taking her back – it would never work. She wasn’t ready.


‘I don’t know,’ he said, wishing he had a single person to discuss it with.


‘Ten thousand dollars.’


That was all he had, almost exactly. Even if it worked, there would be nothing left to rebuild their lives together somewhere. Perhaps this was the universe’s way of forcing him to prove his love for her.


‘It’s a lot.’


Aziz shrugged.


‘How much your daughter is worth?’


‘She won’t be ready.’


Now Aziz turned to him, his belly shifting under his shirt. The hair on his chest ran up into the stubble on his neck.


‘Your daughter, she is pretty?’


Abraham felt his hand stiffen.


‘What do you mean?’


‘She is pretty, she marry quickly. They will marry her. And when she is gone from the makkar she is gone. Like this.’ He slapped his palms together twice like a man disposing of a problem.


What would Ester say? The money wasn’t a consideration. It came down to an impossible calculation: take her now, and she might never see that she was wrong; delay too long and she might be too far gone to recover. Did the poison wear off? How long did it take?


‘I need time to think.’


Aziz sighed and shrugged, as if he was tired of his clients but understood.


‘Tomorrow. After that, too late. And nine hundred dollars now. Minus deposit is six.’
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Sometimes the kitchen is left in a real state, plates and mugs in the sink, food out on the sides, no one bothers to empty the bin and when they do the bag sits there because to get to the bin store you have to go outside and none of us are allowed to do that. When the air con’s not working and there’s no breeze there’s a real stink. The sitting room as well; people just leave stuff and I tidy it up and then it’s a tip again within minutes. I don’t even want to talk about the bathroom.


So I have an idea. A roster. I spend the afternoon drawing one up, and when Badra comes home that night I show it to her. The boxes are blank for now – I want her advice on who should do what.


She nods as she looks it over.


‘Thank you.’


‘You’re tired now, I’ll leave you. We can talk about it later.’


‘We can do it now. I do not have a pen. You have a pen?’


I say of course and hand her mine.


She thanks me for it and starts writing in the blank boxes. My name in the first, in English script, just Umm Azwar. Umm Azwar in the next one, and the box after that, and in all the boxes on the top line. I think she wants me to do all the washing-up, but she keeps going, speeding up and eventually just writing the letters UA in every single box. I feel like I’m turning to stone as she’s doing it, I want to speak out or walk away but I can’t, it’s like I can feel the blood freezing in my veins.


When she’s done, she hands the paper back to me and there’s a cold fire in her eyes.


‘You are right. The makkar needs work. You can start tomorrow.’


It takes me all day. Idara looks in and teases me. This means Badra likes you, she says. I laugh what you’d call a hollow laugh but she says no, really, she does. Of course. Right. By the end I’m dripping under my abaya and I can smell my own sweat rising up off me. Everything looks so much better. I’d like to beat the rugs but I can only really do that outside.


I eat early because I don’t want to see Badra, but when she comes back that evening she comes to find me. I’m in my room, reading hadith. She stands over my bed for a few moments, as if she’s inviting me to say something, but I don’t want to give her anything to work with so I put my book down and look up at her, waiting.


‘I didn’t say do it all today,’ she says at last. ‘I thought it was a roster.’


She uses the English word, and a mocking sort of tone.


‘It needed it.’


‘It’s better.’ She leaves a pause. ‘Remember you are on duty again tomorrow.’


Then she goes, and I lie in my bed wondering what I have to do to be accepted by her.
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His daughter was gone, and tonight he would drink. The Golden Lion was the last bar remaining in Gaziantep: dark, airless, tomblike, dank with the smell of old beer and last night’s cigarettes. Erol, the proprietor, brought him a bad Turkish whisky, and as he set it down Abraham ordered. The place suited his mood; somewhere that had known fun but wasn’t expecting to see it again. The photographs of parties that lined the far wall had an ancient feel to them, historical documents only.


By the time the second drink arrived Abraham had finished the first.


‘Two more whiskies, please.’


Erol looked at him with great subtlety. I am happy for you to drink as much as you want, but understand, not everyone in this city will share my tolerance. Abraham was grateful to him; more than that, he was filled with a great love for the man and what he represented. A last bulwark against the darkness.


‘And something for you. Please. At least until you get busy.’


Erol nodded, went to the bar, took bottles from the shelves and started preparing something out of sight. When he returned he had a tray, and on it a single tumbler, a two-thirds full bottle of whisky and a Martini glass full of some bright pink liquid and sporting a cocktail stick.


With different appetites, each went at their drinks. Erol sipped at his like a connoisseur.


Perhaps Gaziantep had been cosmopolitan once, the real gateway between East and West. In its own way it was cosmopolitan still, no? Abraham thought of all the fighters that had passed through on their way to sign up. English, Swedish, Russian, American, Moroccan, Belgian, Czech. A great clearing house for the scattered scum of the earth.


What has happened to your city, he wanted to ask this decent-seeming man across the bar from him. How have you allowed it? But he knew Erol wouldn’t understand, and so he smiled a smile he didn’t mean, drank the whisky until he felt numb, and took himself to the blankness of the hotel.
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Abraham shifted in bed, conscious of trying to escape something in his dream, some noise or unpleasantness he didn’t want to confront. He did his best to stay under but the noise came again, and as he began to wake he realized that it wasn’t in his head but in the room. A banging, a hard banging on wood. On his door.


The only light was the dull orange from the street lamps outside. He sat up, tried to rub his eyes awake and as the banging started once more rolled over and out of bed.


‘Wait. Please.’


His laptop and phone lay on the floor by the bed. He took them, went to the bathroom and by the light of the phone lifted the tile and placed the computer inside alongside his pills, letting the tile drop gently back into place.


‘Who is it?’


The breath caught in his throat as he said it. Outside, someone grunted something he didn’t catch: a man’s voice, that was all, and then a fist making the door shake. One, two, three, deliberate, violent.


Oh God, I hate this place. Please deliver me from it. Deliver us, God, Sofia and me.


The voice said something else and now the whole door shook. With a silent prayer, Abraham turned the handle.


Two men stood there, one at the shoulder of the other. The moment the door opened, the first of them walked past Abraham and in one motion reached up, dragged him into the room and pinned him by the neck to the wall by the foot of the bed, so quickly that Abraham barely registered what had happened and with such force that he felt the breath go from him and his feet lift from the floor. Christ, the man’s grip was strong, like his fingers were cast in metal.


Each man had the same build, short and broad with thick arms, and the same solid, heavy head. The second man switched on the overhead light, stopped for a moment to stare hard at Abraham and after a swift scan of the room crossed to the bedside table and pulled the drawer right out, turning it upside down and dropping keys, change, receipts onto the floor. His movements were quick and forceful, in an established pattern. Squatting down, he picked up Abraham’s passport, leafed through it, tossed it away, did the same with his notebook. He wore a cap; Abraham thought he recognized him from the hotel lobby, he had seen him sitting there – had done his best to avoid seeing him there.


‘What is?’ said the man holding him to the wall.


‘Notes. For my work.’


‘What work?’


‘I’m a pharmacist. Medicines.’


After another minute of studying Abraham’s scrawled handwriting the searcher threw the book impatiently behind him. Now he kneaded the pillows, lifted the mattress and pushed it onto the floor, squatted down briefly to check underneath. With another look at Abraham he edged round the bed, took the suitcase from the wardrobe and emptied it, began to sift through the contents, scooping things behind him as he was done with them.


Abraham tried to speak. Tell me what you’re looking for, he wanted to say, and I’ll help you. But the moment he tried, the grip on his neck tightened and nothing came out. This man was a professional.


Finished with the bag, his friend went to the wardrobe and examined every piece of clothing, went through every pocket, until the wardrobe was empty and the floor behind him covered. When he was done, he ripped the curtains to the floor in two big heaves, flapped the fabric like someone making the bed, and seeing nothing there stood for a moment with his hands on his hips, looking round the room and shaking his head. Muttering something to his friend, he picked his way through the mess to the bathroom, flicked on the light, and Abraham heard the little he had in there – toothbrush, toothpaste, soap – being thrown on the floor.


‘La shay’ huna,’ he said, coming back into the room and stepping right up to Abraham so that his face was only inches away. Six inches shorter, he must have been.


‘Phone. Mobil, now.’


Abraham still had it in his hand; he held it up. The man took it, tried to unlock the screen and passed it back.


‘Number. Now.’


The grip on Abraham’s neck released and he felt himself sliding the two inches down the wall to the floor.


‘Here,’ he said, rubbing his neck. It felt grazed, it was so sore.


For a good minute the man’s thick thumbs flicked here and there over the screen of the phone, in and out of every app.


‘La shay’ huna.’


Nothing here. The man with the cap threw the phone aside and reached up to Abraham’s face. Abraham pulled back, expecting him to go for his neck, but with a firm open palm the man stroked one side of Abraham’s face and then the other before pinching his cheek, hard, between finger and thumb.


‘Taqlim hayatik.’


‘He say cut your beard,’ said his friend, and left the room.


The man in the cap stared hard at Abraham, and without warning slapped him round the head. Pointing with two fingers at his own eyes and then at Abraham’s he walked away, leaving the door open behind him.


Bent over, Abraham rubbed his neck and with each deliberate breath swung between terror and defiance. The room was wrecked, his thoughts in chaos. He knew nothing here. Any more out of his depth and he’d go under.


He stood up and with his hands on his head surveyed the ruin, trying to find the energy and the will to start setting it straight. He could just leave. Should just leave – pack up his things and go, right now, pay the bill and a bit extra for the damage and take the first bus to Adana, as Vural had suggested.


And yet he knew he couldn’t retreat now, at the first encounter with actual danger. There would be worse, and no way of avoiding it. Wasn’t that why he was here, to confront all this? This was the world Sofia lived in now. If he couldn’t save her from it, he should at least live it alongside her.


First, he found his passport. How stupid, that as an outlaw in this lawless place, he should still think it important. Then he put the drawer back in the bedside table, and was recovering all the odds and ends it had contained when there came another knock at the door, and a cough, and a sniff.


He looked up to see Vural in a pair of striped blue pyjamas, mouth open in apparent horror, slowly shaking his head.


‘Sami, my God, what do they do?’


‘Pretty much everything.’


‘Who do this?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘How they look?’


Abraham picked up the last piece of change, dropped it in the drawer and went to pull the mattress back on to the bed.


‘Here. I help.’


Together they heaved it back. Abraham sat down on it, and Vural sat beside him.


‘Two men. Short and strong.’


‘And feet?’


‘Excuse me?’


‘What on feet?’ Vural pulled his leg onto his knee and pointed at a leather slipper.


Abraham thought about it.


‘Boots. Like workman’s boots.’


Vural nodded slowly with some dark realization.


‘Fighters.’


‘Yes.’


‘What they say?’


‘Nothing.’


‘Nothing?’


‘They told me to cut my beard.’


Vural let his head loll back and looked up at the ceiling, as if in prayer.


‘Sami, Sami, Sami.’


‘What?’


‘They think you are Daesh. ISIS. I wonder, your beard, all this time. In Cairo, okay, a beard. Here a beard means bad thing. You must . . .’


He mimed lathering his face with a brush.


‘Understand. Antep, there is Daesh, Free Syrian Army, Al Nusra, more, the Kurds. I think maybe this is Kurds. And then is you. In middle. Like ant with many elephant.’


With unnecessary emphasis Vural ground his slipper into the carpet.


‘Sami. We must talk. You and I.’


‘Vural, I just want to get my room straight and go to bed. I’m very tired.’


‘Sami, no. We must talk. I know why you are in Antep.’


‘I know. I told you.’


‘No, the reason you do not tell me.’


Abraham tried not to frown, not to give it away, but Vural’s expression told him that he had nowhere left to go.


‘I know you are Abraham.’


Abraham turned from him, fitted the drawer into the bedside table and started to pick coins and papers from the floor. His London keys were there, his driving licence, his boarding pass.


‘You must work with me now. Or I cannot help you. Abraham, listen to me.’


Abraham stopped, closed his eyes, wondered where he would find the strength for this new encounter.


‘How do you know?’


‘I know things.’


‘And you know why I’m here.’


‘Of course. You are not so clever and we are not so stupid.’


‘And what now? Why are you here?’


Vural sniffed, took a handkerchief from the waistband of his pyjamas and loudly blew his nose.


‘To save your life.’


‘I’m not here for that.’


‘I know. You are hero, on special mission. I know. And now, right now, you are alive and free. You do nothing wrong, okay, for now, and this guys, they fuck up your room but they leave you. Okay. But your daughter she is gone, and you start stupid things, and best you are arrested, worse we find your head here and your body here. Yes?’


‘How do you know she’s gone?’


‘I know things. Okay?’


Vural put his hand on Abraham’s shoulder and grudgingly Abraham turned to look at him.


‘You know already she is in Syria?’


Abraham didn’t respond but he knew his face was giving him away.


‘Okay. You know. How you know?’


‘Through a man.’


‘What man?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘You give him money? How much?’


‘A few hundred.’


‘And now more to get your daughter, yes?’


Abraham nodded as a deep sense of foolishness started to unfold in him.


‘Okay. This is job for him. Understand? Antep is full of fathers, mothers, brothers, all want information of their children, sisters. It is business, big money.’


‘But he knew she crossed the border.’


Vural laughed.


‘Is easy, to say this. What else he say?’


‘Just that. That she was in a town called Dabiq.’


‘Okay. Not Dabiq. Raqqa.’


Abraham watched Vural’s slumped face and his quick eyes and somehow knew that he wasn’t the one who was lying.


‘How do I trust you?’


Vural smiled, almost grinned.


‘Because I do not want money.’


‘Then what do you want?’


‘Name and everything of the man. Yes? And everything about your daughter.’


Kind she had always been, but hard with it. A powerful imagination and a preference for action over outrage: if you were hurt, she’d feel your pain and work to make it stop, perhaps because that stopped the pain for her.


At eight she had stopped eating meat, acting not on anyone’s example but on principles she seemed to have discovered for herself. When friends finally came, she was the one who wanted to ease tensions, isolate bullies, redress grievances. She had bound their little group together, as far as he could tell – in those days she would tell him things – and in the process had fought anyone she needed to fight: older girls, older boys, teachers. Injustice drove her, and if he looked carefully he could begin to understand how her old compassion had transformed into this new anger. It was there online, you could see the connection. This was her response to the horror of the world.


Some of this he struggled to explain to Vural, but for his own benefit he worked at it.


‘She is violent?’


Vural had moved to the room’s one chair, and was leaning back with his arms crossed looking tired but unstoppable; Abraham was still sitting on the bed. The room was in one piece again, and talking was doing something similar for his thoughts.


Violent, no. Far from it. He had never seen her hurt a thing. Not so much as a mosquito. And understand, she is kind to everyone, she has respect for people, she would stop and give money she didn’t really have to beggars on the street. Whatever her purpose now, it wasn’t to express some deep cruelty she’d contained and hidden for years. It wasn’t in her.


‘She has friends in Syria?’


‘I don’t know. She stopped telling me things a long time ago.’


‘Boyfriend?’


‘I don’t think so.’


‘You have talked with her?’


Abraham closed his eyes and shook his head.


‘She changed her number. I tried.’


‘She has not called you?’


He shook his head again.


‘How long, in Raqqa, before her mind changes?’


That was the question. How long?


‘I don’t know.’


‘How long you wait here, Abraham?’
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It feels like I’ve been running fast downhill and just as I was getting close to the bottom this invisible rope has yanked me back. I’m not ready. My old life isn’t ready to let me go.


I remember the imam saying to me – he was so wise, I thank God in His wisdom for sending him to me – that my father was a man who had become defined by what he was not. That was how he put it. I told him how he wanted to be a doctor but had to stop studying when my mother got sick and he said exactly, there you are, he is not a husband, not a father, not a doctor. Such people are sad, and we have compassion for them, but we must see they are dangerous, they can pull us from the path of faith. I resolved not to let that happen. And in that I think I succeeded.


I may be free of him. But not of her. At night, the more I read from the Qur’an, the more I really, really concentrate, the less she’s there when I close my eyes, but she’s always somewhere – like moisture in the air, you can’t see it but you feel it on your skin, on your face, every time you breathe.


I thought when I threw away my diary I’d be over the pain, and again when I converted, but it’s still there, I can feel it now. And like a shock right through my body the revelation comes. This is the rope I’ve tied round myself.


They call on idols that can neither harm nor help them. That is the extreme error.


How could I not have seen before that my love for my mother has become an idol? I cling to it as my father clung to me.


I must say goodbye to her, and set us both free.
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The interrogation over, Abraham had asked a single question of Vural, praying for the right answer, like a man receiving test results.


‘How many come back?’


Vural had known at once what he meant.


‘As human beings?’


‘Yes.’


Vural hadn’t answered straight away; this required thought. For a good ten seconds he waited, stroking his moustache between thumb and finger.


‘The men, they are not human when they start. The men, the real men, from Iraq and Chechnya and hells on earth, they are devils – they know what they want, they just move their hell. And even the stupid boys, the sick ones, they want to kill, or why go?


‘The women. Some are stupid, some clever. The stupid ones, from far away they see a palace and when they are close they see it is builded of shit. They want a husband with a gun and a car and money and a big cock but it is someone like me –’ he had patted his belly – ‘fat and ugly and disease down here and when they see this they cry and they want to go home. These, they are children. Babies. Is she one like this?’


‘No.’


‘Other ones, they come here because they think.’ Tapping his temple. ‘They have reasons. Crazy reasons. They come to Syria they are already crazy, yes? So they see the palace of shit and to them it shines, it is like diamonds. They cannot see the shit. They cannot smell the shit. The shit it smells like a flower. You understand?’


Here Vural had paused, shrugged, shaken his head.


‘Some, some they wake, yes. Like from black dream. But to what life? They cannot go home. They are in prison also. You see, just now they execute a fighter, a Daesh fighter, for wearing burka and trying to leave, to escape. It is black hole, my friend, nothing leaves.’


A black hole. The words stayed with him long after Vural left. Abraham looked for hope, some implausible scheme, at least a berth of some kind that his faith might make for him, but found nothing, and when he could stand it no longer he got up, showered under the lukewarm water, dressed as smartly as he could manage, and opened his computer.


It was dawn in Raqqa. The temperature today would reach thirty-five degrees. Pictures showed an anonymous city, apartment blocks and office buildings, wide streets, and everywhere ISIS fighters and the black ISIS flag. Books burning in a great bonfire in the road. Crucifixions, beheadings, lashings. It was under occupation and you had to look carefully to see signs of life persisting in the few cracks that had been allowed to remain open. There were markets. During the day you could move around, if you were a man or had one with you (a relative, of course). That was about it. When she saw all this – the girl who had railed against injustice since she was young enough to think – surely she would wake from the trance they had induced? She would feel for these people as she had for the faceless millions she believed to be oppressed, and come home.


He longed to ask her. What are you doing? What do you think you’re doing? Have these people made you crazy or is there some cold purpose in this sacrilege?


And it occurred to him that he could. Not those questions, not straight away, but he could talk to her. Here, he could be anybody.


New to Twitter? Sign up.


His name and his email, it wanted. Irene Massud. imassud574@gmail.com, which took two minutes to create. Country, France. In half an hour he had followed sixty accounts that he hoped would make Irene appear plausible: some French imams, Al Jazeera, and several handfuls of the sort of monsters, chancers and hotheads that Sofia herself followed, taking care to range more broadly but to leave some overlap. Then a photograph. Rather than a face he found an image of five hands, each clasping a wrist in a circle, that seemed to represent the Ummah, the universal brotherhood of Islam.


Finally, he needed to say something about himself, a slogan. From a French Koran website he copied a likely phrase and pasted it in. Bienheureux sont certes les croyants, ceux qui sont humbles dans leur Salat. Blessed are the believers, who are humble in their prayers.


Then he sat back and inspected his work, checked it for errors, wondered what to do next. Go straight at her, was his instinct. Irene had read the news of Sofia’s journey and been inspired by it to finally act on her own plan, secret until now, of one day making pilgrimage to the khilafa. Sofia would be her mentor, her guide.


Irene’s English was okay, but not perfect, her tone gushing, rapt, a little naive. Her first tweet took perhaps half an hour to write, it made him sick to write it, and when it was done the morning sun was showing above the rooftops opposite.




— My sister! Ma soeur! You have made it! Truly you are an example for me. If you will, please pray for me I can follow in future.





Abraham clicked send and saw the message register on the screen. Tweets, one. A nervous excitement ran through him. He sent another, to everyone and no one, about the glory of Allah, the most glorified, and a third, telling Sofia that her courage was an inspiration. For perhaps half an hour he watched for a reply. When it didn’t come, he showered, dressed, and went to walk through the city, his future now hanging in front of him by the thread that he had spun.
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I’m resting in the sitting room after dinner trying to read the Qur’an and doing my best not to be distracted by two of the children, brother and sister, who are playing and squabbling and refusing to settle down. I’m not annoyed with them. I’m annoyed with their mother, who should be putting them to bed, but she’s on her phone – and maybe she’s doing something important on it, I don’t know, my mood is all over the place. I think my mother’s still on my mind.


Badra comes in, and the woman finally snaps at her children to be quiet. Even at the best of times Badra’s stern, and right now you wouldn’t want to argue with her. She looks at me, tells me to follow her and leaves again. At the end of the corridor she waits by her room for me to go inside. She and Idara share, but there’s space in here for two proper beds and two wardrobes, and they have a view over the city from two big windows, one on each wall. They have a bedside light. Badra sits on her bed, which is neat like you’d expect, and tells me to sit on Idara’s, which isn’t.


How am I getting on? I’m wary of her, after the whole cleaning thing, and she’s not doing anything to make me feel more comfortable. I tell her fine, thank you, that it’s amazing to be here and I’m looking forward to being useful to the khilafa. I try to make it sound as positive as I can.


She takes it in. How did I feel when the other girls got married so quickly?


Envious, to be honest, and I will be honest with her. Envious because they were getting out into the khilafa and could start to do good work. I ask her to forgive me the impatience of youth, I just want to be useful straight away, and to my amazement she smiles, just the smallest shortest smile like a twitch of her mouth, but still.


‘You are learned. You know your Qur’an, and your hadith.’


‘I’m not perfect.’


‘But you try. Not everyone knows as much as you know. And your Arabic is good.’


‘I need to work on it. It’s too Egyptian.’


She takes a deep breath and tilts her head from one side to the other, watching me closely like she’s looking at a painting or something. It’s a strange feeling, because whatever she wants to know I’m sure I could just tell her.


‘Your family. You are close? It was difficult coming here?’


‘My father is a lost man. A sinner. My mother is ill.’


‘Brothers or sisters?’


‘No.’


‘What is wrong with your mother?’


She’s so direct, it throws me. I’ve never really had to explain it to anyone before, except my imam, but he asked from a place of kindness and I still don’t know what Badra wants. But she represents the khilafa and I have to remember that, I have to trust her. I want to trust her.


‘She . . . I don’t know the word in Arabic. In English it’s schizophrenic.’


‘In German also.’


‘She got ill when I was young.’


‘That was difficult.’


‘Yes.’


This isn’t natural for her. I think she wants to be nicer than she knows how to be.


‘Where is she now?’


‘Sometimes she lives with my grandmother. Sometimes she’s in hospital. It depends how she is.’


‘Did you see her?’


‘When she wanted to see me.’


Badra waits for me to explain.


‘She imagines things. The headscarf was frightening to her. Some days she didn’t really know I was me.’


Badra just nods, and that’s okay, because there isn’t much to say to that.


‘Were you frightened? Ever?’


‘She’s never tried to hurt me.’


‘I mean for yourself. For your own mind.’


Now I lurch. Right down. Is this a test? An evaluation? Is she trying to work out if I’m going to go crazy too? If I’m a liability?


Of course, I want to say. My father didn’t have the guts to tell me but I read it for myself. My risk is greater than yours. So what?


‘Not since I found the true path and the love of God, the most glorified, the most high. I will be content with what He wills for me. “There is not a creature on the earth whose destiny He does not govern.”’


I feel His spirit animate me and with great clarity I see no reason to hide anything from this woman. She is a member of the Ummah. She should be my friend and if she is not that’s her failing, not mine.


‘I took care of her. My father couldn’t, or wouldn’t, at the end. He is not strong, and his strength left him. I was her mother.’


My voice is strong and if Badra’s purpose was to rile me or find my weakness she’ll be disappointed.


‘I used to take myself to school, come home every day for lunch, make my lunch. This was when I was ten, eleven. One day she was waiting for me and she had a bag packed for each of us, and she put us on a train and told me it was a special trip, the school knew, it was something really special. We ended up by the sea, and there was a house in the woods, in the middle of nowhere – it was beautiful – and I remember thinking this is it, we’re leaving London and we’re going to live here, and she’s going to be better. I hated London, and now it all made sense. The city was the problem. But we didn’t go to the house. She took me to this old hut with no roof and got out sleeping bags and started taping up the windows. She took my phone off me so there’d be no radio waves.’


Now Badra’s really listening. That’s so important to me. This is my safe space. I’ve never told anyone this story before, even my father, not all of it, not the details.


‘I told her I was going to watch the sunset and I went to get help. I got her home, I made her take her medication, I put her to bed. If He in His wisdom has the same thing in store for me I will embrace it. I will know the journey He planned for her. But until then I know I’m stronger for it.’


I am filled with His fire. The words stream from my mouth. Badra looks like she’s watching something she’s seen before but wasn’t expecting to see today.
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Sister hello. Tell me, how do you know about me if you only opened your account today?





God. There she was. Abraham watched the words flash into being on the screen and stared numbly at them for a while, imagining her fingers typing them out, her eyes following the letters as they appeared. Alive at least. Half alive.


His mouth had dried to dust but it didn’t occur to him to drink.


This isn’t your sister. This isn’t Irene. It’s me. Your father, who loves you more than the brothers and sisters who are not your brothers and sisters will ever love anybody. Are you with them because they’re not me? Because they’re everything I’m not? Active, decisive, energetic, certain, bold. Foolish. Couldn’t you have done what daughters have done throughout history and found yourself an unsuitable boyfriend to do the same job?


This is what he wanted to say. Understand, they have seduced you. You are young and where there ought to be knowledge and resilience there’s a pool of hope and innocence that these people know exactly how to fill. They fill it with their hatred and you take it for certainty. They don’t want you. They want the victory your being there represents. They want people like me to be terrified that the safety we work so hard to create means nothing, has no weight, is mere convenience.


As Irene, he replied.




— You were in the newspapers. Even in France. You are famous.





Sister I have to be careful.




— Of course. If we cannot talk I understand.


You are a good Muslim?


— I try to be. But I will not be happy – God the most high will not be happy – until I am in Sham.





Sham. An ancient word for Syria that he had seen her and others use.




You must come.


— Always I dream. But I am alone, no friends will come with me. And it will hurt my parents, they are good Muslims but old, they do not see.


If easy to come, where is the glory to Him? swt.





Swt. Subhanahu Was Ta’ala. Glory to Him, the Exalted. Before Abraham could reply, she sent another.




Good Muslims will understand, even tho it hurts. They know glory to Him more important than their pain, swt.


— Did your parents understand? Do you speak?





As he sent it Abraham felt a stab of fear: that was too much, and too soon, she would suspect. But a moment later the reply came, and he had new reasons for regretting being direct.




My mother is ill. My father is dead to me. A kafir and weak man led into darkness by false gods.





OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml






    		Cover



    		Title page



    		Contents



    		Epigraph page



		Preface



		PART ONE



		PART TWO



		PART THREE



		PART FOUR



		About the Author



		Also by the author



		Copyright page



    











Guide





    		Cover



    		Title page



    		Contents



    		Dedication



    		PART ONE











OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
A missing daughter. A desperate father.
A journey to save them both.

MORGAN JONES





