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This book is a work of fiction. All names, characters, and

other elements of the story are either the product of the author’s imagination

or else are used only fictitiously. Any resemblance to real characters, living
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Chapter 1




Most people thought it was a difficult choice; near on

impossible. One they couldn’t make, they said. A choice no one should have to

make. But I wasn’t them, and they hadn’t been asked to make it.




I had been, and so I did.




I’d been in the Forces for nearly fifteen years and had got as

far as I had through hard work and ability. So I was the man for this, and I’d

deal with the consequences later. Anyway, I didn’t make the decision; the

warlord did. I was just the wall standing in the way that couldn’t be breached

at any cost. This had been drummed into me in the briefing.




I’d never heard anything like it before. Collateral damage was

acceptable; the target was too important to let walk. Sacrificing the lives of

the innocent would save multiple lives down the road.




Easy for them to say, when I was the point of the spear.




I’d positioned myself on a ridge about a mile from the target; radio

silence was a prerequisite. My job was simple – when the target entered the building,

I would push a button on the console in my hand, and a drone high above would

fire its deadly load and the building would vanish along with everyone inside.

There was supposed to be two of us here. The job was too crucial for one man

alone. But, as we were leaving, there’d been a shout and Ryan had been called

back. He said he’d catch up with me, but there I was, lying in the dirt

watching an abandoned building through binoculars, alone.




The films made all this look so glamorous. What they didn’t tell

you was the ache in your back, and the creeping sense that something was

crawling up your leg and having a good rummage. Thinking about it made it

worse.




I’d arrived early so I wouldn’t be spotted getting into position.

Our target would probably send people in advance to check the area and make

sure everything was safe. It was getting to the point where nobody could join

me. This was strange. If Ryan wasn’t going to make it, why hadn’t they sent

someone else. Typical Army. Supposed to be the best organisation in the world –

and most of the time it was, but occasionally they could really drop the ball,

and it was left to the men on the ground to sort it out.




I could hear the slow purr of an engine. I scanned the area but

nothing came into view. I scanned again and then I saw it – a Humvee, probably

American. It pulled around the low hill behind the hut I was watching, came to

a stop outside, and two American soldiers in full uniform got out. They were

trim but older, maybe mid-forties, so not frontline men. Probably spent their

days behind desks sending others into harm’s way. But today was different, and

I was hoping that they’d get back in their vehicle and leave.




They lit up smokes and leaned on the Humvee, talking. I was

willing them to get back onto their proverbial horses and get out of Dodge, but

they just kept smoking and talking. I felt sweat running down my face and into

my eyes. I blinked it away. It didn’t really work, but I didn’t want anyone to know

I was here, watching.




The two men dropped their cigarette butts and stepped on them,

twisting them out to ensure the embers posed no danger. A futile effort, if

they knew what was coming. Then they opened the Humvee doors and I let out the

breath I was holding. Good, they’re leaving, I thought. But I thought too soon.

Instead, they each took out big black cases, and went into the building.




I’d never been involved in a blue-on-blue incident, but I had my

orders, and assumed the briefing expected this scenario. It was probably the

reason I was on my own, and probably the reason for radio silence, as the

Americans listened to everyone.




Anyway, there was still forty-five minutes until the bad guys’

ETA, so plenty of time. The Americans might be doing the same as me, but

without a drone. They came out with binoculars and started scanning the area. I

was in full camouflage, so there was no chance they’d spot me at this range.

Content, they went back inside. Hope was fading that these two table jocks were

going to leave. I hoped that their families would be looked after.




The sun drifted across the sky and that slim hope faded more for

the Americans.




Ten minutes before expected, the sound of an engine vibrated across

the landscape. A speck appeared on the horizon, and grew into the shape of a

beaten-up pick-up truck. It was very low to the ground, so it had to be full. As

it drew closer, I saw men with rifles in the back and three others sitting in

the cab. When it pulled up, the Humvee was a giant in comparison, and I thought

this must be a simile for the two nations. The Humvee was huge and alien; the

pick-up old and battered but still going.




I got a positive ID on my target, so I was a go. I punched the

code into the console to activate it, and waited for the main target to go

inside. The Americans met him at the door and ushered him inside – to all of

their dooms. I pushed the button and authenticated the action. It took only seconds

for the rocket to leave the drone, high up in the sky, and hurtle with its

deadly payload down to earth. The impact shook the floor and my mission was

complete. No one was surviving that. I scanned the area for any unwanted

observers, and checked the strike site. Nothing moved anywhere. I stashed

everything in my backpack and pulled it tight. Back on my feet, I jogged away

from the site, getting as far away as I could, as quickly as possible.




When I got to my pick-up point, there was a personnel carrier

waiting. I jumped in the back, which was empty, and we were moving before I’d

got the door closed. I sat back and closed my eyes. I knew I’d been following

orders, but what had I done? Was it ethical? Was it just? Did they deserve what

had just happened? I guess it’s easier to justify when they’re shooting back at

you.




We pulled into the base and I jumped out.




At the barracks, the corrugated door opened with a screech, and I

sat on my bed, which fought under my weight added to it. I slid forward to sit

on the frame, just in case today was the day that the springs finally gave in.

I untied my boots and they fell to the floor and spread sand everywhere on my

rug. Then I got up and walked to the showers, stripping off everything as I

went. The sand came off easy, but the nagging guilt remained.




I was still in the shower when I heard the door open, boots on

the floor, and the bathroom door was yanked open. Robbo and Matt stood there.

Matt was still only eighteen and didn’t know where to look. I’d been through

all this before with Robbo. He was trying to make me feel uncomfortable, so I

turned to him fully naked and said, “Afternoon boys. Can someone chuck me a

towel.” Matt quickly grabbed the nearest towel and threw it to me and I started

to dry myself as I walked back to my bed.




Robbo always had an agenda, and I knew it wasn’t just to make me

feel uncomfortable.




“What have you been up to?” he asked, with a look of suspicion in

his eye.




I didn’t respond, waiting for him to show more of his hand. We were

mates, but I wasn’t going to share what happened today with this human

advertising board. Once Robbo knew something, it was all over the base in no

time.




He paused. “Sarah says that two of their boys have gone missing,

and their military police are looking everywhere. Apparently they’ve been a bit

naughty and are getting sent home.”




Sarah was one of his girls on the American base. This news was

interesting, but might have been just coincidental. But he had more: “Also,

there’s one less name on the board of targets. The number two target is empty

now. So, which one are we thanking you for?” He gave my boots a gentle kick and

more debris fell off.




“Sorry, mate; neither were me. I just sat in a sandbox for a few

hours and then came home.”




Robbo stepped closer, looked me square in the eyes, and said, “Okay,

if that’s your story, I’ll believe you. But you need to work on your delivery.”




With that, they left, and I put on fresh clothes.




Next through the door was the captain – to set my mind at ease.

Everything was above reproach and fitted the form-filling perfectly. Nearly too

perfect, he said, like someone had access to the forms and set it up that way.

He was laughing at that point; thought it was funny that a local could set this

up perfectly, to fill in his paperwork.




I stayed quiet, letting him do the talking.




“Bloody good coincidence, is all it is,” he continued. “You might

even get a medal for this. There’s no need to worry. No one’s causing a fuss,

and the paperwork will be filed today. Tomorrow’s another day. How many days do

you have left in this cycle?”




“Seventeen,” I said, not wanting this conversation to continue

much further.




“Not long then. Keep your head down.”




We saluted and he turned and closed the corrugated door behind

him.




He wasn’t a bad sort; not as bad as the rumours said he was –

lazy, only out for himself, trying to climb the ladder as quickly as possible

so he could do his soldiering from behind a desk in London. Who could blame him?

What the youngsters didn’t know was that he had two small children at home, and

was desperate to keep himself safe for them.




 





* * *




 





So, it was strange when the captain came to find me the next

day. He wasn’t looking his normal cheerful self. His brow was rippled, his skin

was damp, and his breathing was a little laboured.




“Sorry old chap, could we meet in my office in about thirty minutes?”

And he was gone.




What could this be about? At least it was only half an hour to

wonder. Maybe the brass had heard about yesterday and wanted a “chat.” Maybe he

was going to cancel my leave. It happened all the time. Someone walked out and

all the rotas were moved around. Last year, one of the boys got into the SAS,

and everyone moved around to cover the hole. Turned out, he didn’t actually

make it, and ended up back home on civvy street. We’d got on well and it was a shame

to lose him, but that was the Army.




I hoped this wasn’t extra time. I’d promised the kids I’d take

them camping, and they’d be crushed if I didn’t make it. My wife’s sister had

promised to have them on the first weekend, to give me and Sally some time

alone. A tour is too long for everyone involved.




I put on my boots and bent down to lace them up, trying to think

of a time when one of these meetings had gone my way.




The time came and I went over there. I knocked on the door and

was summoned inside by a curt, “Enter.” The major was sitting behind a desk

covered in paperwork and rings where mugs had sat. He was wearing sand-camouflage

fatigues and was absorbed in reading something on his screen. The captain stood

to the side of the desk.




I waited, standing with my hands behind my back, giving respect

to the uniform.




He looked up from the screen and just came out with it: “Lieutenant

Carter. You are being released immediately from the Army. You’ll be paid until

the end of the month, and all the pension you’ve accrued will paid at the

appropriate time.”




Not an easy thing to say. I guessed he just wanted to get it over

with.




This had obviously been sent to him from on high. But by whom?




He continued: “Furthermore, you are to be removed from this base.

Two MPs are outside and ready to help you pack your gear. I’m sorry about this.

It’s directly from above and I’m not at liberty to give reasons. My hands are

tied. Good luck.”




With that, the captain went to the door, opened it, and two MPs moved

either side of it, indicating that I should follow.




 





* * *




 





The barracks were deserted; probably planned. The easiest

way to avoid questions at times like this was to have nobody around to ask

them. The bigger of the MPs said, “We can give you ten minutes to get your

stuff together, then we have a vehicle waiting outside. Sorry, but we have

orders not to let you out of our sight.”




Orders. But who was giving them? I had more questions than

answers. I quickly threw all my stuff in my duffel and gathered up my personal

items from around the place.




What was I going to do? Only one more payday. My family would be

happy to see me, and I guessed Sally could start working full time again, but

it would be a shock to them.




I turned to the MPs. I didn’t resent them. They’d even helped to

clear some of my stuff from the bathroom and kitchen area. They were just doing

their jobs.




“I’m ready.”




I pulled my duffel on to my back. It was overflowing, but that

didn’t matter. It would be stowed most of the way home, and in the boot of a

taxi for the last few miles.




The door screeched for the last time as we went out, and I left

the Army. Nearly fifteen years over, just like that.




Chapter 2




I was nearly home. Past Southampton and on the road to

Bournemouth, there was only a short distance to go. The taxi went past Rufus

Stone, and the fields disappeared in both directions into the New Forest. One

of the woodland’s many free-roaming ponies stood next to the road; a mother

with a foal looking for milk. The scene was postcard perfect.




I hadn’t been able to tell anyone I was coming. A final order

from the Army. I wanted to disobey it, but the thought of jeopardising my

pension made me toe the line. I was met and escorted at the base when I arrived

back in England, and they had told the driver where to go. In only thirty

minutes I’d be back with my family, back where I belonged. After seeing Sally

and the kids, we’d pop round and see if Dad wanted to go to the club with us

for lunch.




I’d met Sally when I was backpacking in Thailand. We were in the

same hostel near Khao San Road, the travellers’ hub in Bangkok. She had skin

that had been bronzing in the sun for weeks. Her hair was short and so blonde

it was almost white.




When she’d smiled and said hello the first time – the very fact

she’d acknowledged me – that was it; all bets were off. I was hers for eternity.

I was infatuated.




She was from South Africa, but studying teaching in London, and she

wanted to live there. She said that her grandparents had met there, but her

grandmother had died before she was born. Her grandfather had been there in the

war, and painted pictures of this wonderful cosmopolitan city throughout her

childhood. She had an older sister who also lived in England. This was too good

to be true. I was based just outside London. She didn’t even mind too much that

I was a soldier. This had bothered me at first. I imagined she was a pacifist.

She’d laughed when I’d said that. It was perfect.




I joined her and her friend on their journey. We travelled

through Cambodia, staying a few days at the temples in Siem Reap, then on to

Phnom Penh, and from there on to Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam. This is where the

girl she was rooming with decided to go home. It meant that we could start

sharing a room, Sally felt a little bit guilty as she’d been spending all her

time with me but it took our relationship to the next level.




But that was history, and so was my Army career.




 





* * *




 





Ten minutes to home. The strangest thing about my rapid exit

from the Army was that I’d been put in that mission with the training and the

equipment to do exactly what I did. So why remove me now?




We should have turned left.




“It was the turning back there,” I said to the driver.




He looked around and replied, “Don’t know about that, mate. I’ve

been told to take you to the address I’ve been given, and not take any detours.”




“What address?”




“Forty-seven Willow Walk.”




It was my parents’ house.




I thought about it. It wasn’t a big deal. It was a quarter past three.

I’d see them, have a cup of tea and catch up, and be home by four. Dad could

drop me, or I could just jump over the back fence and walk through the fields

to my back garden in the military estate. Easy.




The taxi drew into my parents’ road and I saw them outside the

front door, my dad with his phone in his hand. I thought they must be on their

way out somewhere, and it would be a surprise when I turned up.




I was the one to be surprised.




They were waiting for me, and it wasn’t going to be the happy

reunion I’d been hoping for. I knew that the Army could be vindictive and mean,

but I never thought they’d go for me. I was a highly trained, highly skilled

soldier who’d proved himself time after time. I deserved much better than I was

getting.




I got out of the taxi, and Mum gave me a hug and a thin smile,

her mouth almost straight.




Dad just shook my hand and walked to the back of the taxi and

opened the boot, and pulled out my duffel. He looked at me with something like

pity in his eyes and said, “We need to talk. I have things to tell you that

you’re not going to like.”




For the second time in as many days, I felt like I was walking

towards the gallows. We went through the hallway, still the same bright pink it

had always been, with the small bureau in the middle with phone books and a

phone on top. It hadn’t changed since I was a kid. Once, there had been a big

vase on it, but when I was around ten, I’d thrown a football down the stairs

and broken it. There’d been hell to pay, and no vase had ever been placed there

again.




Through the door at the end, into the kitchen, Mum filled the

kettle from the tap and turned it on. “Coffee?” she asked.




“Please,” I replied.




I sat and waited for my dad to tell me what was on his mind. I’d

learned long ago not to rush him; he’d only get flustered. So I waited. Finally

he looked at me. “Who have you annoyed? It must be someone big to be in the

middle of this storm. If I know who it is, maybe I can make some calls?”




Mum was staring at him, and he turned to her. “We know our boy. It

doesn’t make sense. I was in the Army, and this is disproportionate.”




I started thinking. Had I annoyed anyone? There had been a heated

meeting a while ago, but that wasn’t the first time, and others had been more

combative than I’d been. What else was there? I’d been locked down for a couple

of months, with no access to the sort of people who can cause real problems.




I looked at my dad and said, “No one I can think of.”




Mum passed me the coffee. Still nothing sprang to mind.




“No new directives you didn’t follow? Didn’t make a mess for

someone higher up to clean up?”




“Sorry, but this’ll have to wait,” I said. “I need to see Sally

and the kids.” This was the moment. “What is it you want to tell me? What’s

happened?”




A tear dropped from my mother’s eye. She looked at my father. “Are

you going to tell him?”




He shrugged. “Daniel, there’s no easy way to tell you this.”




Daniel. He never called me that. This had to be serious.




“Sally got a call from the Army, too. She didn’t like what was

said, and has gone. She’s taken the kids with her. She’s asked that you don’t

call her or try to get in contact. I don’t know what they said, but now I’m

looking in your face, I’m sure it’s not true.”




I looked at him, not believing what I was hearing. I needed to go

home, see my wife and kids, cook spaghetti, read a bedtime story. I got up to

leave, but my dad rose and put his hand on my shoulder. “Dan, they’ve already

given your house to another family; they moved in this morning.” All your

personal items, clothes and stuff, are here.”




That was another hammer blow. A hundred things sped through my

mind, not all of them good or legal. What did they say to Sally? Why didn’t she

wait to talk to me? What did she tell the kids? None of this made sense.




I looked up, holding back tears that hadn’t fallen from my eyes

since I’d last had my heart broken over twenty years ago.




Dad stood and picked up his jacket.




Only then did I notice the empty chair. The kitchen furniture was

new. They’d finally replaced the stuff that was too modernist for this room

that was Victorian looking with a big hearth that was meant to look 200 years

old but was nearer thirty. So, the chairs of my childhood were gone. I wondered

what else was.




I stepped out to the garden and phoned Sally, but there was no

answer. I tried her sister, with the same result.




I went back inside.




“Come on,” Dad said. “I’ll take you to the club. Everyone would

love to see you.”




Typical Dad. Everything could be solved over a couple of pints at

the club. Normally, he was right. It was about distancing yourself from the

situation, like when people go for a smoke when things get too much. I had

nothing left and nowhere else to go. So, we went.




We strolled out of our drive and headed down the hill. It didn’t

seem as steep as I remembered. We walked on in silence. I was trying to piece

together what was going on, but it was all so sudden. Before I knew it, we were

outside the club. It was the local football club, but it had grown in

popularity and now had a waiting list for membership, and didn’t let

non-members in except on match days. They’d moved location a few years ago when

a developer bought their land with an offer of building a much better facility

on the edge of town.




My dad pulled open the door and I walked in. It was almost empty.

There was a middle-aged lady behind the bar and an elderly gentleman sitting on

one of the bar stools, sipping on a whisky, with a sheepdog by his feet. There were

booths all around the edge of the room, and tables set for four in the middle,

each with a clear plastic menu holder to tell everybody what events were coming

up in the next few weeks.




My dad pointed to a booth in the far corner. “Settle yourself in

there. Guinness?”




I nodded.




“That table’s never free, and this place will be full in half an

hour.”




I went over and sat down. I picked up the plastic holder. Monday,

darts. Tuesday, quiz night. Wednesday, pool league. Thursday, steak night. Friday,

live music. Saturday, football. Sunday, carvery. Every day of the week covered.




Dad was standing next to the old man, a pint glass in each hand,

nodding and trying to get away as the old guy kept talking. Finally, he escaped.

Normally I would have seen the funny side to this, but I just stared with an

empty feeling.




Dad reached the table. “Sorry. Malcolm says we should draw a

spider diagram and write down everything and see what adds up. Says his grand-daughter’s

been told to do these at school when she’s thinking out problems. Don’t worry,

I didn’t tell him what’s happened. Just said you were having a few issues.”




This would be all around town by tomorrow.




He took a sip of his pint and said, “So, tell me everything that

happened.”




I started at the beginning. The morning briefing; the mission, but

not the details of it; being left on my own; the Americans showing up, but not

how they were killed. Then the summons to the major’s office and being told I

was discharged without explanation.




Dad listened to all of it in silence. Then he got up and went

back to the bar. He came back with a sheet of paper, sat down, and took out his

pen.




“Let’s try one of those diagrams and see if we can work this

out.”




I was ambivalent. I didn’t see how it would help, but didn’t want

to stop him, either. “Fine, but you do it,” I said.




He drew a kind of cloud in the middle of the paper, and began

writing headings around it in his pristine cursive handwriting.




As he did this, I sat quietly, taking sips from my pint glass and

watching customers come in and meet their pals, order their drinks and food,

and take up their seats and catch up on gossip. I wondered how long it would be

until I was the topic of the day.




A noisy group of pensioners had filled the booth next to ours. Dad

had a mischievous smile on his face as he said to me, “They think this is their

table. Good thing we got here early.”




How I wished that this was the biggest thing in my life, and I’d

be like my dad when I reached his age. At that moment, it didn’t seem likely. I

could never be that calm and content.




He studied the diagram. “Is this everything?”




I pulled the sheet over, but seeing these things written on paper

didn’t make anything any clearer. “Yes, I think so.” It still made no sense.




He sighed, tapped his index finger on the table, and said, “We’re

missing something.”




What did he think was going to happen? We would pore over the

diagram and suddenly it would all become clear, like we were lawyers in a John

Grisham novel, or Tom Cruise in A Few Good Men. Life was never

that simple. You never had all the answers; only more questions.




“Tell me how you left the base again.”




Now it was my turn to sigh. “Okay … I got called into the room;

they said what they wanted to say; two MPs escorted me out; I packed; they took

me to a waiting car; put me on a plane and in a taxi to yours. What else do you

want to know?”




He pushed his glasses down his nose and said, “Do you know of

anyone else has this happened to?”




I didn’t answer, but began to think.




“Well let’s look at it from your mates’ perspective,” he

continued. “You were with them and now suddenly you’re not. To them, you’ve

just vanished. This is the British Army. It’s over three hundred years old. There

are very few firsts these days. So, do you know of anyone else who disappeared

like this?”




I hadn’t thought about it this way. The last to leave was Pete,

but he’d had a big farewell party in the mess, and we’d sung “My Way” at the

top of our lungs. I took my phone out, opened the photos section, and started

thumbing through the pictures. I found one from around two years ago of us all

shipping out. I looked at the faces … Jonno, Daz, Matt, Joe.




I showed Dad the photo and then put the phone next to my nearly

empty glass.




“There was a guy named Tyrion. Colin, really. We just called him

Tyrion.”




“Tell me about him”




“He’d been in nearly as long as me. He tried for the SAS a few

times but never been selected. Then, one day, he was gone. The rumour was that

he’d been called up for the SBS, but nobody was sure. I haven’t heard from him

for almost a year.”




I finished my pint and started to stand up to get two more, even

though Dad wasn’t finished his.




But he stopped me. “No son, today’s on me. He stood up and pulled

his wallet out of his pocket and picked up his glass. “Why don’t you ring this

Tyrion fella. See if he can shed some light on this?”




I shrugged and nodded. I still had a number for Tyrion. I hadn’t

rung it since I’d last seen him, so there was no telling if it was still

current.




As Dad walked over to the bar, I picked up the phone and scrolled

to the number.




It rang, and I watched Dad as he chatted to the barmaid. I knew

he was asking her to put another half pint in his glass, which was only a

quarter full, knowing full well she’d top it up and he’d get a little for free.

The oldest trick in the book, but nobody minded. I also didn’t know how he always

got away with calling her “Love” without getting a slap, but he did. It was a

throw back to a different time, in many ways an easier time but for some a way

harder time.




As they laughed, Malcolm reached out his bony hand again to grab

Dad’s arm. More wisdom was imparted, but this time Dad clasped Malcolm on the

shoulder and seemed to be saying thank you.




There was no answer from Tyrion. I wasn’t surprised, but I left a

message anyway. “Hey, Tyrion, Dan here. Just thought I’d see how you’re doing.

Hopefully I’ll see you soon. Give me a call.”




Dad brought the two full glasses over and set them on the table. “Any

luck?”




I shook my head. “Straight to voice mail. Maybe he’ll call back.”




I looked around. All the booths were full, and the tables were

filling up. All three fruit machines were taking cash deposits never to be

returned, and there was a happy buzz in the air. Food had started to come out

of the kitchen, and the old geezers next to us were already digging in.

Outside, next to the football pitch, was a playground for patrons’ children,

and this was filling up too. Squeals and yelps could be heard spilling through

the patio doors. But I was numb to all of it.




This place was always busy, in stark contrast to the local pubs.




Dad started on the free half of his new pint, and flipped the

piece of paper over on the table. He put the glass down, picked up his pen, and

wrote in the middle of it, “What happens next.” Then he drew lines from it to

different sections of the paper.
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