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      Hatay Province, Turkey, 2015

      

      The girl thrust her hands deeper into her pockets in an effort to keep warm and hugged her arms closer to her body.

      She looked up at the vast expanse of stars above her. It was a beautiful clear night, not a cloud in the sky, and the light from the moon bathed everything in a silvery glow.

      It could have been magical, but for what lay ahead.

      She tuned back into the murmured conversations around her—a mixture of languages, German, French, and English—but the volume was too low for her to make out anything, and besides, English was the only language in which she was fluent.

      The man who called himself Abu Bakr came around the front of the SUV and stood in front of them. He was fat with a long straggly beard and a severely receding hairline. He spoke English with a thick accent she couldn’t place. He pointed down the dirt track that ran along the fence line.

      “Walk down that way for about five-hundred meters. There will be someone there. He will show you how to get through.” He turned back to face them, looking at each of their faces one by one, his eyes resting on her for a moment longer than necessary. “Do you all understand?”

      A low chorus of agreement and nods went through the group.

      “Don’t touch the fence except for where he tells you. It’s electrified.” He looked at them again to make sure they all understood before continuing. “Once you get through, run. Run as far as you can.”

      One of the men, a French speaker, spoke up, “Ow do we know where to go.”

      Abu Bakr grinned, his mouth opening to display a row of crooked teeth. “Don’t worry. You will know. Someone will meet you. It’s all arranged.”

      The girl gave a nervous smile to her companion and shifted her weight. She thought again about what she was doing. Was it the right thing? She had never been away from home like this before. She was scared, but... also excited. Another world was out there, waiting for her. A new promised land, a land where people could live as they were supposed to as it was written in the great book. And who better to go there with but the young man she loved, the man who had swept her off her feet back in the courtyards of the university, what seemed like just a short time ago. It had been a whirlwind, but everything she had imagined romance to be. He smiled back at her and laid a reassuring hand on her arm. She nodded and looked back at Abu Bakr, who was watching them with narrowed eyes. He looked away, his lip curling in a sneer, and addressed the group again.

      “Ma salaam. Good journey. Allahu Akbar!”

      “Allahu akbar,” the group repeated, a couple of men slapping each other on the back.

      Abu Bakr gestured toward the track, “Now go.”

      The five men and one girl started walking in the direction he had shown. A high, chain-link fence lined the track on their left while to their right, fields of olive trees stretched off into the darkness. The group walked in nervous silence, the only sound from scuffed feet and pebbles rolling away.

      The girl looked back over her shoulder, but Abu Bakr and his vehicle had already gone. There was no-one around. They were alone... at least that’s what they thought.

      A figure materialized out of the darkness, gesturing for them to hurry, and pointed toward the fence. As they neared, they saw someone had cut the fence, and the two sides were peeled back to make a hole just big enough for a body to pass through.

      “Through there,” the man hissed. “Hurry.”

      “The power?” asked one of the men in the group.

      The man grinned. “Don’t worry. It’s cut. Now go.”

      One by one, the group eased themselves through the fence and waited for the others. The girl was last. She could feel her heart pounding in her chest. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes—it was now or never. She opened them and saw her companion kneeling on the other side of the fence, his hand reaching through the hole in the fence.

       She nodded, crouched down, took his hand, and scrambled through the hole.

      “Yalla, yalla. Run!”

      “Which way?”

      The man pointed into the darkness. “That way. Allahu akbar!”

      “Allahu Akbar!”
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      John screwed up his face in distaste and glanced over his shoulder toward the cafe window. Just as he thought, it was the new guy.

       He put the cup back down on the table and dabbed at his lips with a napkin before settling back in his chair. The coffee was over-extracted and bitter. He gazed across the street toward the tree-filled Jardim de Príncipe Real and sighed. There was no point in complaining on the guy’s first day. He would learn.

      John nodded at the elderly man walking past. “Bom Dia.”

      “Bom Dia,” the man replied, his face creasing in a smile, the lines on his forehead and around his eyes, filled with stories from a long, well-lived life.

      The sun burst through the clouds, bringing warm rays of light. John loosened the scarf around his neck, dropping it on the seat beside him. He sucked in a lungful of crisp spring air and reached for his coffee again. Apart from the coffee, life was wonderful.

      He and Adriana had a nice apartment in the Príncipe Real district, a lovely neighborhood with cobblestoned streets, trees, and cafes and restaurants within easy walking distance. He glanced over at the car parked at the curb, a recent treat for himself. A 1970 Porsche 911 S in Bahia Red, the car he had dreamed about since he was a kid. She was beautiful and gave him a lot of pleasure, racing around the streets.

      After the traumatic experiences in Oman and India, life was enjoyable again. Adriana loved her work and was enjoying being back in the country of her birth, close to her parents. John had settled in easily, was picking up Portuguese, and had been enjoying exploring Lisbon, seeking out great places to eat and drink. Their circle of friends had grown slowly, and the city was beginning to feel like home.

      John was fortunate he didn’t have to work, his shareholding in the Hong Kong listed Pegasus Land more than sufficient to provide him and Adriana with an extremely comfortable life. With all the time John had at his disposal, he had become fitter than ever before, lean and strong, full of energy and well-being. He was sleeping well. The occasional nightmares filled with repressed memories from the past were fewer and further between.

      He reached for the coffee cup, then remembering the taste, changed his mind. He sighed. There was something wrong. He couldn’t put his finger on it... He felt restless as if there was something lacking. It had been troubling him for a while, eating away at the back of his mind. It was why he had come out this morning and was drinking awful coffee, instead of one of his own at home. The walls of the apartment had felt as if they were closing in, and he needed to get out, to move around, to do... something. Perhaps he had too much time. It was ironic. When he had worked for a living, when he had been a wage slave, he had dreamed of free time, of being in control of every hour, not being bound by the clock and deadlines.

      A presence beside him disturbed his thoughts.

      “John bom dia, como você está?”

      John smiled and reached out to shake the hand of Agostinho, the owner of the cafe.

      “Bom dia Agostinho, estou bem, obrigado.” He then gestured toward his coffee cup and made a face.

      Agostinho placed a hand on John’s shoulder and nodded, switching to English.

      “I’ll make it myself.” He glanced toward the cafe and shrugged. “He’s still learning.”

      John smiled. “It’s okay.”

      “Give me a minute.”

      “Obrigado.”

      John sat back and continued his train of thought. People here were nice, friendly. His life was perfect, there was no reason to be dissatisfied, but if the truth be known, if he was completely honest with himself—he was bored.
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      The ground rocked with a heavy impact, and a fine mist of dust filled the air. Mahfuza pulled her daughter closer as they huddled under a blanket in the corner of the room. That was the closest one so far, the explosions getting closer and closer the past week. She looked down and placed a hand on her daughter’s forehead. She was hot, a low fever, but there was little she could do. They hadn’t eaten properly in months, and any medicines were solely for the use of the fighters. Mahfuza shivered and wrapped the loose end of her hijab across her face, covering her mouth and nose, and pulled the blanket tighter to keep warm. She closed her eyes and rocked back and forth, the motion the only comfort she could give her child.

       It hadn’t always been like this. There had been happier times in another world—a world filled with love and abundance, where people smiled and laughed, where food was plentiful. It seemed so long ago, and the thought increased the heavy feeling of despair that enveloped her. She wouldn’t cry, there was no point. She had stopped crying a long time ago. She was here, and she must accept it.

       Another explosion shook the building, and she winced, opening her eyes, and glancing down at the little girl in her arms as the sound of a jet fighter screamed overhead, but not a sound came from the child, her eyes open, staring blankly across the rubble-strewn floor, oblivious to her surroundings. Mahfuza leaned down and kissed her on the top of the head, continuing her rocking. She closed her eyes again, and her lips started moving.

      “Bismillaah ar-Raḥmān ar-Raheem. Alhamdulilah rab il alameen, Ar-Raḥmān ar-Raheem......”
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      John felt a vibration in his pocket and shifted his position, so he could remove the phone as Agostinho returned with another cup of coffee.

      “Obrigado, Agostinho.” John smiled and glanced at the screen. He raised his eyebrows, and his grin became wider. John nodded at the café owner, then answered the call.

      “Steve.”

      “John, mate, how’s it hanging?”

      John chuckled. “I’m well, Steve. How are you?”

      “Can’t complain, mate. People keep having affairs, so I’m always busy.”

      “The glamorous and exciting life of a private eye.”

      “Yeah, you wouldn’t think that after sitting in a car for twelve hours, drinking cold coffee, and pissing in a bottle.”

      John nodded, his thoughts going back to the times when he had done exactly that. He reached for his coffee and took a sip. Much better. He glanced across at Agostinho, who was clearing a nearby table and gave him the thumbs-up as Steve continued.

      “How’s life treating you? Still in Lisbon?”

      “Yes. It’s a great city. You should come and visit.”

      “Hmmm, maybe I will.”

      “You’re always welcome, Steve. Adriana would love to see you again.”

      John liked Steve a lot. Despite meeting briefly, they had been through so much together, experiencing things that created a bond between them. In fact, if it hadn’t been for Steve and his intervention in Oman, stepping in when the mercenaries hired by Surya Patil had attacked their desert camp, John and Adriana might not be alive today.

      “How’s she doing? Settled in with that newspaper? What’s it called?”

      “Público.”

      “Yeah.”

      “She’s loving it. It was always her dream to do something like that.”

      “Well, send her my love, mate.”

      “I will.”

      There was a pause in conversation, and John heard a sigh on the other end. He frowned.

      “Is everything okay, Steve?”

      “Yeah, mate, it’s just...”

      “What?”

      John listened to the silence. He almost thought the line had been cut when Steve spoke again.

      “John, I need your help.”
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      John wiped his hands on the dishcloth and draped it over his shoulder as he glanced toward the table, checking everything was laid out correctly. Good. He reached for the glass on the kitchen benchtop, swirled the ice cubes around, then took a sip. His gin and tonic was almost finished. Glancing at his wristwatch, he calculated Adriana should be home any minute, just in time for him to make a fresh one.

      He took one last look around the kitchen, wiped a spot of liquid from the benchtop, then picked up his glass, and walked toward the bar. He retrieved a second glass from the cabinet just as the front door opened.

      “Hi, baby.”

      John turned and smiled as Adriana removed her jacket, kicked off her shoes, and dropped her bag on the table by the door.

      “Perfect timing.” John held up the empty glass and raised an eyebrow.

      “Yes, please.” Adriana walked over, glancing at the dining table as she passed. She wrapped her arms around John from behind and nuzzled her lips into his neck. John turned his head, and they kissed.

      “Tough day?”

      “No, no, just a long one.” She continued to watch him over his shoulder, her arms still around him as he filled a copa glass with ice, then sliced an orange, slipping the orange wheel down the side of the glass before adding a generous serving of Botanist and topping it off with tonic.

      “Here you go.”

      Loosening her arms, she took the glass, then a long sip, swallowing with satisfaction.

      “Lovely, thank you.” She placed a hand on his back, between the shoulder blades as John prepared a drink for himself.

      “Something smells nice. What’s for dinner?”

      John turned and smiled. He held up his glass and clinked it against Adriana’s.

      “You’ll see.” He took a sip and licked his lips. “That’s a damn good gin and tonic, even if I say so myself.”

      “It is.” Adriana took another sip and moved away from the bar. “How was your day?”

      “The usual.” John shrugged. “Nothing exciting.”

      Adriana studied his face for a moment, gave a slight frown, then moved to the sofa and sat down. Slumping back in the chair, she rested her feet on the coffee table while John sat at the opposite end of the sofa. They remained in silence for a while, both content in each other’s company, sipping their drinks and gazing out over the city as Adriana wound down from the tensions of the day.

      John waited until Adriana had almost finished her drink before breaking the silence.

      “Steve called today.”

      “Really? How is he? Still in Dubai?”

      “Yes. He’s good.”

      Adriana watched John stare at his drink, waiting for him to continue. She frowned.

      “Something is wrong.”

      John’s head jerked up, and he looked at Adriana in surprise.

      “Yes. How did you know?”

      Adriana gave a half-smile. “I know you well enough now, Mr. Hayes. What’s the matter?”

      John placed his drink down and turned, so he was facing Adriana, one knee on the sofa, his arm across the backrest. He looked down at the sofa, paused, then looked directly into her eyes.

      “He needs my help. I have to go to Dubai.”
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      Naeem Emwazi adjusted the AKM Assault rifle on its sling, so it hung down his back and climbed the narrow stairway to the first floor. He was tired, and each step was an effort. He had been awake for three days and badly needed sleep and food, but the single piece of flatbread he had folded in half and stuffed into the thigh pocket of his combat cargos was not for him.

      Reaching the top of the stairs, he stepped over a pile of bricks and entered the dusty, rubble-strewn room. Light from the setting sun angled through the hole, where there had once been a window, and fell on what looked like a heap of cloth in the corner.

      “Mahfuza,” Naeem called softly.

      The heap shifted with a start and took shape—a young woman, her face hidden by a black hijab, a blanket wrapped around her body, and in her arms another bundle.

      Naeem stepped closer and knelt beside her. He reached out a hand, and with grime stained fingers, gently moved the blanket away to see the bundle below.

      “Malak,” he murmured. There was no response from the tiny girl. Her eyes remained closed, not a sound from her lips. He felt her forehead and sat back on his heels. “She’s hot.”

      The girl’s mother, Naeem’s wife, nodded and pulled the baby closer.

      Naeem lifted the flap of his pocket and removed the bread. He passed it over to Mahfuza, who snatched it with her spare hand and tore off a chunk with her teeth. She chewed hurriedly, swallowed before it was completely chewed, and took another bite. Halfway through the mouthful, she stopped chewing and asked, “Water?”

      Naeem nodded and unscrewed the top of a battered plastic bottle and held it to her mouth so she could take a drink, taking it away after a couple of mouthfuls.

      “Careful, it’s all I have.”

      Mahfuza sat up and adjusted her back against the wall. She laid Malak on her lap and tore off a small piece of bread.

      “Malak, baby, wake up,” she whispered. Holding the bread near Malak’s lips, she repeated, “Wake up, my darling. We have some food. Wake up.”

      There was no response. Mahfuza looked up at Naeem and shook her head.

      “Let me try.” Naeem moved closer, took the bread from Mahfuza’s hands, and whispered to his daughter, “Malak, Daddy’s home. Wake up, my baby.” Again, the child didn’t stir. Naeem dropped the bread in Mahfuza’s lap and rubbed his face in frustration.

      “Any news?” Mahfuza asked, a look of hope on her face.

      Naeem shook his head. “Maybe tomorrow.” He placed his hand on Mahfuza’s leg. “Rest now, I’ll try again in the morning.”

      He shifted sideways, unslung his weapon, and laid it on the floor beside him, then using his arm for a pillow, stretched out on the floor beside Mahfuza. Within seconds, he was fast asleep.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

      

    

    
      John and Adriana walked into the arrival hall of Dubai’s Terminal Three and immediately spotted Steve’s familiar figure in the crowd, his hand raised high in the air in greeting.

      He wrapped his arms around Adriana in a bear hug, winking over her shoulder at John.

      “Welcome to Dubai.”

      “Hi, Steve, good to see you again,” Adriana gasped, struggling for air.

      Steve released her and held her at arm’s length, “You’re looking as beautiful as ever.” He nodded toward John. “This guy looking after you properly?”

      Adriana chuckled. “He is.”

      “Good.” Steve let go of her and reached out for John’s hand. “Alright, mate?” He pulled John closer and turned the handshake into a hug, slapping John on his back with his free hand. “Thanks for coming.”

      “It’s the least I could do, Steve. You are looking well.”

      Steve smiled and ran his hand down over his stomach. “Lost some weight, too.”

      “Yes, I was going to say. You are looking fitter and younger. Turned over a new leaf?”

      “Ha, you’ll see.” Steve looked down at the two cabin bags they had brought with them. “This is it?”

      “Yes, we travel light, and Adriana is only here for the weekend.”

      “Oh.” Steve looked over at Adriana.

      “Yes, Steve.” Adriana nodded. “I have to be back on Tuesday. I couldn’t get more time off.”

      Steve reached for the handle of her cabin bag and pulled it toward him. “Well, there’s no time to waste then. Follow me.”

      Steve led them out of the terminal, through the parking building, and stopped beside a sparkling white Mitsubishi Pajero. Stowing their bags in the back, they climbed in together, John in the front, Adriana behind.

      “You’re staying with me. It’s about thirty minutes from here.”

      “Are you sure it’s okay? We’re happy to stay in a hotel.”

      Steve looked at Adriana in the rear-view mirror as he replied, “Nonsense, when you’re in Dubai, you stay with me.”

      Adriana smiled and settled back into her seat as Steve pulled out of the parking building and joined the flow of traffic. He took the E311 and settled into a steady cruise in the middle lane, heading southeast across the city.

      John gazed out the window at the skyscrapers and cranes filling the skyline.

      “Every time I come here, there seem to be more buildings. Construction never seems to stop.”

      “Yeah, mate, no shortage of money flowing into this place, not all of it clean. Every con-man, arms dealer, corrupt politician, dictator, and drug baron in the world has their money passing through this place.”

      John gave a half-smile. “Plenty to keep you busy then.”

      “For sure.”

      John turned to face Steve. “So, tell me more about this girl? You’ve been pretty vague so far.”

      Steve’s eyes flicked to the rear mirror.

      “He’s told me, Steve,” Adriana spoke up.

      “Okay.” Steve frowned, glanced in his side mirror, then indicated and moved into the next lane to avoid a slow-moving van.

      “You said the girl is a relative? She’s in trouble?”

      “My niece, yes.”

      “Niece?”

      “My older brother’s daughter.” Steve sighed, “Let’s discuss it when we get home. It’s complicated.”

      John nodded and turned his attention back to the passing landscape, a slight frown creasing his forehead. Steve wasn’t giving the whole story, which worried him a little, but he owed Steve. The man had saved his life, and John would do anything to repay the debt. If that meant helping him out with a niece in trouble, so be it. Besides, he needed something to do.
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      After twenty-five minutes, Steve took an exit ramp as it looped around on itself in a massive circular interchange and joined a smaller road crossing over the highway. Large patches of sand interspersed with Industrial buildings lined each side of the road, and the traffic had reduced significantly. They followed the road for another fourteen kilometers until the sand and industrial buildings gave way to houses and trees.

      Steve slowed for a speed-bump before turning left into the entrance of a tree-filled residential area. He paused while they raised the barrier, flicked a lazy wave at the security guard, then drove in. He took a right and followed the road as it curved past rows of palatial villas and lanes with names like Hibiscus Way and Poppy Lane. Unlike the surrounding area, it was lush and green, the road lined with trees, and the gardens filled with flowering plants and foliage. A pair of bright green parrots flew across the road in front of them, and a ring-necked dove stared back at them from a well-manicured lawn.

      “I didn’t expect to see this in the middle of the desert.”

      “It’s cool, right? When they built this, there was nothing here. Every plant was brought in, and now it’s filled with birds and squirrels. Nature is incredible.”

      “It is, despite our attempts to destroy it.”

      Steve slowed and pulled into the drive of a large white villa. A blue Mercedes convertible was parked in front of the double garage door.

      “Home sweet home,” he announced and switched off the engine.

      “Nice. I thought you lived in an apartment, Steve?” John smiled. “The private eye business is obviously treating you well.”

       “I did. I haven’t been here long.” Steve grinned. “But there have been some changes in my life, which meant my bachelor pad was no longer suitable.”

      John raised an eyebrow, “You mean...”

      A movement caught John’s eye, and he looked toward the front door as it opened.

      “Ha! You old devil!” John shook his head, opened the door, and strode across the drive. He paused in front of the lady standing in front of him, then with a big grin, stepped forward and gave her a hug.

      “I can’t believe it.” He stepped back and shook his head. Turning, he looked back at a very happy Steve and a puzzled Adriana.

      “Adriana, this is Maadhavi.”

      Maadhavi stepped forward and took Adriana by the hand.

      “It’s my pleasure to meet you, at last, Adriana.” She winked at John. “William here told me a lot about you.”

      “William?”

      Maadhavi laughed and turned to John. “You didn’t tell her?” Turning back to Adriana, she said, “When I met John in India, he told me his name was William.”

      Adriana raised an eyebrow at John. “Really?”

      Maadhavi laughed. “Come, we have a lot to talk about.”

      The two men watched them enter the house, then John turned to Steve.

      “I’m thrilled for you, Steve.” Then he shook his head. “But what she sees in you, I don’t know.”

      “Ha. No-one can resist my charm, mate.” Steve slapped John on the back. “Let’s take the bags in and have some lunch. I’m starving.”
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      They enjoyed a leisurely lunch while Maadhavi explained how John had rescued her from the clutches of Surya Patil and helped her escape to Dubai to start a fresh life and rekindle her film career.

      “I owe it all to you, John. Without you, I would still be stuck there in Bangalore,”—she gulped and looked down at the table—“living as the kept woman of that horrible man.”

      Adriana reached across the table and took Maadhavi’s hand. They smiled at each other, although Maadhavi’s eyes were moist.

      “When did you find out my name wasn’t William?” John glanced over at Adriana. “I wanted her to have plausible deniability if it all went wrong.”

      “Well, it didn’t.” Maadhavi smiled. “Google.”

      “Google?” Adriana asked.

      “Yes, I Googled the news reports about the attack on...” She glanced at John.

      “Charlotte.” John shrugged. “It’s okay.” He smiled at Adriana but didn’t say more. It was a few years ago, but the memories of the brutal attack on his late wife, Charlotte, by Surya Patil’s son in Bangalore, were still raw. He preferred not to dwell in the past, though. It never helped. He had done too many things he preferred to forget. He didn’t even like to look too far into the future. Life rarely turned out as planned. The present was all that mattered, and right now, he had the woman he loved sitting next to him. He slid his hand onto Adriana’s lap and gave her thigh a squeeze.

      “More wine, anyone?” Steve broke the uncomfortable silence. He reached for the bottle of Sauvignon Blanc resting in the ice bucket. “Much as I don’t like to admit it, those ‘sheep shaggin’ Kiwis know how to make wine.”

      “Steve,” Maadhavi admonished him.

      Steve gave a guilty grin at John, then topped up the glasses before upending the empty bottle in the bucket. He looked over his shoulder toward the kitchen,

      “Marisel?”

      “Yes, Sir?”

      “Can you bring another bottle of the white wine from the fridge, please?” He turned back to the table and picked up his glass. “Here’s to friendship,”—he smiled at Maadhavi—“love, and superb wine.”

      A chorus of cheers went around the table as Marisel, the Filipina housekeeper, placed a fresh bottle of wine in the ice bucket.

      Adriana sipped her wine, then asked, “Maadhavi, you didn’t explain how you met Steve.”

      “Yes, how did you two meet?” John asked. “Which part of discrete surveillance didn’t you understand?” He turned to Adriana. “When Maadhavi fled Bangalore, I asked Steve to keep a discrete,” he emphasized the word while looking meaningfully in Steve’s direction, “watch over her.”

      “Well,” Steve chuckled. “I rarely get to follow a beautiful Indian film actress around. You should see some of the ugly mugs I have to follow.” He shrugged. “I couldn’t help myself.”

      “It wasn’t all his fault,” Maadhavi interjected. “I noticed him on the second day. When I kept seeing him, I guessed he was working for you, John, so I approached him.”

      “I’m glad you did.” Steve leaned over and kissed her on the cheek.

      John shook his head. “Great private eye, you are. Perhaps you should think about another career?”

      “Maybe you’re right.” He grinned at Maadhavi. “I’d happily be a house-husband.”

      “You’d be bored within a week.”

      “She’s right.” Steve nodded and winked at John.

      “What type of movies do you do, Maadhavi?” Adriana asked.

      “I work in the Kannada film industry, Adriana. Kannada is the language of Karnataka, the State in India where Bangalore is.”

      “And you can do that from here in Dubai?”

      “Yes. I fly down whenever there’s a shoot. We’ve even filmed scenes here in the Emirates. The film-going public loves a bit of Dubai glamor.” Maadhavi took a sip from her glass. “Besides, I prefer to be here. I have more privacy... and him, of course.”

      “Well, I’m happy it all worked out for both of you.” John raised his glass. “Cheers.”

      “Cheers.”

      “Now, how about you tell me why you needed me here?”
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      The four moved to the living room while Marisel cleared the table.

      Steve topped up their glasses as the other three waited expectantly for him to begin his story. Sitting down in an armchair opposite John and Adriana, he took a sip from his wine glass, pursed his lips, then put his glass down and sat forward in the chair, his elbows resting on his thighs.

      “My older brother, Thomas, has a daughter, my niece. Her name is... was Mia. She’s twenty-four years old.”

      “Was?”

      “She now goes by Mahfuza Fatima.”

      John and Adriana exchanged a glance.

      Steve sighed and took a gulp of wine.

      “Five years ago, she left Australia with her boyfriend on a trip to Europe. They arrived in Turkey, then crossed the border into Syria. To join the Jihad.”

      “Oh.” Adriana’s hand went to her mouth.

      John narrowed his eyes, a feeling of apprehension growing within him.

      “And?”

      Steve stood and walked over to the French windows opening out onto the garden. He stood for a moment, staring out into the garden, then turned to face John.

      “We need to get her out of there.”

      John glanced at Adriana, then Maadhavi, both waiting for his response.

      “Ah... why now? She’s been there for five years. What’s changed?” He frowned. “Don’t get me wrong, I know this sounds harsh, but she’s an adult, she made a choice to go there and join ISIS or whatever they call themselves there.”

      “Yeah, she did.” Steve sighed. “You’re right.” He ran his fingers through his hair. “She has a daughter, John. Not quite two years old. Her name is Malak. She doesn’t want her to grow up over there. She wants her to have a proper life.”

      “Hmmm.” John stared down at the carpet, his mind whirring away. What was the right thing to do?

      “How do you know about all this, Steve?” Adriana asked.

      “Her... husband,” Steve said the word with obvious distaste, “called my brother. He... he... sounded desperate.” Steve looked over at John. “I hate that bastard, John. He took Mia there. He destroyed our family, but...” He shook his head. “It’s a child. My brother’s granddaughter. My grandniece, John.”

      John studied him, still not sure what to do.

      Again, Adriana came to the rescue. “Do you know where they are?”

      Steve nodded. “In Idlib province.”

      “Oh.”

      John looked at Adriana. “What?”

      “Idlib province is one of the last remaining areas under the control of the anti-government forces. There’s a lot of fighting there right now.”

      “But they are the good guys, aren’t they?”

      Adriana gave a sad smile. “There are no good guys. We’ve been doing stories on the conflict. Nothing is as it seems... or as they lead us to believe.”

      John chewed his lip. “Where’s your brother in all of this?”

      Steve came back to his seat and sat down.

      “He’s in Melbourne, but he can’t do anything. He’s always had poor health, and when Mia left, it broke his heart. He’s not physically capable of helping with anything like this.”

      “What about the aid organizations? Red Cross, people like that?”

      “He’s tried. There are millions of refugees in Syria. They can’t help, even if they wanted to. They’re overwhelmed, and besides, in their eyes, she and her husband are foreign fighters... terrorists. No country wants them back.”

      “So, if we get her out, what will you do then?”

      Steve shrugged. “I’ll worry about that then.”

      John rubbed his face and looked over at Adriana. She returned his gaze—even with concern etched across her face, she was beautiful. What if they had a daughter? What would they do if she was in the same situation?

      John turned back to Steve.

      “So, are you suggesting we go into a war zone, a country where we don’t speak the language and rescue a mother and her daughter from under the noses of an army of battle-hardened jihadis, who love to behead westerners?”

      “Ah, well, when you put it like that...” Steve winced. “It sounded easier in my head.”
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      John and Adriana strolled along the narrow road that wound its way through the housing estate. The sun was low in the sky and threw long shadows across the street.

      “The houses here are enormous, look at that one.” Adriana pointed to a massive white villa behind an eight-foot-high wall.

      John didn’t answer, deep in thought.

      “John?”

      “Huh?”

      Adriana tucked her arm in his and moved closer.

      “Tell me what you’re thinking.”

      “It’s just... I don’t know what to do.” John shrugged and gave her arm a squeeze. “Before... the things I’ve done... the path was always reasonably clear, but now...”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, Oman, for example. You were in danger. I had to rescue you. There was no thinking about it.”

      John nodded at a neighbor walking their Labrador and paused until they were out of earshot.

      “Then I had to go to India, I had to stop Surya Patil. If I hadn’t, he would have continued to put your… our lives in danger.”

      “Yes, I agree.” Adriana nodded. “But what about Thailand? I wasn’t in danger, at least at first. You didn’t even really know me.”

      “Hmmm.” John thought back to the events when he had first met Adriana and had gone on to rescue Amira from her employer.

      “After rescuing me and Amira, you found the Rohingya camp and had it closed down.” She stopped walking and turned to face John. “You did that because it was the right thing to do. Because you are a good man.”

      “But Adriana, this girl is in a war zone. In the eyes of the world, maybe in my eyes, too, she is a terrorist. Her husband is a jihadi.” He sighed. “The only reason I’m even thinking about it is I owe Steve my life.”

      “Yes, John, but that’s not the only reason.” Adriana reached up and placed her hand on his chest. “In here, you are thinking of the child. A child who doesn’t deserve to suffer because of stupid decisions made by its parents.”

      John looked down into her eyes, the light from the setting sun highlighting the flecks of gold in her irises. Despite his misgivings, he knew she was right. He could never live with himself if that child suffered, and he had never even tried to help Steve bring it to safety. He exhaled and looked away. Anyway, only a few days ago, he was feeling sorry for himself because he was bored.

      “Yes, you’re right.” He turned back, leaned down, and kissed her on the lips. “It will be bloody dangerous, though.”

      “I know,” Adriana sighed and pulled him closer. “But maybe there’s a safe way?”

      “Hmmm, let’s see. Come, let’s go back and tell Steve.” They turned around and headed back the way they had come. “Honestly, I’ve absolutely no idea what to do.”

      “We’ll work something out.” She squeezed his arm. “If you have doubts, think about what you’ve done before.”

      “Huh, I appreciate your faith in me, but this won’t be easy.”

      “No, but there’s always a solution.”

      “I hope so.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  

OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





OEBPS/images/payback-cover.jpg
v
. ] F "
f?;" 4 P
= N !
k ‘V.x’\. > o
" F.
RNy ’ “—‘l
| %
hd
L] A
17 (L

MARK DAVID ABBOTT

Afriend in need....






