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PART ONE



7:00 P.M.: TWO HOURS TO GO…

In two hours’ time I—and the rest of the Brotherhood—will kidnap a terrorist.

Our code name for this terrorist is SNAKE. By kidnapping SNAKE tonight, we—the Brotherhood of the Religion of Hebetheus—will prevent a bomb from going off at St. Sebastian’s Secondary School. If I lean out of my bedroom window and look beyond the jagged patchwork of rooftops, I can see its metal railings, waving treetops, green playing fields. I picture what might have been, papier-mâchéd out of TV images. Red blood sprayed across red brick. Parents hugging teenagers. EMTs lifting them into ambulances. Smoke spiraling up across a blistered sky. We will prevent all that.

I reach under my bed and pull out the wooden box, sifting through rustles of tissue paper. When Jeremiah first passed it on to me, I had this compulsion to just look at it. Sometimes two, three times a day. Just opening the box made my hands shake with anticipation. The virgin glint of the knife, arrowing through the paper, caused a firework to explode inside me; long after I’d put it back and tucked it under my bed, little sparks would fly through me for the whole day.

But over the last few days, whenever I’ve taken it out, I feel blank. I stare down at it now—nothing. Just a bit of metal trapped in a wooden handle.

I look at the posters on my walls and think: Slash them! Will that bring the knife back to life? Then I remember Jeremiah’s words: We must keep acting as though everything is normal. A slip by just one of us will destroy our sacred mission.

I slice up air. Picture the blade held against a brown throat. How light or hard should I press it so as to provoke fear but not draw blood?

I hold it up so it catches the last of the sunset, narrowing my eyes until the silver blurs into a thinner knife of pure light. In its shimmers, I see all our faces: Thomas, Martyn, Chris, Raymond. And Jeremiah, our prophet, with his wise eyes and gentle smile.

“Jon! Dinner’s ready!”

The knife slips and slices against my thumb, drawing a thin dribble of blood.

I hear a creak on the stairs and quickly shove it under my pillow.

“I’ve made lasagne—your favorite.”

“Coming, Mum.”


7:15 P.M.: ONE HOUR AND FORTY-FIVE MINUTES TO GO…

“Can you just finish laying the table, Jon? I forgot the serving mat. There…. Thank you.”

This morning, when it was twelve hours to go, I forced myself to eat a bowl of cereal, but it felt like eating stones and on my way to school I spewed it up in some bushes.

A red trickle has reached the tines of my fork. I quickly look at Mum, but she is engrossed in her own world. She eats like a sad bird, taking tiny little mouthfuls, as though eating is a luxury she feels she doesn’t quite deserve.

I press my thumb hard against the fork to stanch the flow from the cut, but my blood laces the lasagne with a salty, metallic taste.

My eyes sweep across the table and I notice that she has done it again. She has laid a third mat. Even though it’s been a year. Last night, she brewed up two mugs of Horlicks before going to bed and then pretended that one was for me, even though I hate Horlicks. She still has dinner at 7:15 P.M., even though she’s hungry much earlier, because that was the time Dad preferred it.

I take another mouthful and stare out the window. Six months ago, we moved to a new suburban housing estate where every house looks the same. The same red bricks. The same double-glazed windows, outfitted with gray bars to keep burglars out. The trees look pale and anorexic, wilting at being stuck in such a dump. Over the fence, I can see lines of other houses, stick figures moving about, people sitting down to eat, families snacking in front of the TV.

I look at these people and I wonder how they can go through life living the way they do, not doing a jot to change anything. No, they’re all too busy dreaming of getting onto reality TV for fifteen milliseconds of fame. I fantasize that my fork swells into a giant metal harpoon that I smash through each house like a missile—

“Was school okay today?” Mum asks.

“Yeah, it was okay,” I say. “It’s always okay.”

Silence. Then—

An explosion.

Outside.

Green glitter lights up the sky. The stars shrink and the streetlamps pale away.

People gaze up, mesmerized.

“Guy Fawkes tomorrow,” says Mum. “I bought some sparklers. And some sausages. We can have a little fun and a fry-up.”

“Uh-huh.” I try to thread my fork through another layer of lasagne, but my hand is shaking too violently. The explosion echoes through me, carrying warnings of burning flesh. I feel relief that we are going ahead with the plan, that tonight we will be saving our school. Our first step to saving the world.

I push my plate away. Mum looks up.

“Oh, Jon, I spent all that time cooking your favorite and then you take three mouthfuls—”

“It’s good, Mum, I’m just not that hungry. Maybe later.”

“Well, will you come with me to church tonight? We’re helping to set it up for the concert next week.”

“I hate church.”

“You don’t mean that.”

“I do.”

I used to be a False Believer too. Christianity seduced me like a purring snake. I was the good boy of my school, the guy who never got picked for games because his dad was the local vicar, the guy who got teased for singing in the choir every night. But none of that mattered.

None of that mattered because I was living in a fantasy. I thought that the Christian God would love me and look after me and answer all my prayers. At night I used to lie awake and imagine that if God suddenly scooped up water in his hand and hurled it at our country in a second flood, I would be like Noah. Me, Mum, Dad, our dog, and all the other Christians—we’d be warned. A sign would come, and we’d make boats and survive to watch the other sinners drown. I believed going to church every week and reading a book of lies and singing stupid hymns were like money in the Bank of God, a kind of spiritual life insurance that would always protect me. I thought I was special.

Then one day Dad came home and told Mum he was in love with the woman who lived across the road. He moved in with her the following week, and we spent our evenings eating and trying not to look out at them but doing nothing but looking out at them. We watched them eat their dinner, her fussing over Dad, smoothing his collar, kissing his cheek, laying out his food. It was as though we were being given a glimpse into a parallel universe we couldn’t quite believe existed. Six months later, we moved. I’ve never set foot in a church since.

Tonight Mum will leave the house promptly at 8:30 P.M. Five minutes later, I will join Jeremiah and the Brotherhood. By the time Mum gets back, I will be long gone.

Right now, I am clearing away the supper plates. A text appears on my mobile.


7:40 P.M.: ONE HOUR AND TWENTY MINUTES TO GO…

It’s from Martyn.


GOT THE KNIFE. R U READY TO HANDLE THE SNAKE?


It’s like a conch being blown, like a tribal war cry. I punch the air.


7:50 P.M.: ONE HOUR AND TEN MINUTES TO GO…

I hate TV. I force myself to sit on the sofa with Mum for a short while. I watch without watching. Jeremiah explained to me how our minds are malleable and can be infused with any color. When we watch TV our minds are tossed between what the government wants us to think and what the big companies want us to think, until all our own color is leached out, leaving only a pastel gray.

I flick a glance at my mum, the images dancing across her eyeballs as though she’s being hypnotized.

“Look at that,” she says, pointing the remote at the screen showing black-and-white images of people waving placards. “You see, in my day, when people marched, things changed. Not anymore. People make a fuss and the government still goes to war.”

I am suddenly gripped by a desire to tell her everything the Brotherhood is about to do. But that would be suicidal.


8:00 P.M.: ONE HOUR TO GO…

What is the difference between the Catholic

Church and the Church of England?


Another one of Mr. Abdilla’s pointless religious studies questions.

It was because of my dad that I go to St. Sebastian’s, a posh fee-paying school. I might have ended up at the public school, getting my head permanently stuck down a toilet, but Mum called up Dad every night for a week, insisting he pay the tuition. My first week here, I was amazed by how many people attempted to befriend me. I was no longer the Christian kid. I was almost cool. But I said no to movies, to football games, to party invites. I felt determined not to enjoy anything that was funded by my dad.

Even though I’d lost interest in Christianity, I was still a seeker. When I lay in bed peering at the night sky, I was convinced that only a divine intelligence could have created something as awesome and intricate as all the galaxies and black holes and planets in our universe. So I kept on searching. I was determined not to be sucked in this time; I wanted the ultimate truth. I dabbled in Buddhism; I went to a few classes on Judaism; I researched the Baha’i faith; I even tried and failed to persuade my mum to take me on holiday to India, where I could seek blessings from a guru. Nothing quite convinced me.

Ironically, it was Mr. Abdilla who brought me and Jeremiah together. Everyone else in his class was always yawning or doodling on their notebooks. But Jeremiah kept bulleting questions at him. Why do you think there is so much suffering in the world, Mr. Abdilla? Why do you think prayers aren’t answered? By the end, Mr. Abdilla would be sweating and spluttering and shrugging. And Jeremiah would be sitting there surrounded by an aura of calm, as though he already knew all the answers but couldn’t resist teasing his teacher.

It took three weeks for me to work up the courage to approach Jeremiah and ask if I could hang out with him. I was terrified he’d tell me where to go. But a tender smile passed across his lips. He said he’d been waiting for me.


What is the difference between the Catholic

Church and the Church of England?


I pick up my pen and write out the truths of the Brotherhood. Even though I know them by heart.


THE TRUTHS OF THE RELIGION OF HEBETHEUS

Hebetheus is a true religion that will correct the mistakes of past religions.

Past religions are based on lies, corruption, and mistakes. Over time the purity of their teaching has been lost, subverted, and polluted. These worshipers follow a false figure, not God.

The god that current religions worship does not exist. This is why there is still sickness, suffering, and famine in the world and why prayers go unanswered.

The God of Hebetheus is the one true God. The aim of the Brotherhood is to understand him and do his work.

Every man is both good and evil. But man is inherently weak and lazy, so he will tend to slump into evil. It is up to every member of the Brotherhood to constantly choose good in his day-to-day actions. Every member has a duty to expel evil and cleanse the world.

We, the Brotherhood, are fortunate to have been chosen by God to wipe out the false religions and bring ours to the people of the world. This has been verified by Jeremiah’s dreams.

Every member of the Brotherhood shall be chosen by God through Jeremiah. Every member will undergo an Initiation to prove his worth and devotion to the Hebethean cause.

No member of the Brotherhood is permitted to drink, smoke, watch TV, or be beguiled by the sinful temptations of the opposite sex. Every member should spend at least one hour a day in prayer in order to cleanse his soul. In return, our God will listen to our prayers and perform amazing miracles. This has already been proven by the miracles Jeremiah has experienced and conveyed to the Brotherhood.

By doing good, we will inspire others to join the Hebethean religion. When everyone has joined Hebetheus, the world will be saved.

Therefore, to save one person in the name of Hebetheus is to save the whole of humanity. To do one good deed to protect people is a first step to saving the world.


I flit back to the religious studies question. What right does Mr. Abdilla have to set us questions, to judge and mark our work, when he clearly knows nothing? After we found out about SNAKE’s terrorist plans, we approached him after school. He seemed to listen carefully, but then he shook his head and told us to leave SNAKE alone. He said we had made a mistake.

We went to the park, fizzing with pent-up anger, Raymond declaring he was ready to beat up bloody Abdilla for not believing us. That was when the idea came to take matters into our own hands. If Mr. Abdilla wouldn’t listen to us, the police probably wouldn’t either. It was up to us.

Tonight will be my Initiation into the Brotherhood. I’ve become impatient, ardent with waiting. For six months I’ve been a member, but not a full one. There are still secret pacts I don’t know, prayers I haven’t yet been taught to recite.

Jeremiah has been telling me for weeks that I will play a crucial role in the mission. But he says it’s better that I find out the details when the time comes.

I admit that I’m scared. Jeremiah has such faith in me. What if I fail him? What if I throw it all away tonight?

I swallow. My pencil slips through my sweaty fingers onto the bed. My clock ticks away like a bomb. I gaze around my room. Eminem. Coldplay. Keane. I put these posters up six months ago. I feel strangely sad looking at them. I remember how excited I felt when I tacked Eminem to my wall, and tears fill my eyes. I flick them away, shake myself, check the clock.

It is time. Mum should be leaving now. I jump up, my stomach swimming in butterflies, and hurry down the stairs.

“Uh, Mum, you off now?”

“Oh, I decided not to go after all,” she calls out. “It’s all right, we can both just stay in and watch some TV.”


8:30 P.M.: HALF AN HOUR TO GO…

It must be the Christian God. I’ve left his religion and now he’s getting back at me. But he doesn’t exist. So is it just me? Maybe Jeremiah was wrong in taking a chance on me. Maybe I should call Jeremiah right now, maybe we can arrange it another night. Oh God, please don’t turn on me, please help me, maybe this is a test, well, please help me pass it. I run back into the living room.

“Mum,” I say, “I really think you should go to church. I didn’t mean what I said. I really think it could help you.”

She looks surprised and then smiles.

“No, Jon, I think what you said earlier was true. For the last few weeks, I’ve been feeling as though I’ve just been singing meaningless songs in an empty building.”

“But—but—I think it could help.…”

She checks her watch uncertainly.

“Maybe you’re right…but I’ve left it too late now. I’ll go on Sunday to make up for it.” She frowns. “Are you okay, Jon?”

I can hear Jeremiah’s voice in my mind: We’re all cogs in this delicate operation. If one of us spins out, then the whole thing jams. I run out. I stand in the hallway. I stare at the paintings running down the stairs: prints of a willow draping a lake. I grab my jacket, get my mobile. I fling open the back door. Out into the twilight. Something brushes my head. I jump wildly—the police? Here already, tipped off? No—just a leaf, dead pieces clinging desperately to its skeleton. I press Jeremiah’s number.

Voice mail. Jeremiah’s voice, slow and deep as chocolate: I’m sorry I can’t speak to you right now…. Why isn’t he answering his phone at a time like this? I clear my throat to leave a message. Pathetic apologies flare and then splutter in my mind, dying into embers of shame. I hang up. I hear my mum calling, “Are you all right out there? Can you close the back door—it’s getting cold.” I could run now. But I’ve left my weapon upstairs. I go back indoors. I stand in the kitchen and send Jeremiah a shaky text:


TROUBLE GETTING OUT—MUM. WHAT SHOULD I DO?


I stand and wait. A row of saucepans shines my face back to me in grotesque leers. My mobile beeps.


IMPROVISE.


8:40 P.M.: TWENTY MINUTES TO GO…

Upstairs in my room, I kneel down on the floor, clasp my hands together, and recite the rules of the Brotherhood out loud. It becomes a kind of meditation. As the words shake from my trembling lips, I forget the meaning of them. They become a monotonous hum. The hum becomes breathless whispers. The whispers fade into faint impulses, thoughts that are more colors than words. The panic ebbs away, leaving a cool, empty space in my mind. I realize, sitting here, that there is nothing to stop me going. I remember Jeremiah’s words: Our thoughts are our only boundaries, nothing more, nothing less.

I’ll just walk out. And if she tries to stop me, well, then I’ll—my eyes fall to the glint of the knife, and I recoil—I’ll…I’d better pack.

I stuff everything into my backpack, click it shut. My hands aren’t shaking anymore. Not one tremor.

I tread down the stairs quietly. I hear the downstairs toilet flushing—perfect. I click open the door—

“Jon?”

“I’m going out, okay?” I say, without turning back.

“Jon! What do you think you’re doing?”

“I said,” I mumble, feeling the wind tease my face, blowing scents of freedom, “I’m going out.”

“Jon! You know you’re not allowed out on a school night.”

She tries to grab my arm—and instead she yanks my backpack, pulling it off.

“Mum!” I cry, whipping round. I try to grab it back but she clings to one of the yellow loops. I see determination flash in her eyes, and suddenly I feel my cool certainty drain away. “Mum, I just want to go out for a quick walk.”

“Where on earth are you going to go for this quick walk?”

I hesitate.

“Just down the road.”

“Jon, we’ve had this discussion before. You’re going to stay in and do your homework. Now.”

She reaches out—

And I push her.

I don’t mean to push her so hard. I don’t know what gets into me; it’s a lightning flash of anger and frustration that sends her stumbling back against the bottom of the stairs. Her hair swishes over her face; her hand claws the air.

I stare down at her, numb, my hands dangling by my sides. I wait for her to tell me off. Then I see it in her eyes—fear. At first I feel horrified. Then a whoosh of triumph supersedes it. My chest beats hard; I am a man.

“I’m going out,” I hear myself say loudly. “I’m going out, okay? And don’t wait up.”

I turn to go when I hear the sound. It sears through me. Crying.

“Mum,” I try to say, but the word is lost in a gulpy lump in my throat. “Mum.”

“Please stay. Please.” She reaches up to grab my hand, and the warmth of her fingers sends a shock up my arm. I realize it in a flash—I do want to stay. I want to put down my backpack and go in and watch TV, cozy against the growing chill of the twilight. Suddenly the autumn air that tempted me is scented with cold and danger, a world of darting dark shapes running in fear. But then my mobile beeps. It’s Jeremiah.


WHERE R U?


I pull her up and give her a tight, quick hug. I close my eyes and think: It’ll be different when I come back. The next time I see her, she’ll be praising me. She’ll be saying, “This is my son, the hero.”

She clings so tightly, as though she’s frightened she’s never going to see me again, and it’s the weirdest thing, because suddenly I feel like I am the parent and she is a child.

“Please don’t go,” she whispers. “You promised you’d be with me after Dad went. You said you’d stay in during the week. Please stay and keep me company.”

I touch her hair. Before Dad left it used to feel silky; now it feels like dead grass.

“I’ll be back soon,” I say desperately, pulling away.

“Jon—” A sharpness returns to her voice, and I back off before she can become my mum again.

I dart out through the door. I slam it hard and it feels as though an invisible cord between us is severed. I run out into the twilit world, the streets roaring with traffic and mayhem.

I am late, and I pray to God to give me wings.


8:50 P.M.: TEN MINUTES TO GO…

I’m so late. Come on, get a move on, oh God, what’s Jeremiah going to say?

I was supposed to meet them at the van at 8:40 P.M. Now it’s 8:52.

I am changing in the bushes in the park by my house. I had to vault over the fence to get in. The playground looks naked without children, swings meandering eerily in the wind. I think of my mum, lying by the stairs. What if I hurt her—what if tomorrow she wakes up with ugly bruises? The park warden is whistling in the distance. Oh God, please don’t let him notice me.

I rip off my school tie and stuff it into my backpack. Come on, come on. I undo half the buttons on my shirt, then yank it over my head. The wind lays chilly palms on my back. The black sweater scrapes against my face as I pull it on. I can leave my jeans; my black school pants will do.

Then I panic because I can’t fit everything into my backpack. I didn’t plan room for my school uniform, and my blazer won’t go in. I decide to leave it under the bushes—but what if the police find it? On the pocket is our emblem, a griffin, with the school motto winding around it: Aim for the Highest. I take my knife from my bag and slice off the emblem in a jagged oval, stuffing it into my pocket. As I push my knife back into my bag, suddenly a voice pierces the night.

“What d’you think you’re doing here?”

The park warden, a rusty old man with wispy clouds of hair, is peering down at me. No doubt he is a raptor.

“Nothing. I’m going, I’m going.”

“I’ll have to let you out.”

“I can—” I dare not climb over the fence or create a fight and draw attention to myself. I lower my head and stare at the ground, waiting in torment while minutes race past as he goes through his ring of keys and finally slots one into the lock, undoing the padlock loop by loop. Hopefully, he won’t remember my face. I don’t think I have a memorable face.

The chain slithers free and I run.

I run and run and run and run. Pain in my calves; my lungs hissing pistons.

Up above, another explosion. Eerie spaceship showers of green tumble down the sky. Faster, faster. It’s 8:57 P.M. now. I thought Jeremiah had deliberately chosen the day—as close to Guy Fawkes as we could—as an homage to a man who also dared to rebel against society. But Jeremiah said it was because people would be busy and distracted, the police busy with dumb kids shooting off their fingers. I replied that I thought we wanted attention. Oh, we do, he said, but not tonight. Tonight we need to be men of silence and stealth. By tomorrow, it will all begin: we’ll drop a boulder into the ocean of British consciousness and send ripples through it that will reverberate through history.

Besides, he added, I don’t see Guy Fawkes as a figure of inspiration. Ultimately, he failed. What is the point of celebrating failure? We’re not going to fail.

Nine P.M. now. It should have already happened. Just cross the main road, ignore the traffic lines. Fuck, they’re honking at me. Ignore them. Just get across. I just have to pass two small roads, Bennington Close and Ashleigh Gardens, and then I’ll be there and maybe, maybe there will be a day celebrating us in a hundred years’ time, statues of us in Trafalgar Square encrusted with pigeon shit, and I am running running running to the vehicle outside Jeremiah’s house.

Jeremiah and Raymond are standing by the van.

Chris pokes his head out and stutters: “H-h-here he is!”

“At last!”

“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.” I can barely speak, but it’s so important that I tell my story, that Jeremiah understands. The other faces may be angry or impatient, but the only face that carries any detail for me is Jeremiah’s.

I expected him to be as cool as ever; I am startled by the touch of anger in his eyes.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry—”

“You idiot!” Raymond bursts out. “I knew you were going to mess up—”

“Ray, it’s fine,” Jeremiah cuts in. “Let’s not waste any time arguing. Get into the van. Come on, let’s go, let’s go, let’s go!”

Raymond and Jeremiah get into the front of the van; Raymond is driving. I get into the back with Thomas, Chris, and Martyn. There are no benches; we have to sit on the metal floor, knees bunched up.

My Brothers look nervous. Even Thomas looks nervous. He’s a year older than us and has the sort of accent and manners that make adults sigh and secretly wish they’d brought him up. His father is a famous surgeon, and his mother runs some fancy charity that seems to involve organizing ten-course lunches every other day. On the surface, Thomas seems to get on well with them. But the truth is, they’re hardly ever around. They just leave Thomas to rattle about in their big fancy house and give him a huge allowance on the condition that he keeps on scoring A’s.

Martyn and Chris have known each other since they were little kids, when they used to play in each other’s back gardens. A few years ago, they were in the Army Cadets after school. Martyn is short and stocky and reminds me of a very fierce Jack Russell terrier. To be honest, he puts me on edge a bit. If he wasn’t in Hebetheus, I think he would have given me a hard time, shoved me in gym class, demanded lunch money, and so on. But Martyn has a difficult time at home. Tonight there is a fresh bruise shining on his cheek.

Chris is thin and gangly and twitchy. He suffers from asthma, and even when he’s not using his inhaler he’s always fiddling about with it, checking it’s in his pocket, tossing it from palm to palm. Because he stutters, a lot of people think that Chris is a bit of a twerp. But once you get past his layer of prickly shyness, Chris shines like a conker. He can surprise you with his wit, his intelligence, his spark.

They all ask why I’m late, and I retell my story, altering a few details. Even though we’re supposed to share everything in the Brotherhood, they don’t know about the divorce. In fact, I lied and said my dad had left home long ago, when I was just a baby. I just felt so embarrassed by what a bastard he is.

I tell them that Mum fell down the stairs and sprained her ankle and that I had to bandage her up and sort her out. I’m not usually a good liar, but they seem convinced.

I let out a breath and look round the van. Inside, it has been painted with symbols in white paint. A candle. A mandala with six inner circles. A tree with six branches. A swastika. Jeremiah explained that though the Nazis made the swastika a sign of hatred, originally it was an Indian symbol of peace. My eyes drink them in. I feel soothed.

All the same, Raymond’s words keep echoing in my mind: I knew you were going to mess up. I wonder if he is slagging me off to Jeremiah right now, poisoning his mind against me.

Raymond is the oldest in the Brotherhood. His faith seems a bit flimsy at times. In my opinion he wouldn’t even be a member if he wasn’t Jeremiah’s older brother. He’s eighteen, two years older than Jeremiah. Jeremiah’s tall and thin and leonine; Raymond’s six foot two, with arms of heavy lard. He works in an electronics shop. Raymond looks like he wouldn’t answer to anyone, but he answers to Jeremiah. Whenever Jeremiah speaks, he seems to shrink and his eyes become soft and intent. He always lets Jeremiah make the decisions.

Jeremiah and Raymond live on their own together. Their parents died last year. I asked Chris once how they died and he clammed up and stuttered that Jeremiah didn’t like anyone to talk about it. The only crumb he would give me is that Raymond is now Jeremiah’s legal guardian.

“J-Jeremiah says before their parents died, they used to argue a lot,” Chris explained. “But the H-Hebetheus brought them closer together.”

I wish Jeremiah was my brother. I curse and curse Raymond and his piggy eyes and fat face. And then I stare at the swastika for a while, praying hard. I begin to feel better. God will make sure SNAKE is still there. He will find a way to delay SNAKE. Everything will be fine.

In fact, my being late is probably meant to be. If we had arrived on time, then something else would have gone wrong. A police car would have sailed by, or a glass bottle in the road would have cut its teeth into our tire. God is working in his mysterious ways.

I look round at my Brothers. The air is thrilled with excitement. Chris is listening to Hebethean chants on his Walkman; Martyn tries to tear it off him and they jostle, laughing. Thomas flicks his lighter, the flame pirouetting up again and again and again like an exhausted dancing girl. Then, slowly, everything becomes still. The longer the silence goes on, the more impossible it is to crack. From time to time, our eyes flick and hop off each other and there’s a jolt of shock at what we’re about to do.

I can’t stop looking at the equipment. The roll of masking tape. The saw. The circles of rope. The sacks. Crates of mineral water. Boxes of food. Jeremiah warned us that we may be in for a long haul.

A long haul. The words thrill me. I am in this for the rest of my life, and beyond.

A pair of silver handcuffs is tacked to a metal rod lining the van. The loose cuff jangles and clatters to the rumbling rhythm of the vehicle. It looks like a silver noose, formed to kill a small, heartless doll.

Then the van shivers to a halt. I find myself wishing it could keep going for a while. We’re here, and I can’t believe how quickly it’s all happening.


9:30 P.M.: THIRTY MINUTES LATER…

Something is wrong.

By nine-thirty we should have already grabbed SNAKE. For the last few weeks we have been taking turns to spy on her, suss out her routine. The spot had been chosen carefully: the bottom of Mabel Drive, sheltered by the leafy trees that border the park. She leaves her house at around nine nearly every night to see her best friend—normally with her mum’s shouts trailing behind her: “Are you sure you’ve finished your homework? You know you’re not allowed to see Michela before you’ve done your homework!” This Michela lives three roads away. We will intercept SNAKE on her stroll over.

Yesterday Martyn thwacked a cricket ball into the streetlamps curling overhead. Tonight the area is vague with gloom. We watch the front door of number 32 Mabel Drive. SNAKE should already be walking down the pavement to the bottom of the road, taking the sandy, muddy track that is a shortcut through the park. Chris and Raymond are hiding in the trees, ready to pounce. SNAKE will be brought back to the van, where we will use our silencing equipment. Raymond will then drive us and the hostage to the warehouse in Streatham.

But it is now 9:30 P.M. And there is no sign of SNAKE.


9:50 P.M.

Are we too late? Has SNAKE already left for the night?

The weekend, once magnified with anticipation, now shrinks, as though seen through the wrong end of a telescope. I will wake up in bed tomorrow, Mum’s frying wafting up the stairs, suburban sounds screaming in my ears; I will drag myself through another day at school, learning lies; then Saturday will come and I will spend a lone day in the park, watching boys spray graffiti. Everything will slide back the way it was, helpless, pointless.

“Maybe we c-c-can come back n-n-next week,” says Chris.

“Next week?” Thomas cries angrily. “We’ve been planning this for so long. We can’t back out now—we can’t!”

“Where are you going?” Raymond asks.

Jeremiah raises one hand and we all fall silent, watching him. This is part of his genius: improvising. When you improvise, he says, you jump off a cliff and wait for God to catch you. It’s a test that cements faith.

My heart gasps when I see Jeremiah walk straight through the gate, past the rosebushes, and ring the doorbell of number 32. A few seconds later, the door opens. A warm slice of light, the silhouette of an Asian woman, her beauty wrapped in the blue sheen of a peacock sari. I am taken aback. I did not expect SNAKE’s mother to look like this. But then I remember Jeremiah’s warning words on appearances.

She steps forward, smiling, and I realize she is not a woman but a girl—way too young to be SNAKE’s mother. I figure she must be her sister.

Jeremiah chats casually. His polite attitude seems to impress her, for she gives him a warm smile and rubs his arm.

Then my stomach churns. Jeremiah turns and walks back.

It’s over, then. Oh God, why didn’t I just leave the moment Mum said she wasn’t going to church? Why didn’t I just run?

“Oh well,” says Thomas sadly. “God did not intend tonight to be the night, then.”

“It’s fucking Jon’s fault!” Raymond turned on me. “He messed up—”

“God did not intend—”

Jeremiah cuts in angrily.

“Gentlemen, you know that we’re above this bickering,” he says. We all instantly fall into sheepish silence. That is the effect Jeremiah has on people: speak to him and you suddenly feel small and petty, as though he is living life on a higher level you can only hope to glimpse. In moments like this, I swear I can see the color of his mind: luminous, celestial, golden.

“SNAKE’s sneaked out. She’s told her mum that she’s at Michela’s for a sleepover, but according to her sister, she’s gone clubbing. She only just left, so—”

“Hang on,” Martyn interjects, “her sister could just be bullshitting, making stuff up—”

“I told her that we were Michela’s friends and we sometimes hung out together. She didn’t look that shocked. Clearly SNAKE enjoys plenty of male company.” His voice is thick with disgust. “Or maybe she’s just meeting some of her terrorist contacts. So now we go. We go now, we go to the club. There’s no time to waste. Go!”

         

In the back of the van, I daren’t look at the rest of the Brotherhood. Thomas pats me on the shoulder kindly and says I shouldn’t worry, but Chris and Martyn stare at me with silent animosity. I keep my eyes fixed on the swastika. My head is hurting. My heart is hot. I keep cursing myself. I am close to cursing God. This is all too much like the night Dad left. The night my faith caved in. I remember hearing the faint sounds of my mum crying in the bedroom next door. I wanted her to feel assured that I was asleep, so I lay stiff in bed, barely daring to move a millimeter, sweat seeping into the sheets. A picture of Dad was crushed in my hand, and I kept staring at the cross on my wall and praying over and over, until my jaw ached, for God to bring him back. But my prayers were like dead letters.

Now history is repeating itself. It’s as though I’m holding my belief in both hands like an eggshell, but I can’t help squeezing it in terror that it’s not really real, and cracks are forming like little spiders.

The van slows down. I pray desperately, tears fierce behind my eyes: Oh God, please let me be wrong, please don’t let me down. I thought I’d found you in Hebetheus, thought I’d found an ultimate truth, please let this be true, please let this be real….


10:15 P.M.

Somewhere in Kingston, we stop. Jeremiah opens up the back doors. We’re on a small side street. It is a tramp’s heaven, a garden of putrid black trash cans. Distant music thumps beneath the pavement like underground thunder.

Jeremiah’s eyes are glittering; he’s relishing this challenge, this chance to work his divine magic.

“Chris, you come with me. Jon, you get into the front of the van with Raymond. Thomas and Martyn, stay in the back—be ready to attack. Once we bring SNAKE in, we’ll need to act quickly. Get SNAKE into the van. Silence her with the sack and tape and then we leave. Fast. Got it?”

We all nod solemnly.

As I get out of the van, I feel Jeremiah’s long fingers reach out and rub my shoulder. It’s as though he eases out all of the stress like a splinter. I smile in weak relief.

I climb into the van beside Raymond. He folds his arms and won’t look at me.

In the side mirror, I watch Jeremiah and Chris become silhouettes. I can hardly believe the risk they are taking. I know the club SNAKE is going to: it’s a raptor haven. I tried to go there once myself when we first moved here, one lonely Saturday night when my mum thought I was at a school disco. The only underage kids they allowed in were the pretty girls. Every night, there is a crocodile queue of glamour and black suits and glittering dresses stretching out from under its pink neon sign. SNAKE will be standing there now, chatting and laughing, spreading sin. But how will Jeremiah possibly lure her away?

I start to hum nervously: We plow the fields and scatter. Dad always used to sing this hymn around the house. I catch Raymond’s eye and he gives me a look. He thinks I’m taking the piss. I shut up quickly.

I find my hand slipping down and curling into the door handle of the van. If everything goes wrong and the police turn up, I can make a run for it. Maybe that’s why it’s already gone wrong; maybe God is protecting me.

But then I think of how my life was before I met Jeremiah. Those first few weeks at my new school, when I lay in bed at night and thought about emptying the medicine cabinet down my throat. My fingers fall slack.

“What’s going to happen?” I blurt out.

“It’ll be cool. Jeremiah has God-given powers of persuasion,” says Raymond. “He’ll spin some story. SNAKE doesn’t have a chance.”

“He’s so clever,” I say proudly. I see Raymond’s face and I look away, embarrassed by my show of emotion. “Of course, it’s really God working through him.”

Raymond doesn’t respond. I frown. Sometimes I doubt Raymond. He hardly ever talks about God. During prayer sessions, I have sometimes opened my eyes and seen him staring vaguely into the distance.

I check my watch: 10:30 P.M.

Why did he take Chris and not me? Am I being punished? I’ve seen Chris around girls; he can’t get past one stutter. What powers of persuasion does he have?

And then, suddenly, I see a glimmer in the wing mirror.

Jeremiah is with SNAKE.

The look in her eyes is puzzled, faintly bewildered. Jeremiah’s arm is slung around her shoulders. Chris is standing a little way behind them, hands scrunched in his pockets, looking awkward.

It strikes me how vile her beauty is, how deceptive. She’s dressed herself up for the night in glitzy trousers, a black halter-neck top. Her beauty hits me the way it did when I first met her. It was my first religious studies class, and I was aware of sitting at an empty desk, staring hard at the graffiti carved into the wood, trying to pretend I was doing fine. She walked in, sat down next to me, smiled, and said she hoped I was settling in. All though the lesson, my eyes kept dancing back to her chocolate skin and the ebony waterfall of her hair. When she smiled, her cheeks creased in her dimples and little stars danced in her cocoa eyes. When she worked, she poked her tongue into the corner of her mouth and gripped her pencil as though it was a knife. We nearly became friends, though I don’t want the Brotherhood to ever learn about my error of judgment.

It was Jeremiah who discovered her plots. Who overheard a conversation, who followed her, who listened in. And now he has captured the fly and brought her to our web.


10:40 P.M.

It all happens so quickly.

Chris flings open the doors. There is a faint scream. Then silence. The slam of the doors. Raymond revs up the van. I keep thinking: Is she really in? Was it that easy? Raymond backs down the side street. He slams against a bin. It spins, topples to one side, vomiting rubbish. He swerves out into the road, brakes squealing—or is that more screaming? He lets out a cry and slams to a halt as we come to a set of traffic lights. An old lady waddling across the road gives us a murderous glance, assuming we are crazy thugs. I feel like shaking her. My heart is beating oh so fast. I can’t believe we’ve done it. I can’t believe we’ve got her. Oh God, thank you, God. How could I ever have doubted you? The lights change. Raymond speeds on. Jeremiah tells him to keep to the limit. We pass St. Sebastian’s. My heart surges with joy. Oh thank you, God. Moonlight pours over its jagged roof in sweet relief; a squirrel bounces over the gates, fixing me with a beady eye before we speed on, leaving our hometown behind us, out into roads that are dark and foreign….


11:15 P.M.

I am vaguely aware that the present remains strangely unsatisfying. An hour ago nothing mattered but getting SNAKE. Now I want to whip time on, get to the warehouse, make our hostage video, ignite the TV stations. But will they listen to us? Believe us? I keep thinking about the old lady we stopped for at the lights. The way she instantly judged us. I hear Jeremiah’s words echo in my mind: This is a world of appearances. Our minds are shaped to think in stereotypes. We’re all guilty. For example, think of a librarian. What do you see? A woman with a bun, glasses, and a grim face. Think of a nurse. Think of a fireman. This is the world we live in. Think of a terrorist and you see a young man with a beard. Not a beautiful girl. This is the challenge we face: convincing the world to see beyond the superficial.

We’re in the countryside now. Jagged landscapes, trees piercing the night sky.

“I thought it only took twenty minutes to get to the warehouse,” I say to Raymond.

He ignores me.

“This isn’t Streatham,” I repeat.

Silence.

He’s sabotaging Jeremiah’s instructions! This isn’t right. I have to do something—now.

I lean across and bang my fist against the horn. Raymond jumps and swerves the van over onto a grassy verge. He slams on the brakes.

“What the hell did you do that for! I know what I’m doing, okay?”

Jeremiah comes up to the front. I wind down my window with a trembling hand.

“This isn’t Streatham!”

“It’s all right, Jon,” Jeremiah says calmly. “You go sit in the back. It’s fine—let me lead the way.”

I don’t understand what’s going on, but as long as Jeremiah is taking charge, I don’t need to worry. In the back of the van, I have no choice but to sit beside SNAKE. Martyn, Thomas, and Chris have already carefully positioned themselves opposite her, watching at a distance, as though they are in a cage with a dangerous animal. I am glad of the sack that hides her face and the cuffs that bind her hands.

As the van revs up again, SNAKE starts to thrash about violently. I recoil, narrowly avoiding a kick. She scrapes and thumps her heels against the metal floor. We all cringe up against the van walls. I look at the others, relieved their scared faces mirror my own. Then Martyn bursts into laughter.

Thomas and Chris join in, and suddenly their laugh stings with a tone I don’t like. I force a smile.

Jeremiah was in the changing room on that fatal, fateful day when SNAKE thought she was alone. He’d sidled up close to her, listening as she said quietly into her cell phone that she had found a way to get revenge on the West for the destruction they’d caused in the Middle East.

She had discovered Web sites for making a bomb. She knew how to get the equipment. She would plant it in a locker. She’d come in early, at 8:15 A.M., before any teachers were about. The date was set: November 15. What if that locker had been mine? I picture the moment: opening the metal door, and then—

What would it have felt like? Would I have died at once? Or would I have found myself lying in wet darkness, aware that parts of me were missing, rubble clawing my face, hearing the ragged ribbons of my friends’ dying cries around me?

Oh thank you, God. Thank you for guiding Jeremiah. A few nights before he overheard her conversation, he said, he had some black dreams about her. They put him on guard. He was ready for revelation. Thank you, God, for showing us your way.

SNAKE has stopped thrashing about. But now her stillness seems more ominous. Legs slack. Sack flat. What if she can’t breathe?

Just wait a few minutes, I tell myself.

Sweat starts to seep through my skin in wet slugs. What if she suffocates to death? All of us up on a murder charge. We won’t be heroes, then. We’ll be her equals.

I stare at the others. I will them to notice her, to click, to say something, do something, so that I don’t have to. But they’re all engrossed in murmuring about where we are going.

She’s not breathing, she’s not breathing!

I have to do something. I decide that I will wait another two minutes. I’ll time it on my watch—

But then my body acts with a mind of its own. I reach over and pull the sack off her head.

“Jon, what are you doing?”

“Put it back on!”

“She’s dangerous, you idiot!”

“She c-can’t b-breathe!” I stammer. “For God’s sake, she can’t scream with that tape over her mouth anyway!”

Then I notice her eyes.

The look in them makes me wish I hadn’t taken the sack off.

I turn away.

“She couldn’t breathe,” I repeat shakily. I say it again, more loudly. “She couldn’t breathe.”

As SNAKE struggles to sit up, I reach out a cautious hand to help. I am shocked when I touch her. I expected her blood to run with terrorist ice. But her skin oozes a honey warmth. What if I can catch her sin from her touch, like a disease? I quickly pull my hand away, curl it in my lap.

She sits upright now, gaining composure. Her eyes flick very slowly around the group. Retinal rage.

Chris looks down awkwardly, but Martyn and Thomas glare back. Finally, her eyes slide over to me. I feel anger rise in my chest. I thought she’d attempt to convey some sort of apology in her gaze; I thought the shock of being found out might have humbled her. But there is defiance. No doubt she was making plans in the nightclub, gossiping with other members of her cell, preparing the countdown. She is only sixteen years old and she is prepared to kill hundreds of innocent people, and she genuinely has no regrets.

I wish I had left the sack on her damn head.

I want to stare her out. I want to show that I am not afraid of her. That I am ready to fight evil. But her eyes spit the deadliest of venoms. Finally, I have to surrender. I look away, shaking my head in disgust.

As the van rumbles on, her head droops and her eyes close. I keep listening out for a siren, but none comes. I see her lips flickering. I wonder if she is praying to her god for forgiveness.


MIDNIGHT

Sleep seeps into my mind like black tea. My neck begins to feel spineless; my head tips forward.

I snap it up, blinking, eyes stinging with fought tiredness. I haven’t been able to sleep for weeks. I concentrate on the tree symbol. It starts to twirl and dance; it becomes a baton, moving so fast it is a white blur. The baton is being held by SNAKE. She is walking down the school corridor toward me in a leotard, a smile leering on her face, her brown thighs bouncing with muscle. I crouch down and wrap my hands over my head. But it’s too late and I hear the crack as she kills me.

Now I am running down streets, being chased by dark shapes. I wake up at home, in my own bed, sweating with relief. I look up at the familiar cross on my wall and think: Thank God we didn’t go through with it.

Then I wake up, cold air swirling around me, tangy with night scents, sheep smells. The doors are open and SNAKE is being led down the ramp, struggling between Chris and Martyn. My heart crushes in on itself as I realize we are here and we did go through with it. For one split second I feel like a frightened child and I want to run home. Then I stagger up, coming to, my conscious mind waking up, taking over, slamming down a lid on my fears.

This is it. The Beginning.

I clamber down from the van, land in a muddy puddle.

“Where—where’s the warehouse?” I ask.

“That was just a line to fool you,” says Raymond, smirking. “You’re new. Jeremiah felt you couldn’t be trusted. We’re in Suffolk.”

The van is parked on a thin road outside a small cottage. The landscape is flat and barren. In the distance, a sheep’s baa drifts across a field.

“But—but—what about my Initiation?” I stammer. Did Jeremiah lie about that too?

“You think just helping with tonight is all you have to do?” Raymond says, shaking his head. “This is the Brotherhood, not some lame fraternity. This is just the first part—then there’s the ceremony, and a final test to prove you’re one of us.”

Is he winding me up?

“But—”

“Later, okay?” Raymond says roughly. “We have to get this terrorist slut indoors.”
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