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Tian was woken by a noise. A brief cry, like the sound her mother let out when she saw a rat between the huts at dusk. Silence followed, and she wondered if she had dreamed her mother’s voice. But sleep wouldn’t come, even when she tugged her sarong right up to her chin and closed her eyes.

She could picture Mummy sitting motionless on the top step with the empty look she got in her eyes sometimes, on those afternoons when Tian would call and call her and she wouldn’t hear. She pulled the sarong down again and sighed. Night was framed in the glassless square of window above her.

Jumping up, she pushed the cloth curtain aside and tiptoed across the hut. The doorway was empty. The moon slid from behind a cloud, lighting a bare sleeping roll.

No Mummy.

For a few seconds, Tian stood there mystified.

Mummy?

She turned and scanned the room. It was barely seven metres across and her eyes ran along the walls, searched every corner.

Outside the doorway, the night was black and full of the trill of cicadas.

‘Meak?’ Mummy. Just a whisper.
         

She took a step forward.

‘Meak. Meak!’
         

Tian hugged her arms around herself. Biting her lip, she began to walk towards the doorway.

On the top step she paused. It was colder outside than she had expected. A light wind rustled her sarong and brushed grey clouds across a sliver of moon. The rough wooden boards chilled the soles of her bare feet.

Her mother had warned her never to bother the neighbours. Even at six, Tian knew that she and her mother were not like the others. Bastard. She had heard the word and though she didn’t understand its meaning, she recognised the contempt.

But where else would Mummy be?

It was only twenty metres to the next hut, but there was no light. Tian glanced in the other direction. There was just enough moon for her to see the still edge of the jungle. Quickly, she dropped her gaze down to the five wooden steps between her and the ground. Something glistened on the bottom step. She bent down. It was a knife, its blade glassy in the moonlight. Recoiling, she sucked in a breath. She would run, as fast as she could. Ten seconds and she would be there, safe inside the neighbour’s hut with her mother. Then she noticed something else next to the knife, something carved into the wood of the bottom step, the gouges deep and uneven. She couldn’t quite see what it was at first. But it stirred a memory.

Instead of running as she had planned to, she sank into a crouch, wrapping her arms tight around her knees, feeling the chill on her bare shoulders. She remembered why she recognised the carving. The last time she had seen it, it had made the men of the village fall to their knees and pray.
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The sign was a square of painted wood nailed to a post at the edge of the minefield, hanging crooked, as if it had been hurriedly tacked up. The stick figure of a reptile daubed on a black background. Needle-sharp teeth, a splash for an eye.

Tess realised that her hands were tattooing a rhythm against her thighs. Curling them into fists, she jammed them into her pockets. There was something written in Khmer beneath the drawing. She couldn’t read it. But she knew what the thing meant.

‘White Crocodile minefield.’ A Khmer in mine-clearance fatigues was standing watching her, his flat brown face expressionless. ‘You heard about the White Crocodile?’

Tess shook her head, and thought back six months to an English spring morning: trailing a hand along the sleek lines of a young man’s coffin.

‘No.’ She was surprised at how steady her voice was. ‘What’s the White Crocodile?’

The Khmer slotted some betel nut into his mouth, his saliva reddening as he chewed. ‘It come to Cambodia at time of important change. Present at birth of Cambodia. When Khmer Rouge took country, White Crocodile seen. This minefield.’ He gestured towards the red-and-white warning tape. ‘When this minefield found, White Crocodile here.’ He stared past her, out across the spoiled fields. ‘Seen here.’

‘So it represents fate, does it? Is that what people in Cambodia think?’

The mine clearer levelled his gaze at hers; he hadn’t understood.

‘Fate,’ she repeated. ‘Something that is meant to be. Something that you can’t change whatever you do.’

‘Bhat.’ Sudden understanding lent a gleam to his dark eyes. ‘Fate. The White Crocodile is fate.’
         


 




*




 



The call had come early one morning.

She had stayed up late the night before because it was a Friday, a precious evening before a weekend with no training, no exercises, the end of a gruelling week where her troop had spent four days in the field sleeping rough.

The phone woke her just before five, still almost dark outside, the white curtains beginning to turn grey-tinged pink. She fumbled for it, dragged from a dream that disappeared from memory the moment she woke, just the wisps of something warm and comfortable remaining. She was about to ask Luke if he knew what the hell the time was – let alone why he was calling her anyway – but when she pressed the receiver to her ear there was no static crackle, no pause while she waited for the words to lurch down the line from thirteen thousand miles away.
         

The memory of what happened next was as clear in her mind as if she’d received the same call every morning since.
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‘Don’t listen.’ A voice cut in, a confident English voice, and a muscular arm folded around her shoulders. Johnny leaned into her, his breath hot on her cheek. ‘It’s just peasant bullshit.’

Tess twisted out of his grasp, raising a hand to shield her eyes from the sun, meeting his gaze and catching his grin.

‘Jonathan Douglas Hugh Perrier – our resident toff!’ Bob MacSween, the MCT boss, had told her yesterday, taking her through the staff photographs tacked to the team-room wall. ‘Parents own a couple of thousand acres in Shropshire. My parents’ estate is a two up two down in the arse end of Glasgow. He’s a bit of a joker; comes with the posh-boy domain, I suppose. Never needed to take life seriously. Johnny swears he wires his house with trip wires, changes their position every few days just to keep himself on his toes.’

MacSween had laughed when he’d said it, but Tess had sensed a slight unease. Jokes and mines: it was dangerous territory. She lowered her hand to her cheek, smearing Johnny’s breath into her palm. His touch had felt too personal; she hardly knew him.

‘What’s bullshit? The Crocodile?’

‘It’s a Cambodian myth. A stupid five-hundred-year-old myth that’s got completely out of hand.’ He rolled his eyes. ‘They have crocodiles running around in their heads. The betel nut they all chew is hallucinogenic.’

‘Is that what the sign’s about?’ She tilted her head towards it.

‘I’ve no idea who put that up. I was going to come out here with a tin of paint and give it one less leg and a crutch, but MacSween would kick my arse if he found out. He’s into the locals and their idiosyncrasies.’ Smiling, he pulled a packet of tobacco from his pocket, rolled a cigarette and lit it. ‘Actually MacSween’s furious because he chose that fucking croc as our logo when he set the charity up five years ago.’ He pointed to one of the Land Cruisers where a sleek white reptilian insignia wound around the navy-blue letters, MCT, on its bonnet. ‘And now the villagers see it as their harbinger of doom. Not quite the image he was trying to create. Personally, I don’t care what the villagers think as long as my Khmer clearers don’t start believing that shit too and getting jumpy.’ He caught her eye and suddenly seemed to sense her anxiety. ‘You’re a bit edgy as well, aren’t you? Has something upset you?’

‘No. I’m fine. Just a bit spaced out by the time change.’ Her hand rose to finger her ear as she smiled up at him, a smile she hoped reached her eyes. ‘I should be going to bed about now.’

Johnny nodded, measuring her denial with a steady gaze.

‘Don’t worry,’ he said finally. ‘You’re only stuck with me for the week until you’re used to the foibles of the Cambodian fields, then you get your own troop.’ Taking a final drag of his roll-up, he dropped the butt and crushed it under his heel. ‘So let’s try and make it interesting for you. See what we can find.’

He looked past her. She followed his gaze, checking out the field as a mine clearer this time – a professional – trying not to look at the black sign with its crude drawing. Below them was a huge expanse of mined land that took in jungle, waterlogged paddy fields where rice once grew, cassava, maize and soybean fields, grazing land for cattle, dirt roads and pathways, and two deserted schools, the buildings derelict, windows blank. The land stretched five kilometres north to south, three east to west, linking a network of twelve small villages, each at starvation level, ravaged by the lack of safe land to farm.

It would take years to clear fully. Every centimetre – jungle, flooded paddy fields, footpaths, thigh-high elephant grass – had to be covered by a trained clearer, sweeping his detector from side to side across a metre-wide clearance lane, bending to investigate any alarms by hand, probing the earth with a steel wand to see if he could make contact with metal. When that happened, a hand would go up, and all the teams would have to pull back to safe ground while the clearer lay on his stomach and gingerly uncovered the suspected mine with his trowel and his fingers. If a land mine was found, it was marked with a red cone, the clearance lane closed for the rest of the day and the clearer taken to a different part of the field to continue work. At the end of the day, all the mines found were wired with explosives and detonated in situ.
         

It was early. Mist still clung in hollows. Johnny’s Khmer clearers, slight figures in pale blue MCT fatigues, were already working in their lanes, flak jackets and helmets on, visors down, eyes locked to the ground. Total concentration, and just the ambient hum of insects to mar the silence.

‘Tess.’ She felt Johnny’s hand on her arm. He had fastened his flak jacket. ‘I’m going to check something out in the field. One of my clearers has seen something in the lane next to his that he wants me to have a look at. Huan, the guy who’s clearing that lane, isn’t here today.’

‘What’s he seen?’

‘Nothing, probably. It’s usually nothing with these guys in this damn field. Are you happy to wait here and keep an eye on the rest of my teams?’

‘Yes, of course. But what is it? What’s he seen?’

Johnny had crouched down and was checking his detector, passing his hand around the metal coil to ease off the dirt, tracing his fingers up the shaft to the test button, which screeched a warning signal into the silence. She thought he hadn’t heard her.

‘Johnny, what’s—’

‘He thought it was a skull,’ he said, straightening.

A tight little laugh caught in her throat. ‘A skull? A human skull?’

‘That’s right. A human skull.’ Johnny grinned. ‘You’ve heard of the Khmer Rouge, haven’t you?’ His voice was heavy with sarcasm.

‘Of course I’ve heard of them—’ She broke off, aware that her own voice was rising, becoming shrill. He’d start wondering again – why she was so anxious – and that was the last thing she wanted to happen.

‘They killed millions. Marched their countrymen out to fields just like this, made them kneel and beat them to death with wooden clubs so they didn’t waste bullets.’ He pulled a face. ‘It’s probably just a fucking rock. So sit back and sunbathe and I’ll be back in a minute.’ Shouldering his detector, he turned towards the minefield. ‘Just don’t get burnt,’ he cast back over his shoulder. ‘I certainly don’t intend to.’
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Tess watched Johnny cross safe ground to the edge of the minefield and the start of Huan’s clearance lane. He looked relaxed, his detector swung over his shoulder, visor propped over the top of his head. She almost called out to him – told him to pull it down before he entered the field – but she thought better of it.

Her gaze moved past him to the lone tree in the middle of the mined land. Its tight mass of branches and leaves cast an almost perfectly circular disc of shade, so dark that in this bright light it looked like a stain on a projector image. Beyond the tree, Johnny’s clearance teams were still working silently, the heat staining their armpits with circles of sweat even though it was barely 8 a.m.

Tess hadn’t noticed the heat while she’d been talking with Johnny, but now, standing alone, she felt its intensity. She dragged a hand across her forehead, wiping sweat into her hair. Somewhere near her ear an insect buzzed. She swiped at it, heard its buzz fade then become louder. Then, out of the corner of her eye, she noticed a mine clearer standing looking towards her, his hand raised in dumb show. A mine had been found. Pulling her visor down over her face she walked swiftly towards him.

The explosion was just a muffled, insolent little bang.


 




*




 



Later, the only thing Tess would be able to recall clearly was the lack of noise: the absolute silence. She had been here before, in this exact moment, in this exact minefield, but with another man dying, over and over.

Each nightmare had been different.

Sometimes the colours were extraordinary, the ravaged grass in the mined paddy fields an unfeasible shade of emerald, silvers and golds ringing the burnt-out craters. At other times, the landscape had been washed to watercolour by a monsoon rain. Still others, the scene had been monochrome – one man, alone, bleeding his life into a strange lunar wasteland.

But whichever dream, there had never been this overwhelming silence. She realised, when she was able to think back, that it must only have lasted for a second or two, but in that moment – the moment after Johnny stepped on a mine – each second had stretched and gaped.

Gradually the sound of her own ragged breathing crept around the edge of her consciousness. And suddenly there was mayhem. Panicked mine clearers dropped kit and sprinted down their lanes towards safe ground, some screaming and stumbling, others running, silent, fast. The smell of TNT filled the air. Somewhere to her left she could hear someone yelling – helicopter, helicopter.
         

And there, twenty metres in front of her, lying under the lone tree in the middle of the field, was Johnny, moaning, broken. His right leg twisted and sheared off mid-calf. Shrapnel wounds ploughed his face and neck and even from this distance she could see that his skin had gone dead white. His eyes were wild with panic.

Move, Tess, move. Her flak jacket felt heavy, constricting, a buoyancy aid filled with sand instead of air, a sensation, a memory she hadn’t had since home: a frivolous memory of dancing around the living room in Luke’s flak jacket, nothing else on but red lace knickers and a wicked smile.
         

Metal detector? Where was her detector?

But she couldn’t see it, and now that she was moving her blood began to pulse again, bringing with it energy – pure adrenalin. As if her legs belonged to someone else she felt herself begin to move, one foot and then the other, carrying her forward, towards the edge of the minefield, towards Johnny.

Hands grabbed at her suddenly, hauling her back.

‘No.’ A voice was screaming in her ear. ‘You no go in.’

She fought to free her arm. ‘We have to get to him now. He’ll die.’

‘No. Stop! You no go in. No go in!’
         

She could see Johnny panting now, gulping, as if there was not enough air in the world. His chest heaved and lifted and heaved again and then he was sobbing.

The other clearers – his clearers – were huddled in silence around the Land Cruisers. No one was moving. Why was no one doing anything? What the fuck were they waiting for?

The young man holding her arm had a face distorted with fear. She jerked back, fighting against his hands.

‘Wait? Wait for what?’

‘Lady. Listen – you listen.’

‘No! For God’s sake, we have to get to him now.’ She was yelling, she realised, her throat raw with it. She could see the other Khmer men drawing back, retreating from her, shutters closing over their faces.

‘Lady, this field. The White Crocodile came here.’ He was pointing at Johnny. ‘Twelve times. Mr Johnny thirteen—’

She wrenched her arm from his grasp, shoved past him and broke into a run, her feet slipping, heavy combat boots dragging at her legs, flak jacket pressing against her chest, making it hard to breathe. Her heart lurched as she passed the red-and-white mine tape marking the edge of the field, but she didn’t stop.

He looked calm now. Sit back and sunbathe. Don’t get burnt. His eyes were closed and he was silent, his breath slow and shallow. I certainly don’t intend to. Only the blood didn’t fit. She couldn’t believe how much there was.
         

It poured from the ragged remains of his calf and the shrapnel wounds on his face and neck, slick underneath him, forming a glossy halo around his head. His skin had darkened to navy blue around the edges of the wounds. A stain was spreading across the front of his shorts. The burnt, twisted case of the anti-personnel mine lay a couple of lanes away, and next to it, a boot – a splintered, sopping boot.

Forcing her mind to blankness, Tess lowered herself gently down beside him. Knelt in his blood. Smelt scorched flesh and fear. Felt the shade of the tree on her face. Gripped his hand. Gestured for the first-aiders to come forward – It’s clear! I just ran down the fucking lane, there’s nothing else here! It’s clear! – listened to the slop of their boots in the mud, to the rustle of the stretcher, to the static from a radio somewhere in the distance, to Johnny saying something that didn’t come out as words, just babble, before he groaned and coughed a red mess on to his flak jacket.
         

She looked from his jacket to his face and saw that his eyes were open now, flickering blue lights that were brightening, dimming.
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The complex was situated on the fringes of central Battambang, on a potholed road, tree-lined and oddly peaceful given its location. Tess drove through the gate into a dirt courtyard shaded by palms and a huge, spreading frangipani tree, and hemmed in on three sides by shabby, single-storey whitewashed buildings. Each building was rectangular, with a deep covered veranda running down the side that faced the courtyard. Their glassless windows were dark behind mosquito mesh.

Cutting the engine, she slumped forward, pressing her forehead against the steering wheel and closing her eyes. The pain in her skull, which had come on the moment she’d seen Johnny loaded into the ambulance, refused to subside. She fought a wave of nausea, panicky at the thought of seeing him again, maimed – bitten, she found herself thinking, remembering the boot. She had tried to maintain her professionalism at the field – ducking behind a Land Cruiser, out of sight, to throw up – but she knew that she must stink of it. Vomit, and his blood, which had dried to brown paste on her trousers.
         

Sitting back in the seat, she opened her eyes and took a few long breaths, sucking the hot air into her lungs. For a moment, her mind flashed back to England, where winter would now be approaching. She suddenly yearned to be cold. Flipping the rear-view mirror down, she glanced at her reflection. Drawn and pale. She shoved a strand of hair behind her ear, moistened her fingertips with her tongue and scrubbed at the tracks on her cheeks, until the lines merged into the rest of the dirt. She detested herself when she cried, couldn’t start out in Cambodia like this, whatever had happened. The woman who cried had to be left behind with the bills on the mat and the rancid milk she’d forgotten to empty from the fridge. Giving herself another quick glance in the mirror, she climbed out and slammed the door.

The three buildings facing the courtyard were nearly identical. The one to her right was in semi-darkness, wooden slat blinds pulled low over the windows. The building at the back of the courtyard was also deserted, but a couple of metal chairs rested on the veranda and two lines of faded washing hung listlessly. To her left, doors were open and she could see the outlines of people moving around inside, hear the gentle hum of conversation. Two Khmer men were sitting on a low bench in the shade of the veranda, watching her in silence. She made her way over.

One was young, in his teens she guessed, with dark curly hair. The leg-hole of his green shorts sagged around a pinched stump; his other leg was pitted with scars. The other man was old, white hair, eyes glazed by cataracts. His right arm was a knot of rough skin hooked over a wooden crutch, his left ankle a swell of distorted flesh, with no foot attached.

‘A man, a white man, Barang, was brought in here a few hours ago. He trod on a land mine. Could you please tell me where he was taken?’
         

The young man gave a shy smile, the old man nodded and grinned, but it was clear that neither had understood.

‘Un homme blanc. Accident. Il arrive ici, deux heures . . .’ She waved her hand. ‘Ago . . . Where . . . Où? Où est-il?’
         

It was poor. She waited, chewing her lip. Slowly a hand was raised. The old man pointing, with his good arm, across the courtyard.

‘Ça c’est l’hôpital.’
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At the far end of the building, the corridor opened out into a small waiting area, where narrow wooden benches were set against the wall.

A dark-haired man was slumped on one of the benches, legs stretched out in front of him, head hanging, smoke curling from a cigarette in his hand. Butts made a pile on the floor by his feet. He was wearing navy-blue MCT fatigues, shorts and shirt, long-sleeved despite the heat, faded and stained with tidemarks of sweat. As she walked through the doorway, he lifted his head and she recognised him from his photograph on the team-room wall. Alexander Bauer: early thirties, dark brown hair, eyes so dark they had looked almost black. ‘Croatian,’ MacSween had told her. ‘Keeps himself to himself. But he’s good. Tough, reliable and knows his shit.’

In the photographs he had seemed a broad, tall figure. Here in the hospital waiting room, his size was magnified – the bench he was sitting on seemed absurdly small and delicate by comparison.

‘Alexander, Alex? I’m—’

‘I know who you are.’

He took a drag of his cigarette and blew the smoke slowly through his nostrils, dark eyes fixed on her face.

‘What’s happening?’ she asked. ‘Where’s Johnny?’

He answered with a tilt of his head. She glanced towards closed double doors on the far side of the waiting area, which bore a sign written in Khmer.

‘Operating theatre. No entry. Operation in progress,’ he read, slowly, sardonically.

‘How did you hear about . . . about Johnny?’

‘Radio, it is open band. We all heard.’

‘Do you know where MacSween is? Is he coming?’

‘He’s meeting local military commanders. Sweet-talking. He won’t know yet probably. When he does, he will come.’

She nodded. ‘I followed as soon as I could.’

‘You didn’t need to.’ His eyes were hard.

Tess slumped down on one of the benches; Alexander stayed where he was, smoking, looking at his hands.

The double doors to the operating theatre swung open and a small Khmer in green surgical robes slipped out. Head down, eyes fixed on the floor, he hurried up the corridor, and returned a few moments later clutching two transparent sacs of blood.

Alexander held out his arm. ‘Ohm.’
         

The orderly paused; Alex spoke quietly in Khmer. The orderly replied in monosyllables. When they had finished speaking, he whirled past Alex and into the operating theatre.

‘What did he say?’ she asked. ‘How’s Johnny? Did he tell you?’

Alex stood without answering and moved over to the window, where he raised his arms, using splayed fingers to rest against its frame, staring through the mosquito netting.

‘Is he OK? Is he alive?’

Alex nodded. ‘Alive.’

She fell silent, stared at his back, at the contours of his shoulders and arms tense against the material of his shirt. Her gaze slid past him to the outside, where a group of Khmer mine victims were walking around a brightly painted obstacle course, some stumbling at every hurdle, others coping better on their prosthetics and battered wooden crutches. Alex watched them. After a while he cast the butt of his cigarette to the ground, reached in his pocket for the packet, opened it, but didn’t take one. Instead, he turned back towards Tess, leaning against the windowsill.

‘Why are you here?’

‘What? In Cambodia? Or in this hospital?’

‘What brought you to Cambodia? Why are you doing this?’

Tess waited a beat before answering. She had never worked for a humanitarian mine-clearance charity, but had five years in the Royal Engineers under her belt, including three tours of duty clearing mines in Afghanistan. She had more than enough experience to make her valuable to a small charity like MCT – and to provide a convincing cover story for her being in Cambodia. She wasn’t about to open up to Alex, or to anyone else, about the real reason.

‘Why not? There’s nothing else I’m good at.’

He was studying her face, searching it for clues. She met his gaze unblinking. There was truth in what she’d said, and the rest was none of his business.

‘What about you? Why are you here?’

He didn’t speak for a few moments. ‘It’s a long story, and not one that is very interesting.’

‘You’ve never been injured clearing?’

He shook his head. ‘I’ve been lucky. But once, almost—’ He broke off, turning back to the window. It had begun to rain, a soft patter against the mesh. Somewhere out in the street a tinny radio blared hip hop, and a rooster squawked. ‘I got too close to someone else’s fuck-up.’

Her mouth was suddenly dry. ‘What happened?’

‘Not important.’ His fingers tapped against the windowframe. ‘You should go home.’

She shook her head. ‘I’m happy to stay.’

‘Go home. There is no need for you to be here.’

‘I want to stay, see that Johnny’s OK.’

‘Go,’ Alex hissed. ‘Just go. This has nothing to do with you.’
         


 




*




 



He watched her walk across the yard to the Land Cruiser, watched the tense set of her shoulders. He had watched her come too, had felt the extraordinary pull of those green eyes, of her aloofness and her vulnerability. She was wound as tight as a spring. She was everything he’d expected.

Holding the cigarette against the back of his hand, Alex watched the dark hairs curl and melt, the flesh start to blister under the red-hot ash, felt the heat sear right through to his nerve ends. He held it there longer, closed his eyes and ate up the pain, feeling the tide of anger and guilt receding. Lifting it free, he gazed dispassionately at the other burns on his hands and the scars of knife marks threading their way up his wrists to the cuffs of his shirtsleeve, as though they were words set down in a language he’d forgotten how to read.
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Luke had come into the kitchen one morning last summer, mud from his boots flaking on to the lino, smiling, self-conscious, contrite.

‘I’ve got something for you.’

She had tried to smile back then, reading his mood. Her mouth still tasted of blood and her lips felt puffy and lopsided. But it was easier to move on, pretend nothing had happened. Her brain processed quickly, running through a range of low-risk answers, stopping to select, like a sixties jukebox picking records.

‘A present?’ she murmured, aware that her thick lip was making her slur a little, hating herself for it. ‘Diamonds, maybe?’

He smiled and stepped towards her and automatically her back went rigid, her pulse rose a few notches. He sensed the change and hurt flashed in his eyes. But the walk had calmed him and he was obviously determined not to spoil the moment; his voice didn’t falter. ‘Close your eyes and hold out your hand.’

She watched through the crack of her eyelids as something soft fell into the palm of her hand. ‘What is that?’

‘A sock. A baby girl’s sock.’

‘Where did you get it?’

‘I found it on Salisbury Plain. Lying on the ground.’

‘And you just picked it up?’

He shrugged and grinned, relaxing into the moment, conscious now that she was going to let him move on, pretend his outburst an hour ago had never happened.

‘It’s a good omen. I know it is. It’s going to happen, soon.’ He smiled, his eyes growing warm again. ‘It’s what I want . . . what we both want, isn’t it?’
         

Tess forced a smile of acquiescence, her heart fluttering in her chest. ‘It’s filthy. And you’re nuts,’ she whispered, regretting it immediately.

‘Of that,’ Luke said, with a tiny smile, ‘there is no doubt. But you’re crazy too, Tess. That’s why we love each other so much.’

Tess shivered. ‘I’m throwing it away.’

But for some reason, she hadn’t. She’d made up some excuse about having to get dinner on, to get away from him, and left it on the hall table. When she had remembered and come back, it had disappeared. He had taken it.

The next time she had seen the tiny pink sock was in a battered envelope with a Cambodian stamp on it, which had landed on her doormat a month after Luke was dead and buried.

The address was typed, and there was nothing else on the packet to betray who had sent it, and nothing else inside. She had turned the envelope upside down, and shoved her hand right up inside to make sure. Luke had gone to Cambodia as a single man, knowing their marriage was over, that she had finally found the guts to leave him. Who there knew about her? Who cared?

And then she had noticed, on the other side of the envelope from its stamp and postmark, a tiny scribble. It had meant nothing to her at the time: a doodle of a reptile, like a pictogram, so small that she couldn’t even tell exactly what it was supposed to be. A gecko? A lizard?

The sock was here now, on the coffee table in the centre of her room in the boarding house. She bent and curled her fingers around it.

The room was large and airy, with a small kitchen and white tiled bathroom leading off it, on the first floor of a two-storey new build, set back from the road in a walled garden, and overlooked by a jostling crowd of palms. The walls were white-painted and bare: she had nothing personal to hang up, and the floor, bed and sofa were clear of scattered belongings.

She had forgotten to close the balcony doors when she had left in the morning. Orange light streamed through the glass, casting twin rectangles on the floorboards. There was a puddle of rainwater on the wooden floor and the bottoms of the white curtains were opaque with damp. Beyond them the sun was sinking.
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‘I know I shouldn’t be calling,’ Luke had said, the first time he telephoned from Cambodia. ‘I know we agreed. But I wanted to speak to you. That’s OK, isn’t it? Just sometimes? You know that I don’t have anyone else.’

She had been on the verge of telling him that he didn’t have her any more either, but now that he was on the line it felt petty, vengeful. She had assumed, after all that he had done to her, that her anger would never subside. That she would be able to close him off – be rational and emotionless in their dealings. But the reality was far less binary. There was history and memory. Love – gone now – but more intense than she had felt for anyone else, ever.
         

He had been so self-contained the first time they had met, at a summer ball in the officers’ mess four years ago. She had noticed him immediately: something to do with his height perhaps. He was half a head taller than most of the other men in the room, and well built, not in a body builder’s way, but loose and athletic. He had sandy blond hair, cut short, and the palest blue-grey eyes she had ever seen, the colour of a clear winter sky. But, attractive as he was, his physical features weren’t the main reason she had noticed him. He was standing alone, and what drew her to him was how comfortable he was in his self-containment, surrounded as he was by a heaving mass of drunken extroverts. She had seen a reflection of herself in him. That same distance, that same separation she felt from other people. The image she retained of their meeting brought to mind the Robert Doisneau photograph of lovers kissing, freeze-framed against the blur of a busy Paris street.

She had felt a fierce love for him virtually from the moment they met. She realised, soon after they were married, that the love she felt had blinded her to the reality of his personality. Controlling behaviour had seemed protective; overly intense and uncompromising behaviour, adoration and concern; introversion and suspicion of others, mysteriousness. As the only child of a single father overwhelmed by his parenting responsibilities, who had farmed her care out to friends and an ever-changing roll call of nannies, she wasn’t used to being the centre of someone else’s world, and that feeling had been intoxicating.

Now she just felt exhausted by it all, empty.

Why did it matter if he called her? She was never going back to him. Distance protected her, made her strong enough to resist. She could speak to him without being sucked back into that same old pattern of needy love, violence, guilt and apology. She placed a hand against the flat of her stomach.

‘It’s fine, Luke.’

He was managing a troop of thirty Khmer clearers, teaching them Western military disciplines so that, in time, they would become skilled enough to be self-sufficient. He sounded softer, more relaxed than she’d known him in a long time, and she felt relieved that he had found a life beyond her that might make him happy. But a couple of months after he arrived, his tone began to change.

‘It’s different when you get under the surface,’ he said one time, his voice rising against the static crackle on the line. ‘You start to see the other side.’

‘What do you mean? What other side?’

‘You remember when you called me outside because there was a cat in the garden? What, two summers ago?’ She was baffled by the non sequitur, and then a burst of interference and the faint words of someone else, another conversation, crossed the line.

‘Luke, I can’t hear you.’ The memory came into focus though. A stray cat hanging around in the back garden one morning. When they’d approached it, they’d seen the fur on one flank stirring, the pale, bloated bodies of maggots. It watched them with unperturbed green eyes; leapt the fence when Tess had tried to tempt it close enough to catch with a saucer of milk.

She heard a sigh, pixellated by the crackle. He was talking about the UN brokering peace after the fall of the Khmer Rouge. ‘They did it, sure. But at the same time they screwed around, didn’t bother to use condoms and kickstarted AIDS. They were out here to help, for fuck’s sake. Like that cat. Perfect one side – then you see the other, the hidden side.’

She drew a long breath, closed her eyes. ‘But that was almost thirty years ago, Luke?’

He laughed bitterly. ‘Cambodia has an AIDS epidemic, now. So they’ve not just got the mine problem they started with, they’ve got an AIDS problem too, caused by the bastards who were supposed to be helping.’ She heard the familiar anger rising in his voice, and shivered despite herself. ‘And that attitude, that disregard for people’s rights, for their lives, it pervades everything out here. Khmers have a weird fatalism.’
         

The tone of his voice, slightly distorted by the distance, made her skin tingle. Sliding the chair back from the desk, clutching the receiver to her ear, she had moved over to the window, stared over the endless green of Salisbury Plain. A man and his dog appeared over the brow of a distant hill; a pair of buzzards circled; the white wisps of a jet engine’s contrail streamed across a cloudless sky. Everything felt so normal, so dull and predictable and achingly safe, that she just wasn’t able to go there, to push her mind to the place where Luke was. Wasn’t sure that she even wanted to.

It was when he called the following week that she realised he was frightened.

A few weeks later, he was dead. And she had known, in that instinctive, organic way that someone so familiar with another person knows, that, despite what she had been told, his death couldn’t have been an accident. He was too controlling for that. Too good. One of the best mine clearers that the army had ever seen, precisely because he was so controlled and precise, every single time.
         

And now Johnny. Another army-trained, experienced mine clearer, in the same minefield, just a few months later.

A coincidence? No. She didn’t believe in coincidences.
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Manchester, England



From Rose Hill woods, Detective Inspector Andy Wessex watched the sun edge up into the sky beyond the M60, the light glancing off the windscreens of cars speeding southeast. It reminded him of Morse code exercises he used to play as a boy: his older brother hiding in the branches of the copper beech at the foot of the garden, him leaning out of their bedroom window flashing a torch to signal. Dot dot dot. Dash dash dash. Dot dot dot. Save Our Souls. The imaginary enemy massed below them on the dark lawn.

Rose Hill was an offbeat description for this parallelogram of scrappy woodland jammed between two motorways, this one and the M56, the hum of traffic a reminder – even cocooned in the trees as Wessex was – that it was slap bang in the middle of south Manchester, surrounded by industrial estates and a spider’s web of terraced streets. The wood was predominantly conifer, with some ancient oaks scattered amongst the evergreens, their remaining leaves curled and yellow.

‘Morning, sir.’ Detective Sergeant Harriet Viles joined him, rubbing her hands together and shivering.

He stifled a yawn. ‘I hope you haven’t had breakfast yet.’

‘That bad?’

Andy tapped a finger on his nose. ‘Looks like something’s had a nibble.’

‘Just what I wanted to hear. Teach me to nip into the service station for a bacon sarnie on the way here.’

‘You’ve got a cast-iron stomach, Viles.’

They had to stop talking while an aeroplane roared overhead, its wheels lowered for landing at Manchester City Airport, just a few miles south; so low that Andy felt he could stretch his fingertips up and touch its shimmering underbelly.

‘Be a bugger to live around here,’ Viles said. She lived in a tiny house in Saddleworth, in the Pennines, with her girlfriend and six rescue cats. Wessex had been there once when they’d first started working together last year, to collect her when her car had failed to start. She’d invited him in for a coffee to meet Serena, but he’d had to leave after five minutes because he’d broken out in a rash from the cat hair on the sofa. Back in his spotless warehouse apartment, sandwiched between bankers and lawyers, as central as he could afford without living with the tramps in the city station, he shuddered to think about the mess in that house.

‘So what have we got, sir?’

‘Young female, teenager or early twenties, Pakistani or Indian most likely, though it’s hard to tell without an autopsy. Been here a few days from the look of her.’

‘Who found her?’

‘Dog walker.’

‘Ah. Who’d be a dog walker? As I’ve always said, cats are the way forward. Just remember that when you finally cave in and get yourself some live-in company for those lonely weekends.’

He clapped a hand on her shoulder. ‘I crave lonely weekends. Come on. Let’s take a look at the crime scene, and then I’d like you to drive the dog walker back to the station and get a proper statement from him.’ Wessex inclined his head towards the command vehicle, where an elderly man in a tweed coat and hat stood holding the lead of an overweight brindle Staffordshire bull terrier.

‘Fine. Who is he?’

‘Name’s Derek Taylor. He runs a printing company out of a unit in Sharston industrial estate. He said he comes here every morning to walk the dog before work.’

They moved slowly through the slippery, rotting leaf mulch, towards the forensic team who looked like forest ghouls gliding through the trees in their white plastic overalls. As they went deeper into the trees the hum of cars on the M60 faded. A roar and another aeroplane flew overhead, landing lights washing them white as it passed.

‘How did he find her?’

‘The dog ran off, wouldn’t come back when he called. She’s quite old, the man said, and pretty obedient.’ Andy stretched and rubbed a hand across his stubble. ‘But greedy. When she wouldn’t come back, he followed the dog’s tracks and found her pulling at something. The body was partially covered in fallen leaves, so he took a moment to realise what it was. I don’t think the image will be leaving him for a while.’

They moved over to the edge of the police tape that a couple of uniforms were stringing between the trees to fence off the crime scene, and Wessex pointed.

‘There. See her? Lying on her back.’

‘No, I can’t see her.’

‘Just the torso is visible. Her bottom half is covered in leaves, that orangey-brown mound.’

He shifted closer, so that she could peer down the length of his arm.

‘The oak. See the oak. Follow the trunk down, and she’s a couple of yards to the right of that.’

‘OK, I . . .’ She put a hand over her mouth. ‘Fuck.’

‘Yes. Not the most pleasant.’ He laid a hand on her shoulder. ‘And just for the record, the puke’s the dog walker’s, not mine.’
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Hammering. It took Tess a moment, fighting the mugginess of sleep, to recognise the noise as knuckles on wood. Turning her head, she glanced out of the window. The sun had risen, but the air in the room was still relatively cool. Throwing back the sheet, she climbed out of bed, extracted a T-shirt and shorts from her suitcase and pulled them on. By the time she reached the door, her landlady was halfway back down the stairs.

Madam Chou turned: ‘Ah. Miss Tess. I thought you out, gone.’ She waved a skinny arm in the direction of the gate. Hitching up her lemon-yellow sarong, plastic flip-flops slapping against her soles, she retraced her steps. ‘I got mes’age from mines work. Man say got be there for seven. Mee’ing, seven.’
         

Tess glanced at her watch. It was just past six, so she had an hour. An hour to mainline coffee and get her head straight. The meeting would be about Johnny. Raking, in painstaking detail, over yesterday’s explosion. Trying to work out what had gone wrong in a lane that was meant to be clear. It would be vital to her too – it might give her a pretext to ask more about Luke.

She felt Madam Chou pat her arm. ‘Worry mee’ing later. I make breakfast.’

‘Thank you, but a coffee’s fine.’

‘Coffee no breakfast. You must eat.’ She reached out and plucked at Tess’s arm with two bony fingers. ‘You skinny enough already.’

Tess smiled, despite herself. ‘It’s expensive to be this skinny where I come from.’

‘In Cambodia, you skinny you poor.’ Madam Chou’s wrinkled brown face split into a grin. ‘Or old, like me. See you breakfast.’

Turning, she slap-slapped her way back down the stairs to the kitchen.


 




*




 



The headquarters of Mine Clearance Trust was in a crumbling French colonial mansion overlooking the river Sanger. Evidence of Cambodia’s French heritage was everywhere in Battambang’s architecture. The mansion was ringed by overgrown lawned gardens, shaded by a giant banyan tree and crowded with heliconia, orchid and lotus flowers. A row of aged Land Cruisers snaked along the edge of the cracked gravel carriage driveway, which cut in a semicircle from rusting iron gates. The mansion itself, once opulent, was decayed: plaster flaking off the walls exposing the brickwork beneath, white paint peeling from windowframes, glass filmy with grime. Two stone statues, armless women in skimpy robes, had once guarded the foot of the stone steps which led to the massive black front door. One remained. The other had toppled off its base and lay tangled in undergrowth, features crude with moss.

Tess made her way up the drive, past the row of silent Land Cruisers. She’d imagined a scrum of early morning activity here, like yesterday morning, but the place was deserted. The lament of the front door when she pushed it open made her wince; the hall she entered was cavernous. Six doors, all of them closed, led off the huge atrium, and an ornate staircase which looked like something from the set of Gone with the Wind rose up the wall to her right. She could almost imagine a Southern belle sashaying her way down the stairs, dressed in miles of lilac silk and lace. But the smell quickly put paid to the image – musty-hot and stale – motes of dust floating in a stream of sunlight cutting in from the huge picture window on the landing above her.
         

Faint sounds of voices were floating down the stairs. She climbed towards them.

Bob MacSween was sitting at his desk, hands clasped behind his head, the expression on his face pure exasperation. He released his hands when he saw Tess in the doorway and motioned her in. There was another man in the room, she saw now, standing in front of the window – tall, thin, with blond hair slicked back from a pale face.

‘Tess,’ MacSween said. ‘Good of you to come.’ Glaswegian accent, mellowed with absence. He had told her yesterday that he had left to join the army thirty years ago, and never been back. ‘No reason to. Just an alcoholic cunt of a father – ’scuse me, love – mother long since legged it, and my brother, the sensitive soul of the family and the only one I cared about—’ He had shrugged. ‘Well, Cameron’s long gone too.’

MacSween was a huge man, with a latent strength and fitness that could have belonged to someone far younger. Only the lines on his face and the grey peppering his dark crew cut hinted at his age; late fifties, she’d guessed. A tough ex-army sergeant with a veneer of lassitude: as if he’d seen too much of the world already and was no longer impressed with any of it. ‘Grab a seat, Tess.’

The only other chair in the room was stacked with papers. She lifted them and, when he gave her no indication where she should put them, laid them on the floor at her feet. When she sat down and glanced around the room, she realised that it wasn’t just the chair he was using as a makeshift filing cabinet. Files littered every surface. The cupboard hung open, doors forced apart by its ballooning contents: folders, stacks of paper, books and files, and even a bundle of clothes shoved in one corner. The notice board behind him was covered with scraps of paper and scribbled Post-Its laid one on top of another like crazy paving. A pot of old coffee had leaked its black contents over a stack of folders on the corner of his desk.

MacSween watched her eyeing the room. ‘There’s a wee bit of method in my madness, though on first inspection you may be hard pressed to see it.’ He pulled a face. ‘Now, let me introduce you to Tord Jakkleson, my second-in-command and the man responsible for all the admin in this place.’ The faded tattoos on his bicep blended and separated as he lifted an arm to gesture towards the man standing in front of the window. ‘The Professor, we call him, because he’s so goddamn anal.’ He winked at Tess. ‘Which suits me just fine. Jakkleson, Tess has just left the British Army. She was a combat engineer – a troop commander – with a couple of tours in Afghanistan under her belt. This is her first foray into humanitarian clearing, though I doubt there is much we can teach her about mine clearing after five years with the Sappers. Except how to do it with no damn cash, mebbe.’

Jakkleson stepped forward and held out a hand, briefly flashing a micro-thin gold wristwatch from the cuff of his white linen shirt.

‘Good to meet you,’ she said, taking his outstretched hand. It was like squeezing marble. His eyes were the palest shade of blue.

‘So, Tess, first let me apologise,’ MacSween said, when Jakkleson had returned to the window. ‘You had a proper shit-show of a day yesterday. Not the introduction to MCT, or this beautiful country we’re working in, I would have liked. How’re you feeling?’

She managed a smile. ‘I’m fine.’

MacSween watched her silently for a moment. ‘Come on, Tess.’

‘It wasn’t great, obviously. But you don’t need me to tell you that.’ She cast her gaze to the floor. ‘Have you seen him? Is he OK?’

‘Aye. I dropped by the Red Cross Hospital last night, soon as I heard. He’s in a mess, but Dr Khouy Ung, the surgeon who runs the place, says he’ll pull through. Johnny was lucky you were there. His Khmer clearers wouldn’t have gone in if you hadn’t, not after that. Not with the reputation that fucking field is getting. Though it also sounds as if we were lucky not to be carrying two people out on stretchers. Charging into a minefield without even a bloody detector in your hand isn’t the best idea, lass. Be careful, eh.’

Lifting a hand, he massaged his eyes, scratched his fingers through the grey-brown stubble on his chin. ‘I’m going to be straight with you, Tess, and then I need you to tell us everything – everything – you can remember about yesterday. We had another accident six months ago. A fatality. Same minefield. Koh Kroneg it’s called, though I’m sure Johnny told you what the locals call it. A very good guy died. I was down in Phnom Penh, so I never got to see him.’ His voice faltered. ‘The second time in six months we have a serious accident and I start to get worried. It happens in other agencies – this isn’t a cosy job. But I still don’t like it. I spent the night interviewing the Khmer guys, Johnny’s teams, but I didn’t get much from them. They’re being rather . . . obstructive isn’t the right word, but they’re jittery as hell. I couldn’t seem to get a straight piece of information out of anyone.’ His eyes hung closed for a moment. ‘Start from when you first arrived at the minefield and don’t miss anything out.’
         

Tess dug her bitten nails into her palms and forced herself to hold his gaze across the desk.

A fatality. Luke.
         

She glanced at Jakkleson, framed in a halo of sunlight by the window.

She talked them through what had happened: that there was mist clinging in hollows but, apart from that, visibility was good, that Johnny’s teams were sweeping their clearance lanes, all focused, all calm, that it was still early, eight or so, and that no mines had yet been found.

‘What was Johnny doing?’ MacSween interrupted.

‘He was watching his teams.’

‘How was he feeling?’

She shrugged. ‘Obviously I’d just met him, but he seemed fine, relaxed. He was joking with me.’

‘What about?’

‘The minefield.’

MacSween raised his eyebrows.

‘The White Crocodile,’ she corrected. ‘The myth.’

‘What was he saying?’

‘He was talking about the sign, the one that looks like a cave drawing. He was joking about getting a can of paint and giving the crocodile one less leg and a crutch. He said he would have done it, but that you wouldn’t be happy. “He would kick my arse” were the exact words he used.’

She saw a flicker of a smile cross MacSween’s face. ‘It means something in Cambodia. We believe in God, in Father Christmas, in—’ He raised his hands, let them fall back to the desk. ‘In whatever. Many Khmers believe that the White Crocodile is a bad omen. It’s easy to slag it off. Johnny can be flippant but there’s a time and a place for that kind of thing. The distinction gets blurred with him sometimes.’

She nodded, listening hard. There was history here. She’d thought that before, when MacSween had told her about Johnny rigging his house with booby traps. She caught his eye, but he didn’t smile this time. ‘Go on,’ he said.

‘Johnny’s teams had been working for about ten minutes. Then he said he was going into the field to check out a skull that one of the mine clearers had seen in the adjacent lane.’

‘A skull?’

‘Yes.’

‘Human?’

‘That’s what his clearer said.’

‘You went in, didn’t you?’ Jakkleson interrupted.

She started and glanced over her shoulder at him. It was the first time he’d spoken and she’d got used to the idea that he wouldn’t be saying anything. ‘Yes.’

‘So you saw the skull.’

‘No. I didn’t see it.’

‘Why not?’

She swivelled around in her chair to face him, lifting her hand to shade her eyes from the sunlight.

‘I guess I had other things on my mind.’

He seemed about to say something else, but MacSween waved a hand in Jakkleson’s direction, silencing him. ‘Forget the skull, for the moment at least. We’ve been told it was Huan’s lane. Is that right?’

‘Yes, that’s what Johnny told me.’

‘And Huan was where?’

‘Johnny just said he hadn’t turned up.’

MacSween looked questioningly at Jakkleson.

‘I’ll find out,’ Jakkleson said.

MacSween nodded. ‘Huan. He’s been with us for a while.’ He wrote something down on a pad of yellow paper, already covered in his notes.

‘Where was the mine Johnny stood on?’ he asked, looking up. ‘Did he miss the marker somehow and walk too far down the lane into ground that hadn’t yet been cleared?’

‘I’m not sure.’

‘It’s important. Take your time. Think about it.’

Tess dropped her gaze, trying to picture the field in the seconds leading up to the detonation. Mine tape. Johnny, confident, cocky even. The quiet bang that was the mine exploding. The tide of panic. Clearers running. Mud. Heat. Blood. The screaming. The taste of fear like tinfoil in her mouth.

What else?
         

Where was the metre length of wood – painted red and white – that Huan would have laid across his lane to indicate how far he had cleared?

‘The marker—’

‘Was where?’ MacSween prompted.

The grip of a hand on her arm. Men huddled shock-faced around the Land Cruisers. Her combat boots dragging at the muscles of her legs. The leaves of the tree casting flickering shadows over Johnny’s face. The splintered bones of his leg visible through rags of flesh—

‘What else?’

She shook her head.

‘Oh, come on.’ Openly scornful now.
         

‘Jakkleson.’ A warning tone from MacSween.

She met his gaze. Then she sensed someone else. She glanced behind her and saw Alex leaning against the filing cabinet by the door. He was wearing the same clothes she’d seen him in at the hospital yesterday and he looked wrecked.

She turned back to MacSween. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t see it. But I didn’t pass it.’

‘The marker?’ he asked.

‘Yes, the marker. I didn’t pass it.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘I was looking down as I was running. I definitely didn’t pass it.’

‘A hundred per cent sure?’

Tess nodded. ‘A hundred per cent.’

MacSween leaned back in his chair. ‘So if you’re sure you didn’t pass the marker, either someone had moved it, which is unlikely, or the mine Johnny stood on was in ground that had already been cleared. So maybe Huan missed a mine.’ He steepled his fingers. ‘And if he had only cleared just beyond it, he wouldn’t have walked over it, wouldn’t have had a chance to set it off himself. There are quite a few minimum-metal plastic anti-personnel mines out here that are fucking hard to detect.’ He sat back and sighed. ‘That’s one theory at least – a sensible one. Anything else?’
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