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To my father Peter, who left us way too soon! Thanks, Dad, for forcing me to self-reflect, to take charge of myself and my mind from such a young age. It’s the greatest gift you ever gave me without even realising it. I promise to pass it on for future generations to come! I love you [image: image]









FARYAB PROVINCE,
AFGHANISTAN


SIX MONTHS AGO


It’s called Hell Hour.


Every kill or capture mission is the culmination of days, months, sometimes years of careful planning. Intelligence gathering and data crunching and rehearsal exercises and contingency development. But when the clock ticks down to those final few seconds, when Hell Hour begins, only two kinds of soldier know what’s going to happen next: fools and liars.


Mallory, who was neither, crawled to the top of the ridge and looked down on the compound, the closest wall barely a hundred metres away. Everything had gone to plan since the Chinook had dropped them ten kilometres south-east of here. It felt like his boots had hit the ground five minutes, rather than two hours ago. He had been the last one out, Westwick and Donno immediately ahead of him in the line. He remembered the whisper of Donno’s short, nervous breaths before stepping out into the night. He remembered the deafening chatter of the rotor blades, quickly dropping away until the desert was as quiet as a graveyard at midnight. He remembered the lingering dust kicked up by the rotor wash, that familiar taste and smell overwhelming him. To Mallory, the Afghan dust tasted like combat.


He heard Westwick’s clipped voice in his ear, drawing him back to the present. ‘How’s it look?’


Mallory tapped the button on his radio and spoke at barely more than a whisper. The wind was in his direction, but he didn’t want to risk the sentry catching the slightest hint that there was more out here in the dark than the odd wild dog.


‘One bad guy, north-west corner.’


He watched as the sentry moved along the interior walkway that ran the length of the walls. He was moving, which meant he was awake and alert. That was the bad news. The good news was that it looked like there was only one of him. Mallory adjusted the focus on his night-vision goggles and studied the man.


From his size and body language it looked as though he was reasonably young, and in good shape. He handled his rifle with easy confidence. Something stuck out about the weapon. Mallory adjusted the magnification on his goggles to take a closer look. He was carrying a US military M4, not the usual antique AK-47. Which meant it had to have been taken in battle. A highly prized weapon, which was more confirmation that this was the right compound.


The sentry paused a few yards from the corner of the building and then started walking again. What had he been doing? Mallory didn’t think he could have been communicating with anyone inside. He would have heard a voice at this distance.


He reached the edge of the wall and turned. At once, Mallory saw what he had been doing. He smiled as he spotted the soft red glow of a cigarette.


‘Looking good,’ Mallory whispered. ‘We’re unexpected guests.’


He widened the focus on his goggles and surveyed the area, clicking through the different settings.


The compound looked pretty much as it had on the diagrams back at base. Rough, ten-foot-high adobe exterior walls. One main entrance big enough to drive a vehicle through when the steel gate was open. One rear door, heavily reinforced. Inside was a wide courtyard and a nest of buildings. According to intelligence, their high-value target was in the largest of the buildings.


The target had crossed the border from Pakistan at 2.27 a.m. local time three nights before. A positive voice ID was made on a call from his cell two hours later. The next two days he had spent on the move, bouncing between safehouses, making sure he had shaken any surveillance. He would have been spending his time reorganising troops, reaching out to his lieutenants, delivering the next set of orders.


Drone footage confirmed him arriving at this compound eight hours ago. He had settled down, apparently comfortable that his whereabouts were unknown.


He was about to discover how wrong he was.


Mallory broke the silence on his radio again to open the communication wider. ‘Everybody in position? Confirm.’


There were four teams of four ranged around the compound at a similar proximity. Each of the teams had a set objective, interlocking goals that would result in the successful completion of this mission.


If everything went to plan.


Mallory could quote dozens of aphorisms about plans going to shit. There was a reason why there were so many. Right at this moment, the one on his mind was from General Dwight D. Eisenhower: When preparing for battle, plans are often useless. But planning is indispensable.


He glanced behind him and saw Donno and Westwick had already crawled up to within a few feet of him. The rear man of the patrol, Yorkie, was hanging back, keeping his eyes on the ground behind them. Mallory was pleased. He had barely heard them move.


Donno reached him first. He was tall and wiry, just twenty-two years old, but with a maturity Mallory had found lacking in men twice his age. He caught a glimpse of Donno’s eyes and saw fear in them. He could see sweat glistening on the younger man’s forehead in the night vision. The night was warm, but not that warm.


‘Mate,’ Mallory whispered. ‘You’re good. This is just another one off the network. Be over before you know it.’


Donno swallowed and nodded.


Westwick made the crest of the hill next. He observed Donno, and then shot a concerned look at Mallory. ‘Is he all right?’


‘I’m fine,’ Donno whispered, before Mallory could answer. His South African lilt seemed strangely out of place in the setting, even though Mallory knew his own and Westwick’s accents weren’t any more at home here.


Mallory took a deep breath in through his nose and out through his mouth. He raised his goggles for a moment and lifted his gaze to look at the jagged black line of the mountains against the northern sky. The stars seemed unnaturally bright in the void – a billion pinpricks of light, each one of them utterly unconcerned with what was about to happen here on earth.


Donno tapped Westwick on the shoulder. ‘Let’s do this.’


Westwick lined up his rifle.


Mallory lowered his goggles again and waited until Westwick gave a thumbs up to say that he was all set. He sparked up comms again.


‘Stand by,’ Mallory said. ‘Three, two … ’


Westwick activated his laser sight and a second red dot appeared, a few inches higher and to the left of the red dot on the sentry’s hand.


‘One.’


Westwick squeezed the trigger.


And Hell Hour began.
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BIRMINGHAM, UK


FRIDAY


Suddenly, everything seemed a lot louder. More noise, more flashing lights, more bodies.


Mallory leaned back in his chair and drank the last of his pint, watching the three men standing by the entrance. They were in their early twenties, their brash, overconfident voices occasionally rising above the hubbub. Friday evening, seven o’clock. The after-the-office crowd mingling with the early starters. Probably a hundred people in the pub. A couple of dozen spilling out on to the pavement, braving the February chill in shirtsleeves and skirts. If there was going to be any trouble, he knew it would be started by the three at the door.


An orange-haired glass collector in a black, short-sleeved shirt noticed Mallory’s empty and adjusted his route to pass by his table. He picked up Mallory’s glass and the one next to him, and glanced at the empty seats around him. The only table in the place with only one occupant.


‘Celebrating?’


‘Something like that,’ Mallory said. ‘Quit my job today.’


‘Nice one.’


Mallory sat back in his seat and watched the people. A few drinks had dulled his senses a little, but this was hardwired into him now. Getting the measure of any room he was in, looking for the unexpected. The group of young business suits by the bar. The hen party in the corner on their first stop of a long night. They sounded like they were Irish, going by the occasional exclamations rising above the rest of the voices raised in competition with the pop song that was playing too loud.


It had been quiet when Mallory had walked in here at four in the afternoon, fresh from telling Riccarton where to stick his job. He had sat in the same spot while the afternoon turned into evening and the character of the bar changed around him. It was like a different place now.


He thought about Riccarton again. He supposed the manner in which he had given his notice might cause him problems later on down the line, but it had been satisfying. ‘Ever thought about anger management?’ had been Riccarton’s parting shot. He couldn’t know it, but that was pretty much the same thing the military had said when they bid him farewell. Things had come to a head today, but he had known he wasn’t a good fit for Riccarton’s operation since day one. Which begged the question: what kind of operation was he a good fit for?


A roar erupted over by the door. Mallory tensed, straightened in his seat. But it was just the three loud boys greeting two more of their number as they arrived. The first in was tall, broad and fair-haired. Despite the temperature outside, he wore only jeans and a blue T-shirt that was a size too small, with BENIDORM – NORTHBANK LADS 2019 emblazoned on it. On his heels was a shorter, dark-haired guy with a pointed goatee. The plain white T-shirt he wore under his jacket gave no clue to his travel history.


Mallory had already stayed longer than he had intended to. But then, he had nothing else to do and nowhere else to be this evening, so inertia had won out.


One more for the road, he decided.


He got up and made his way to the bar, passing by the gaggle of men in suits and the hen party. He caught the eye of the barmaid.


‘Same again?’ she asked.


‘Always.’


He dug in his pocket for a tenner as she moved away to get a clean glass. His hand came out with a handful of pound coins and some change. He may not have fitted in with Riccarton’s business, but he would have to figure out somewhere else he could find gainful employment before the end of the month.


Someone brushed past his back roughly, almost knocking the coins out of his hand. He turned quickly, fists clenching. It was one of the girls from the hen party, tottering unsteadily on her heels. She looked about twenty, maybe even younger. Jet-black hair and purple lipstick. She flinched back and then smiled, ‘It’s all right, I’m not going to hurt you.’ Her accent was well-to-do Dublin. What they call a D4 accent around there.


‘Pleased to hear it,’ Mallory said, lowering his hands. ‘Sorry.’ He was more pissed off than he had thought about what had happened earlier.


She waved away the apology. ‘You having a good night?’


Mallory murmured something equivocal and turned back to the bar, watching as the barmaid poured his pint.


The Irish girl took the space at the bar next to him and started reading out a long order of different shots and cocktails written on the back of a crumpled receipt in her hand. She stopped and squinted her eyes at something on the list, and then turned quickly to yell a question back at her table. As she turned, the bag around her shoulder clipped a half-full bottle of Becks on the bar, knocking it off. Mallory bent and caught the bottle one-handed on the way down, placed it back on the bar.


‘Nice catch,’ the barmaid said, returning with his pint. ‘And to think I was about to check if you had had too many.’


‘It’s either too many or nowhere near enough,’ he said. He handed over the contents of his pocket and told her to keep the change. Definitely the last one.


He turned away from the bar and saw that his seat had been taken. A group of students had pounced while his back was turned. He shrugged and turned back to the bar, lifting his drink.


The fair-haired guy in the Benidorm T-shirt from the noisy group had squeezed in between him and the Irish girl, who was still waiting for her massive order. He was leaning over her, yelling something into her ear above the music. She looked uncomfortable. When she saw Mallory looking, she raised her eyebrows. A plea.


Mallory tapped the big guy on the shoulder. No reaction. He kept talking. The big guy put a hand up on the small of the girl’s back, and Mallory saw her shiver. He put his hand back on the beefy shoulder and squeezed. That got a reaction.


Mr Benidorm turned around, squinting at Mallory. He might just have arrived in this pub, but he had been to a few others first, going by the way his pupils were dilated.


‘Give her some space, mate?’ Mallory said, making sure to say it with a good-natured tone. He thought about what Westwick would have said: if you can resolve a situation with a quiet word and a smile, that’s always plan A. It was worth a try.


Benidorm took his hand from the girl’s back and glanced at her, then looked back at Mallory.


‘What’s it to you?’


Mallory felt his teeth grit together. But he took a breath. ‘No need for that. I’m not looking for trouble.’


As he spoke the words, a quiet voice inside his head questioned them. Was that really true?


‘Good,’ the big man said.


He turned back to the girl. This time, he put his hand on her back and ran it up her spine. A deliberate screw-you. Sorry, Westwick, he thought. Time to move to plan B.


Mallory reached out and grabbed Benidorm’s wrist, his thumb and index finger digging into the pressure points on the underside. At the same time, he put his left hand on the Irish girl’s shoulder and moved her firmly out of the way. She took a sharp breath and backed off further. She was one of the only three people in the pub who knew what was about to happen.


Maybe two. One of the three still seemed to be lagging a little behind. Benidorm was looking down in surprise at Mallory’s hand around his wrist, as though confused about what was happening. Maybe he wasn’t accustomed to this part.


‘Does that hurt?’ Mallory asked, barely resisting a grin. This was his kind of anger management. ‘You going to do something about it? Or just run home and tell your mum?’


Benidorm wrenched his hand away and pulled it back, fist flying towards the side of Mallory’s head.


Mallory was ready. He ducked and punched him hard in the stomach. He doubled over and staggered back. Again, more surprise than pain in his eyes.


‘Speaking of your mum, you can tell her I was asking for her.’


Benidorm straightened up fast and launched himself forward, rage flashing in his eyes. Mallory sidestepped, caught him and helped him on his way. The big man’s momentum did most of the work, sending him crashing into the table the three suits were sitting at. Pint glasses and pitchers overturned, messing up some nice business wear. Someone at the other end of the bar screamed.


Mallory heard a grunt from behind and turned in time to block a punch from one of Benidorm’s friends. The one with the goatee. Mallory jabbed him hard in the middle of the face, feeling the nose break. He went down hard, almost taking a bystander down with him as he flailed. Mallory turned to see Benidorm scrambling up from the ruins of the table.


He needed to take this outside.


He moved quickly to the door, the crowd parting before him like the Red Sea. A third man from the group came running for him, brandishing a chair: one of the three who had been in the pub for a while. He was slower and clumsier than his two recently arrived mates. Mallory caught the leg of the chair as it swung towards his head, tightened his grip and used it to launch the surprised assailant gripping the other end towards the door. He crashed out on to the pavement. He was back on his feet to meet Mallory as he followed him outside. Mallory felt the sharp chill of the night air. It sharpened everything up, made everything suddenly feel more real than it had inside the bar.


Benidorm appeared from within a moment later. The broken nose had been enough for the third attacker, he guessed, and seemed to have dissuaded the others from getting involved.


These two would require more persuasion.


Mallory took a couple of steps back, placing himself at the top of a triangle. The two of them circled, fists clenched. Little clouds drifted from their mouths in the freezing air, telling Mallory they were both a little out of breath from the sudden exercise.


Benidorm lunged in first. He had boxing training, looked like he knew what he was doing. Which is fine, assuming everybody is fighting according to the rules. Mallory ducked again and hit him hard in the ribs. He turned in time to drive his elbow into the stomach of the other one who was coming from the opposite direction. As he was falling backwards, Mallory pressed forward, grabbed him around the neck and bounced his head off the guard rail separating the pavement from the busy road. The man yelled out in pain and put his hand up, yelling something that sounded like, ‘Stop!’


Mallory smashed his head into the guard rail harder.


He turned again, too slow to stop the next punch from Benidorm, but it glanced off the side of his head instead of connecting fully. It hurt, but it didn’t slow him down at all – the worst possible result for his opponent.


Blinking the stars out of his eyes, Mallory lunged forward.


And then everything started to move faster. Like time-lapsed freeze-frames and disconnected sounds. The first three blows connecting. Then Mallory’s arm up, blocking a clumsy retaliatory swing. Then Benidorm on the ground, his head swaying. Then Mallory with the front of the blue T-shirt bunched in his left hand. Then someone screaming. Then nervous male voices, maybe speaking to him. He wasn’t paying attention.


At some point, he heard sirens.


A voice in his head told him he needed to stop. He didn’t listen to it.
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SATURDAY


The first thing Mallory wondered was why the hell he had left the lights on when he had gone to bed. The next thing he wondered, on opening his eyes, was why there was a new east-facing window in his bedroom, and why it had bars on it.


He straightened up and examined his surroundings. A six-by-ten-foot room. Whitewashed breezeblock walls. A stainless-steel toilet in the corner with no seat. His bed was a rectangle of wood, bolted to the floor, topped with a foam mattress. He shrugged off the thin sheet and stood up.


The sudden change of position was accompanied by a sharp, stabbing pain in his head. He groaned and sat down, closing his eyes for a minute. When he opened them, he became aware of another, less intense ache from his hands. The knuckles on both were skinned and bruised.


Looking down, there was a large smear of dried blood on the front of his T-shirt. He lifted the shirt to confirm that it wasn’t his own blood. It started coming back to him. One last beer. The big man with the fair hair. A chair swinging towards his head.


He heard a low electronic buzz followed by a click as a lock disengaged. He turned his head as the door opened. Mallory squinted at the tall, beefy police officer standing in the doorway.


‘There’s no place like home, eh?’ Judy Garland’s line didn’t sound quite the same in a deep Brummie accent. He stepped inside the cell and took a pointed look at the blood on Mallory’s shirt and his bruised knuckles.


‘Hiya, Smitty,’ Mallory said. ‘What’s the other guy look like?’


‘I imagine he’s in much the same state, or worse. I wouldn’t know because he wasn’t bloody stupid enough to stick around. Remember any of it?’


‘I’m pretty sure the twat had it coming.’


‘I’m sure,’ Smitty said with a raised eyebrow. ‘You never start it, and yet it always seems to find you, doesn’t it? Why is that?’


‘Just lucky, I guess. Wouldn’t say no to a cup of tea if you’re making, Smitty.’


‘You’re on your own, mate. Come on, it’s checkout time.’


Smitty took him out to the front office and handed him his shoelaces and his belt and the contents of his pockets.


‘Jacket?’ Mallory asked.


Smitty shook his head, and Mallory remembered his jacket had been hung over the back of his seat in the pub the last time he saw it. He wondered how happy the establishment would be to see him again if he went back for it. Maybe it would be less hassle to buy a new one.


‘Want me to sign anything?’


‘Nah. Off the books. It won’t be next time. You’re lucky the guv isn’t about.’


‘Appreciate it.’


Mallory walked out of the station. It was a little milder this morning, well above freezing, so he only missed the jacket a little. He went into the coffee shop next door and ordered a tea and a cappuccino to go. Took the cappuccino back into the station and placed it on the counter for Smitty.


‘This make us even?’


Smitty examined the takeaway cup. ‘Double shot?’


‘Of course.’


‘Then we’re evens,’ he said, taking the cup and looking down at a stack of paper. ‘Mallory,’ he called as he was leaving. ‘Count to ten next time. You need to be more careful.’


‘Careful is my middle name, Smitty.’


The sky over Meriden Street was dishwater grey, but Mallory’s headache felt a little better in the cold, fresh air. He had to admit, everything felt a little better. Last night had been a mistake, but it had also been a necessary release of tension that had been building for too long. The thought of getting on to a bus didn’t appeal, so he opted to walk the three miles to the flat.


The flat. Calling it ‘home’ didn’t feel quite right, even though the seventh-floor one-bedroom in Nechells had been his residence for five months now. He thought back to Smitty’s little wake-up joke. No place like home. What did it say about him that a police cell felt as comfortable to him as his flat? Nothing good, about him or the flat.


The lift was out of order again. He breathed shallowly to avoid inhaling the piss stench as he climbed the seven flights of stairs. He heard lighter footsteps coming in the opposite direction and a moment later, Angelika, the Polish woman who had been his neighbour for the last month, rounded the corner carrying a basket of laundry. She jumped as she saw him, then smiled nervously and hurried past.


He felt his heart beating a little faster by the time he reached his floor. Just the hangover, he told himself. You’re not out of shape.


The Ukrainian couple at the end of the corridor were having another row. He opened his door and closed it behind him, still able to hear the muffled yelling.


The flat was as neat and impersonal as a Travelodge room. Nothing but a couch and a TV in the living room. The office-style grey vertical blinds that had been there when he moved in blotted out the scenic view over the Costcutter car park across the road.


Stripping off his blood- and sweat-stained clothes, he dumped them into the laundry bag and stepped into the shower. A couple of minutes on scorching heat, then a plunge to the other side of the dial. He gritted his teeth against the cold as it cleared the haze from his brain. The long scar on his left shoulder ached a little bit at the abrupt temperature change. The pain brought back memories of other senses: the deafening roar of rotor blades, the coppery smell of blood. Back to hot for a final minute and then out. He towelled off quickly and changed into clean jeans and a shirt. There was a fresh hoodie in the cupboard that would be just about warm enough for outside.


Stepping back into the bathroom, he wiped away a patch of steam mist and examined his reflection in the small door of the medicine cabinet – the only mirror in the flat. There was a two-inch scratch on his cheek just above his beard, but it wasn’t deep. It would heal in a couple of days. He could feel a good-sized lump on the side of his head where the big guy had caught him, but it wasn’t obvious beneath his short, dark hair.


Presentable. It was good to make an effort when visiting a friend.


Even if that friend wouldn’t notice.
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The carriage was nearly full when Mallory stepped aboard the train at Aston. He found a window seat across from a teenager in a red puffer jacket who was sprawled halfway down his seat, knees taking up most of the space in front of him.


Mallory said, ‘Excuse me,’ and the kid looked up, the instinctive challenge in his eyes evaporating when he saw something he didn’t like in Mallory’s.


The kid mumbled something and straightened up in his seat, giving him space.


Mallory settled into the seat, put his head against the window and closed his eyes, feeling the motion of the train. It was a mistake. His destination meant that the past was on his mind more than it usually was. Almost as soon as he closed his eyes, the unwanted movie began to play. The last operation. Hell Hour.


He opened his eyes and straightened up. He gazed out of the window as the train rumbled through the Chinese Quarter. He was still getting to know the city, its intricacies and idiosyncrasies.


When he had arrived last year, fresh off the plane from Afghanistan via a US base in Frankfurt, the change of scene had been a shock to the system. Like turning the shower to the coldest setting. He had wanted that shock. He needed somewhere new, somewhere he would not fall into old habits. The last few months had shown him that old habits have a way of finding you wherever you go.


The train rumbled to a halt at University station and the doors opened as the electronic announcer called the stop and reminded passengers to make sure they had all their belongings.


Mallory waited for the other passengers to leave first. Where possible, he liked to be the last to exit. It was habit: easier to tell if you’re being followed.


University station was undergoing heavy redevelopment. Every month, when he made this trip, the site had changed noticeably. A new structure had been assembled, or the configuration of the wooden hoardings had been altered. He moved through the crowds of students and people in business dress. The Queen Elizabeth was a short walk from the station. Half a mile. He noticed that since returning to the UK he had eased back into thinking of distance in miles rather than kilometres.


The long approach to the glass-fronted entrance, made on foot beneath a high-vaulted weather shelter, always reminded Mallory of arriving at an international airport rather than a hospital. So did the way the name of the hospital was proudly spelled out in six-foot-high letters on the side of the building. The Royal Centre for Defence Medicine was located on the south of the campus, but Donno’s ward was in the main complex. The usual receptionist recognised him as the electronic doors parted before him. Her shift pattern seemed to align with Mallory’s visits on the first of each month. She was Australian, with glasses and a crooked smile. Mallory might have asked her out for a drink by now if she worked anywhere but here.


Mallory tapped in his name to sign in on the tablet fixed to the desk.


‘You know where you’re going, right?’ the receptionist asked.


‘Yeah. Donovan Nel, ward five-eighteen.’


The receptionist squinted at the screen in front of her through her glasses. ‘Oh, actually it says he’s been moved.’


‘Moved?’


‘Ward six-two-four.’


‘What does that mean?’


‘You’ll have to ask the doctor.’ Then she smiled. ‘But apart from that, it means another flight of stairs.’


‘Cheers. I could do with the exercise.’


The wards were arranged into the three linked oval buildings at the heart of the complex. He took the stairs up to the top floor and crossed through to the next building. Barely five minutes out of the cold winter air, and the stuffy, overheated interior of the hospital already had him longing to be back outside again.


Ward 624 was bustling with medical staff. The visitors were different from the sample you would find in a normal hospital ward. Those tended to skew younger. Adult children and grandchildren visiting nan after a fall. Here, the visitors – the civilian ones, at least – were older. They weren’t visiting a parent who was getting on a bit. In most cases they were visiting a son, or sometimes a daughter.


And sometimes, the patient had no one to visit them. No one but the man who had put them there.


Mallory stood at the doors. He dreaded this. Every month, taking that first step inside and seeing Donno. Seeing what he had caused. It seemed to become more difficult every time. Maybe that was why he did it.


One mistake. A split-second decision. And it had cost everyone around him dearly.


With an effort of will, he crossed the threshold and walked into the ward. There were two staff at the duty station. One of them, a woman, looked up as he approached, tapping a sheaf of paper square as she did so. The other one didn’t look up. He was dressed in green scrubs and leaning on the desk, looking down at a form on a clipboard with a ballpoint pen clamped between his teeth.


‘Can I ask who you’re visiting?’ the nurse asked.


‘Nel, D,’ Mallory said.


She studied the list in front of her. ‘Ah, he’s just been moved here.’


The guy in scrubs had turned around at the mention of the name, and Mallory saw from the name tag that he was a Dr H. Patel. He was on the young side for a doctor, but with a little premature grey hair at the sides. He examined Mallory for a moment over the top of his glasses, and then looked down at the list in front of the nurse.


‘Any particular reason he’s been moved?’ Mallory asked the nurse.


The doctor answered before the nurse had a chance to. ‘Are you immediate family?’


Mallory shook his head.


‘Can I ask who you are?’


‘Can I ask why you’re asking?’ Mallory asked. ‘I don’t usually get the third degree.’


Dr Patel held his gaze for a minute and then looked at his list again. The message was clear. He wasn’t going to engage, but Mallory wasn’t going anywhere until he had answered the question.


‘My name is Mallory, they’ve seen me over at the other ward.’


‘Give them a call,’ Patel said, addressing the nurse without looking up.


Mallory sighed. He disliked jobsworths, but he knew it wouldn’t be advisable to make an issue of it, if he wanted to continue to be welcome here.


The nurse tapped out an internal number on the phone in front of her and spoke to someone down at ward 518. She asked about patient Nel’s visitors and said, ‘All right,’ a couple of times.


She thanked the person on the other end and hung up. ‘Karen says he’s a regular,’ she said, addressing Dr Patel.


‘Okay,’ he said. He looked up from his papers. ‘We need to make sure we know who’s in and out.’ He took a closer look at Mallory, seeming to size him up. ‘You served with him?’


‘Yes.’


‘Well, we can’t discuss treatment with a non-family member. You’ll have to take that up with his next of kin.’


Difficult to do that when they’re in another country and I’ve never met them, Mallory thought. ‘It’s all right. I’m just in to see how he’s doing.’


Patel nodded and looked down again. Mallory suspected that, as far as the doctor was concerned, he might as well have ceased to exist.


The nurse stood and leaned over the desk to point all the way down to the other end of the ward. ‘He’s just over there.’


Mallory walked in the direction until he found the right bed. It didn’t look like much had changed, other than the ward. Donno was still unconscious, still hooked up to a variety of wires and tubes and sensors. Mallory didn’t know what most of them were for. His own medical knowledge was limited to the immediate aftermath of trauma. Staunching bleeding, stabilising, administering intramuscular morphine. Everything focused on getting an injured man off the battlefield.


The machine hummed away, the signals charting Donno’s breathing and heart rate and who knew what else. Waves and bars rose and fell in regular patterns. He had had a haircut since last month. The red surgical scars on the left side of his head were more noticeable.


Mallory remembered the sound of gunfire. The darkness inside the building. A mocking smile. And he remembered a blinding flash of light and a concussion wave that seemed still to be hitting him. He gripped the steel rail along the top of the bed frame as he watched Donno lie motionless, as he had lain for the past six months. He closed his eyes and let the images come. Hell Hour.


‘I’m sorry, mate.’


When Mallory opened his eyes, he became aware of a presence behind him. He turned quickly and saw a woman watching him. She was in her late forties or early fifties, wearing black trousers and a sky-blue blouse with the sleeves rolled up. The silver chain of a necklace dipped below the neck of the blouse. He didn’t have to ask who she was. The greying hair that still had enough of the same blonde colour as Donno’s, the same blue eyes, the same cheekbones.


‘I’m sorry,’ the woman said. ‘I didn’t mean to disturb you.’


The voice clinched it: the rising South African inflection.


‘You’re Donno’s mum,’ he said.


‘Susan,’ she said. She looked from Mallory to her sleeping son, then back to him again. ‘How do you know Donovan?’
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‘I thought you had served together,’ Susan Nel told Mallory.


‘I didn’t think a casual friend would visit so regularly.’


At Susan’s suggestion, they had walked across the road to the small park between hospital buildings. The temperature had dropped, and spring seemed a long way over the horizon. The red winter sun was already touching the bare branches of the tops of the trees lining the edge of the park. Susan’s comment about visiting regularly brought Mallory up short. He hadn’t noticed her before, but she had clearly noticed him. That was unusual. It suggested she had deliberately kept out of his way, and had done so in a way that was not obvious.


‘I didn’t want to intrude,’ she said, in answer to his unspoken question.


‘Intrude?’ Mallory repeated. ‘You’re his mother, I’m nobody.’


‘Nobody is nobody. Do you have a first name, Mr Mallory?’


‘People don’t tend to be on a first-name basis with me,’ he said.


‘You’re more comfortable with just Mr Mallory?’


‘Forget about the “mister”. And I don’t give it much thought, to be honest. In the military, it’s always nicknames or last names.’


She considered this for a moment. ‘What was Donovan’s nickname?’


‘We all called him Donno.’


‘Were you with him?’ Susan asked. ‘When he was injured?’


Mallory nodded slowly. How much did Susan know? Did she know she was speaking to the man responsible for the fact that her son was lying in a coma upstairs?


‘I’m sorry. I’m sure it’s difficult for you to talk about.’


‘He’s a good soldier,’ Mallory said, being careful to use the present tense. ‘One of the best I served with in my time.’


‘You’re not in the forces any more?’


He shook his head. ‘I PVRd after … ’ He caught himself quickly. ‘After I decided I’d done long enough.’


‘PVR?’


‘Sorry, premature voluntary release.’


Mallory was glad that she didn’t ask the follow-up question. Why had he left prematurely? He had tried to change the subject, but it kept circling back to him.


They moved to single file to let a sweaty jogger in luminous Lycra pass by them, his dead-eyed stare fixed on the horizon, and then Mallory quickened his pace to draw level with Susan again.


‘Do you know why they’ve moved him?’


She smiled. ‘It’s good news. They think it’s looking promising.’


Mallory was surprised. But it was a welcome surprise. ‘Promising, as in … ?’


‘As in they think he might wake up soon.’


‘Really? That’s fantastic. The doctor wouldn’t tell me anything. I was worried it would be … ’ He trailed off, because how could he end that sentence? Less promising?


‘It is fantastic, you’re right.’


‘Are you staying over here while Donno is in hospital?’


She laughed softly. ‘Yes, the commute would be a little challenging otherwise, wouldn’t it? I decided I had to be here early on. I’m renting a house in Selly Park. I’m very fortunate that we had the means, and I’m retired.’


Moving halfway across the world, and renting a place in Selly Park. She was definitely a woman of means.


‘Donno didn’t tell me much about his family,’ Mallory said. ‘I never really asked him about why he joined up. I wondered. You know, with him being … ’


‘A foreigner?’


‘Well, I wouldn’t put it like that.’


‘It’s all right. Donovan had always wanted to serve in the British armed forces. It was his dream. Ever since he was little. I don’t know where it came from.’


‘You’re not a military family?’


‘Oh, goodness, no. I was a nurse back in Johannesburg before I retired last year. My late husband was an academic.’


‘So what went wrong with Donno, then?’ Mallory asked, making sure to make eye contact so she could see the twinkle in his eye as he said it.


‘Search me. A calling, I suppose. Like wanting to be a priest, or a teacher. Bartho and I tried to talk him out of it, but it was pretty clear we were on a hiding to nothing.’


‘Did he have to surrender his South African citizenship?’ Mallory asked. He knew other South African soldiers who had served four years in the British military. That was usually the limit, then they went back to the SA National Defence Force. The alternative was giving up their passport and becoming a British citizen.


‘We didn’t even try to talk him out of that,’ Susan said. ‘Some of our friends couldn’t understand, but I was proud of him. To be so committed to something. It was how I felt about nursing, how my husband felt about his work. It told me that the apple hadn’t fallen far from the tree. Well, that one hadn’t.’


Mallory picked up on the aside. He wondered if it was related to why they were here, walking and talking. If Susan had seen him on his other visits, she could have approached him at any time for a chat about her son. He could tell she welcomed the opportunity to talk about him with someone who had known him, but there was more to it than that.


‘You mind if I ask you something?’


‘Of course not,’ Susan said.


‘You noticed me visiting before. You could have spoken to me any time, but you never did. Why today?’


Susan stopped in mid-stride and looked away from Mallory, across the park to the hospital buildings on the opposite side. An ambulance was arriving. No flashing lights, in no great hurry. She sighed, as though they had reached an inevitable part of the conversation, but one she wanted to delay for as long as possible.


‘You think I must be talking to you because I want something.’


‘I didn’t say that, Mrs Nel.’


‘Susan. And you’re right. I do want something. I need help, and I just don’t know where to turn.’


Mallory said nothing. He wanted to know more, before he explained that whatever kind of help Susan Nel was looking for, whether it was financial, practical or emotional, he was in a uniquely poor position to provide it.


Susan started walking again. ‘Mallory, I’m worried about my son. I think he could be in danger.’


‘I know. That’s just natural. But you just said it looks promising. They’re doing all they can. They have great people here, Susan, I know the work they do. They’ve worked miracles. There was one guy I knew … ’


He shut up as he realised Susan Nel had stopped walking and was looking at him. ‘I’m not talking about Donovan. It’s my other son I’m worried about. Donovan’s brother.’
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Donno had never mentioned a brother. Come to think of it, he hadn’t talked much about his family at all. Or had he? Mallory searched his memory. Donno had mentioned his family back in Johannesburg a couple of times, said something about his dad being a scientist and that he had died recently, but a brother? That had never come up. Then again, that wasn’t all that unusual. Not everyone wants to talk about themselves all the time. Mallory was one such person. Where you were at was always more important to him than where you had come from.


‘His name is Scott,’ Susan continued. ‘He’s had a rough time of it the last year. We all have.’


‘Of course,’ Mallory said.


‘Not just Donovan’s injury. My husband was killed last year.’


‘Donno mentioned that. I’m sorry,’ Mallory said. ‘Was he sick?’ As soon as he asked the question, he knew the answer. She had said ‘killed’, not ‘died’ or ‘passed away’.


‘It was an accident. It was a terrible shock to all of us. Scott took it badly. I mean, we all did. And then what happened to Donovan made it worse. With Scott, it was more than shock, though. He was angry. He had never wanted Donovan to join the military. He couldn’t understand it. The two of them were always so different.’


Mallory felt a raindrop impact on the back of his neck. He looked up at the sky above the treetops and the hospital building. It seemed to have darkened in the last couple of minutes. Susan Nel dug into her handbag and pulled out an umbrella. She put it up and tried to lift it to cover both of them. Mallory waved it off. ‘I’m fine.’


‘Scott’s a good boy, but he always … ’ She considered her words. ‘Lacked focus.’


Mallory could tell she was being as generous as she could be. A mother’s indulgence. Just from those two words, lacked focus, he had an idea of the personality already. Black sheep. Tearaway.


Perhaps Susan saw the judgement in his eyes, because she quickly added, ‘Really, he’s a good boy. He’s just … he’s had a very tough year. We all have.’


‘Of course.’


‘This is going to sound awful, but Bartho’s accident was even harder for me than what happened to Donovan. It was just so sudden.’


‘I understand,’ Mallory said. He didn’t have the blessing – or burden – of close family, but any soldier knew how it affected a family when their husband or son was on deployment. It was a constant existence on the edge. Waiting for the phone to ring; the knock on the door. More than one fellow soldier had observed that their job was easier than the job their family had to do. The soldier had a measure of control over their fate, or at least the illusion of control. With the people back home, all they could do was wait and try not to think about the danger.


Usually, of course, the call or the knock never comes, and the husband or son returns home. But when it does come, it’s never unexpected. It’s a confirmation of worst fears rather than a bolt from the blue. From what Susan had said, her husband’s passing had been unexpected.


‘He was just here one day, gone the next.’


‘What happened?’


Susan put a hand to the back of her neck, adjusted the chain of her necklace. ‘Bartho loved climbing, it was how he unwound. He said he loved the beautiful simplicity of it. The way the world was reduced to looking for the next handhold. I remember him being so happy when he left for that trip. He had been so stressed with work lately, and putting in long hours. He was climbing at Waterval Boven, in the north-west. One of his favourite spots. The accident investigators found that something had gone wrong with his rope. He fell more than four hundred metres.’


She swallowed and Mallory recognised the look on her face. It was causing her pain to talk about it.


‘And then later, after Donovan’s injury, it felt like it was the last straw for Scott. He’d been just about holding it together. He started drinking more, staying out late. I had always worried about the kind of friends he seemed to attract.’


‘Wrong ’uns?’


She smiled. ‘I love the British vernacular. Yes, I suppose you could say that. “Wrong ’uns.”’ She spoke the phrase like someone attempting to order an unfamiliar item in a foreign language on the menu. ‘Bartho called them rampokkers, which comes to the same thing.’ She shrugged. ‘I’m sure some of them weren’t bad kids. But you know the type. Drugs, parties, cars. Scott had a couple of run-ins with the police. He just wasn’t like … ’


‘Like his brother?’


‘Donovan’s friends were so different. He had a smaller social circle. He got on well with the quiet kids. The bookish ones. I often thought Scott would have been the one more likely to be a soldier.’


‘Because he liked a scrap?’


‘I didn’t mean it that way. Just the way he was more confident, more physical.’


A picture was beginning to form in Mallory’s mind. Two brothers: the good son and the party animal. Mallory had seen the dynamic a hundred times. Perhaps Scott was the little brother. Indulged too much from birth, and then growing resentful of his more responsible older sibling. All of which would serve to drive the wedge in harder.


‘He tried really hard after Bartho’s death, he really did. He came to visit me at the house more often. He seemed to really be making an effort. I remember thinking Bartho would have been proud. He would have seen that we’d raised two good kids, after all. But then after … after Donno was injured as well … ’


‘Scott went off the rails?’


‘I came back home after the first time I visited Donovan, but I knew I had to come back to Britain. I felt so guilty, leaving Scott. It felt like I was choosing one son over the other. When I told Scott, it was like he couldn’t care less. I made him promise we would talk once a week.’


‘Did he keep it?’


‘Yes, to my surprise. Every Thursday evening we used to have a video call. It was good to see him … except when it wasn’t. He wasn’t taking care of himself. He looked really thin. He kept telling me everything was fine. Said he had got a new job in a bar.’


‘That’s good,’ Mallory said, though he suspected Scott had been telling his mother what she wanted to hear.


Susan had started walking more slowly. He could sense she was getting to the nub. He prompted her, gently.


‘When was the last time you spoke to him?’


‘Seventeen days,’ she said, her voice quivering a little.


‘Any word at all?’


She shook her head. ‘That last call, I remember feeling relieved. He seemed happier. He was on his way out to meet someone. I thought maybe it was a girl. He asked how Donovan was doing. He even remembered to tell me he loved me at the end of the call, and he said we’d talk next week.’


‘Maybe he’s been too busy to get in touch.’


‘For over two weeks? No. Scott can be forgetful, but he wouldn’t do that.’


‘You’ve tried getting in touch by other means?’


‘I tried everything. His phone, his apartment, the bar he was working at, his friends. No one had seen him in days. I didn’t have numbers for a lot of his friends, but eventually I got lucky. One of the friends, Dante, had seen a shared Facebook post. He called me back and said he had seen Scott the day after I’d spoken to him.’


‘That must have been reassuring.’


‘No, that was when I really started to worry. Dante said he went over to Scott and he acted like he didn’t know him. He was with another friend, talking to two men. One of them had gang tattoos. He said Scott and the other boy he knew seemed different, somehow. And that was the last time anyone saw him.’


‘You’re worried that something bad has happened.’


‘Yes.’


‘Have you talked to the police over there?’


‘For all the good it did.’


‘What did they say?’


‘They said it was probably nothing to worry about. They said unless there was any evidence something had happened to him, they couldn’t do anything. He’s an adult, so they said he has the right to disappear if he wants to.’


Mallory wasn’t surprised. He wasn’t familiar with policing in South Africa, but even in this country, he knew missing adult males didn’t usually hit the priority list. ‘Not helpful,’ he said.


‘No. And I didn’t want to leave it like that. I have a friend on the Metropolitan Municipality. I spoke to him and he got in touch with the police. The division chief called me back – he didn’t sound too happy about it, but he said they would look into it.’


‘Do you think they will?’


‘I think they’ll pretend to. Mallory, I don’t know what to do. I was all set to go back home, but then the doctor said that it was possible that Donovan might wake up. I don’t want to miss that if there’s a chance. And, like you say, it could be Scott is fine, that he’s just dropped off the radar. But I just feel so helpless, thousands of kilometres away. And then I saw you again and I thought … ’


‘That I could help?’


‘Yes.’


‘You don’t know anything about me. Why would you think I can help?’


‘Oh, but I do,’ she said. Mallory felt a chill down his spine. Did she know? Did she know he was the one who had put her son in that hospital bed? Was she about to play that card?


‘I know you served with my son, which means you were very good at what you did. I know you take the time to visit him every month, even though he doesn’t know you’re there. I know you’re a good man.’


‘You’ve got me wrong,’ Mallory said. ‘And I’m sorry, but I don’t think I can help you.’


Susan bunched her hands in front of her. ‘I don’t have anywhere else to turn,’ she said. ‘If you could just go over there, ask around, see if you can find out what’s happened to him. I’m happy to pay whatever your rate is.’


‘I don’t have a rate because this isn’t my line of work. Right now, I don’t have a line of work. Like I told you, I’m nobody.’


‘I don’t believe that.’ She held his gaze, her eyes pleading.


‘Believe it,’ he snapped, irritated that she wouldn’t stop pushing.


Susan Nel took a deep breath and put a hand to her chest. It was as though she had got too near a dog that had suddenly barked at her. Mallory felt a swell of self-loathing. There were probably a hundred ways to handle this kind of situation sensitively. Instead, he had practically yelled at a distraught mother.


He made an effort to soften his voice. ‘Look, I would love to help you, but I’m not the guy you need.’


She bit her lip and lowered her eyes from his. ‘I understand.’


Damn it.


‘I’ve got a few contacts,’ he said after a moment. ‘I don’t know if it’ll help, but I might be able to talk to someone, get hold of someone on the ground who can make enquiries.’


She opened her mouth to say something, then changed her mind. The she said, ‘Anything you can do would help. I’d be so grateful. And I’m sorry. Here you are, minding your own business. You don’t need some hysterical mum pestering you.’ She handed him a business card with her number and email address on it. ‘You’ll call, if you’re able to talk to someone?’


‘I’ll see what I can do.’


‘Thank you.’ She wiped the corner of her eye and looked back up at the hospital. ‘I’d better get back. Did you want to come in again?’


He shook his head. ‘I have to get a move on. I’ll make a couple of calls and let you know either way, okay?’


She nodded, but he could see the disappointment in her eyes. He felt an urge to say that he would go after all. It was clearly what she wanted him to say. Perhaps it would even make him feel better. But he had told the truth. He wasn’t the guy she needed.


Mallory fought a daily struggle not to put himself into situations where things could kick off. As last night had demonstrated, he couldn’t even go out for a quiet drink without waking up with blood on his shirt and a set of bruised knuckles. And the stakes were so much higher here. Susan Nel needed someone who could exercise self-control. That wasn’t him. Perhaps it never had been, but it certainly wasn’t now. Flying thousands of miles to an unfamiliar country, getting involved in a potentially dangerous situation he knew nothing about? It was a bad idea, end of story. He would just end up making things worse.


‘Chances are he’s sleeping off the mother of all hangovers somewhere,’ Mallory said. ‘He’ll probably be in touch soon to apologise for putting his mum through this.’


She seemed unconvinced. He knew what she was thinking. Seventeen days. There was a long pause. She looked down at her feet.


Mallory cleared his throat and glanced over at the hospital building. ‘Now, go back up there and tell Donno I said hello when he wakes up, all right?’


As Susan Nel walked away, back to her sleeping son, Mallory wondered if she’d have been so keen to ask for his help if she’d known he had been the man who’d put him in that hospital bed.
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JOHANNESBURG, SOUTH AFRICA


Scott Nel opened his eyes, waking from fractured dreams. He was still in the nightmare.


A line of golden light along the plywood nailed over the window told him it was either dawn or sunset. He had no way to be certain which it was, because he didn’t know if the window faced east or west. He could hear distant sounds of traffic outside, a main road perhaps a mile or two away. In a different direction, he could hear the sounds of a construction site. Thinking about it, that made it more likely it was morning than evening, didn’t it?


His mouth was parched. He shuffled over to the empty water bottle in the corner and held it above his mouth, but it was as dry as a tinderbox. It had been hours since he had been given water. More than a day? It was hard to tell. With an effort, he climbed to his knees on the floorboards and stood up, the cuts and bruises aching as he changed position. A wave of dizziness hit him and he had to put a hand against the rough brick wall to steady himself. The dizziness abated and he walked unsteadily across the room to the bucket in the corner. He pissed, noting the dark yellow colour that suggested dehydration.


He was so thirsty. If no one came soon … no, he wasn’t that desperate yet.


Why the hell was this happening to him? He hadn’t been a model citizen, sure, but what had he done to deserve this?


He thought about Mum. Had she even noticed he hadn’t called? Probably not. She was used to him forgetting to check in. Most likely she would assume he was caught up in his own world. She probably wouldn’t start to worry for weeks. He wished he had been a better son. Maybe he had lost the chance now, the chance to be that son.


How long had it been?


At first, he had been too terrified to think straight. When the men had dragged him into the back of the van, he had screamed himself hoarse against the duct tape across his mouth. The cable ties had cut into his wrists from his struggles.


Later, when they had pushed him into this room and slammed the door, he knew that they meant to hold him prisoner, which if nothing else was a step up from killing him.


He hoped that there would be a quick resolution to this situation. When the men brought him here, he assumed they wanted money, and he was more than happy to pay them whatever the hell they wanted to let him go. He had fifty thousand rand or so in his account. That would surely make it worth their while, wouldn’t it? He didn’t want to, but if they pushed for extra he supposed he could ask Mum for more. He could imagine the disappointed tone of voice when he called her. Perhaps he could say he needed it to invest in something.


But he had quickly been disabused of the notion that he could buy his way out of this locked room. The men just told him to shut up when he offered to pay them.


Mistaken identity. That had been his next thought. They believed he was someone else. Some kind of rich kid who they could ransom off, perhaps. The Nels were comfortable, but he wouldn’t say they were wealthy. Not really. He could understand why people like these guys might think so, though. He was often teased by his friends for his well-spoken voice, his groomed appearance. He was from the right side of the tracks. It had always gone unsaid, but he knew some of his friends judged him for it, consciously or unconsciously. They looked at him as though he didn’t quite deserve to be there. Like he had a safety net.
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