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APPELBURG, SWITZERLAND



An unseasonal chill hung in the air. The night sky was almost completely clear, other than a sharp wedge of black cloud that cut through the centre of the full moon like a spear.


Nicolas Devereaux lowered his gaze from the stars. The summit of the mountain cast a shadow over most of the grounds, leaving only the patch of grass closest to the sprawling house doused in milky moonlight. Nicolas gripped the SIG P210 and, for the hundredth time, wondered what the hell he had got himself into.


They couldn’t have been serious, could they? This was just another test. Jonas, the lanky ex-soldier who was lurking somewhere out here, had to be in on the joke. Like the way stage psychics put a plant in the audience to give credibility to their powers of clairvoyance. Nicolas had taken Océane to see one of those guys in Pigalle last year. The psychic put on a good show, but Nicolas hadn’t been fooled. No, this had to be a joke. They were hazing him, seeing how far he would go.


So why did it feel so much like he was being hunted for real?


He left the cover of a thick stand of azaleas, aiming to cut across an open stretch of grass to a set of stone steps that led up to one of the other levels. Platforms and staircases and statues and fountains. The place reminded Nicolas of a video game more than a garden. He got the impression that it had been designed that way.


He wondered if that had been at the instruction of the man who was his host tonight. The tall, salt-and-pepper-haired Swiss who pointedly did not introduce himself when they met; whose handshake was bone-crushingly firm. The man whose staff referred to him only as le patron. Boss.


Two or three paces from the staircase, Nicolas sensed movement in the corner of his eye. He moved instinctively, ducking and thrusting his body forwards as he heard the snap of a gunshot in the still air. The stone sculpture that had been behind his head a moment ago cracked, dust spraying out from the clean wedge that had just been blown out of it by the bullet.


Not a joke. Not a game. This was for real.


He heard Jonas’s deep voice throw out a curse. There was real anger behind it. Maybe Nicolas didn’t want to hurt anybody, but it didn’t sound as though his opponent shared that impulse.


Nicolas crouched behind the stone banister lining the staircase and peered between the supports. Jonas was still in the position from where he had fired. Nicolas could see his shadow disturbing the line of the bushes.


Suddenly, there was a flash of light from the opposite end of the garden. Nicolas turned to train his gun on the source of the light; a flashing array of spotlights. Music blared out. Brahms, he thought. Another distraction.


The lights winked out and the music faded. Nicolas turned and saw from the shadows that Jonas had not yet moved. Most likely, he had also been surprised by the light show.


Jonas would have to break cover sooner or later. To approach Nicolas’s position, he would have to come straight across the open stretch of grass, or circle around the bushes on the perimeter. Nicolas thought the first approach was unlikely. But if he went around the bushes, Nicolas would be able to track his movement. There were two places where the foliage thinned out, almost like windows in a green wall. All he would have to do would be to wait and time his shot just right.


He risked taking his eyes from Jonas’s position for a moment to size up the nearest gap. Barely thirty metres. No wind. He could make the shot with his eyes closed.


Wait, was he crazy? He had never met this man before the party earlier in the evening. He knew nothing of him, beyond a vague, instinctive dislike. Was he really going to shoot him?


But Jonas had shot at him. He had shot to kill, too. A slightly more skilled marksman would have succeeded.


Nicolas looked around. There had to be a way out of here. The garden was large; difficult to get a sense of its exact dimensions in the dark, with all of the foliage and the stonework. But from everything he had seen so far, there was no obvious way out. The mountain rose above them on one side. The different levels and extensions of the house towered and sprawled out on the opposite side. On the remaining sides were stone walls at least fifteen feet high.


They were in a box. And if what the man who owned this land had said was true, only one of them was leaving the box.


Nicolas was brought back to the task in hand when he heard the whisper of soft rubber soles on grass.


As expected, Jonas was taking the route around the perimeter. He probably didn’t realise there were gaps in the bushes where he could be seen. Nicolas waited for him to pass the first window, gauging his speed. The older man was moving quickly, confidently. Nicolas trained his gun on the second window and waited. He focused on the spot where Jonas would appear in seconds. Pinpointing the area he wanted the bullet to hit to the centimetre. He breathed in and waited.


Jonas’s silhouette appeared, passing the second window.


Nicolas squeezed the trigger.


The gun kicked, the silhouette jerked and went down.


Nicolas let the breath out.


He stood up, keeping the gun aimed at the window.


Arc lights switched on, much brighter than before, bathing the garden in a sudden nuclear glare.


Nicolas crouched down behind the stone banister again, shading his eyes with his free hand against the dazzling white light from the house.


He saw the silhouettes of three men walking out from the house across the grass, their shadows elongated. They looked like extra-terrestrials emerging from a spaceship.


He heard the boss’s voice, but didn’t know which of the three had spoken. ‘You can come out now, Nicolas.’


Hesitantly, Nicolas stood up, keeping the gun raised. The three men reached the spot where Jonas had fallen.


Nicolas walked out onto the grass, half-expecting to be shot down. He still couldn’t see the faces of the three men against the light, but their body language was relaxed, matter of fact. The game was over.


The three of them stood around Jonas, lying prone on the ground. He recognised le patron’s figure now. He was the man in the middle, the edges of his suit sharp against the light. The other two flanking him were dressed in bulkier gear, both holding automatic rifles. He looked up as Nicolas approached. The two men on either side turned almost casually to cover Nicolas with their weapons.


A low moan drifted up from Jonas, like an animal in distress. He was clutching his shoulder, dark red blood gleaming between his fingers in the white light. The man to the left of the boss approached. He nodded at the gun in Nicolas’s hand. Nicolas handed it over.


‘You shot to wound,’ the boss commented, perusing the man on the ground like a mechanic evaluating the work of an apprentice. There was no judgement in the tone, but no doubt either. He knew.


Nicolas opened his mouth to say something about it being a tough angle, then thought better of it.


His host sighed and stepped forward, extending a hand. Nicolas took it, felt the firm grip again.


‘Congratulations. Join me for a drink?’


In the corner of his eye, Nicolas saw the man who had taken his gun adjust his rifle slightly.


Nicolas gestured down at Jonas. ‘He’ll be okay?’ His voice sounded shaky, like he had just been in a car accident. He couldn’t help it.


His host glanced back down at Jonas, as though he had already forgotten all about the bleeding man at his feet. Jonas stared back up at him. He was hyperventilating now, the breath hissing in and out from between his teeth. The fingers of the hand gripping tight against the wound looked white as bone against the red. Like a skeleton’s fingers.


‘That wound is treatable. Come.’


He put a hand on Nicolas’s shoulder and gently guided him around so that they were facing the house. Nicolas saw him exchange a glance with the second man with a rifle, and then an almost imperceptible nod.


They started walking, the boss’s hand still on his shoulder. As they got close to the house, two shots rang out.


Nicolas flinched. His host did not react, beyond giving his shoulder a slight squeeze.


‘A good hunt, Nicolas. We’ll have that drink. And then we’ll talk.’
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ST-JEAN-DES-PERTES, NORMANDY


Up until the moment the two guys pulled up in the shiny red Renault Alaskan, shattering the tranquillity with aggressive revs and a radio turned up way too loud, it had been a very pleasant afternoon.


It was a proper French village tavern: white stone walls, a thatched roof, exposed oak beams inside. Mallory was sitting at the table furthest from the bar, by the window that overlooked the Vire as it flowed endlessly by. The place was sublimely quiet. No conversation, no music. If he closed his eyes, he could hear nothing but the flow of water and occasional birdsong.


The job was complete, and today had seen an early finish after four days of back-breaking work. Mallory could barely feel the chill of his beer glass through the new calluses on his hands. He was tired, but it wasn’t an unpleasant feeling. He had worked hard, bonded with the rest of the crew, and they had finished the task more quickly than the stony-eyed foreman Philippe had predicted. The Corsican, usually so sour-faced, had even cracked the first smile Mallory had seen on him.


Mallory had tried his hand at a lot of jobs for the first time over the last year, since he’d stepped out of the passenger seat of the long-haul lorry that had carried him from Caen. He had done his share of digging while in the military, but this was the first time he had dug a well. It had been tough work, but he had enjoyed it. It was soothing to clear his mind and focus on nothing but the spade. Dig, shovel, toss, repeat, with the hole growing deeper imperceptibly. The repetition of work that kept the thoughts away.


In the age of peace and quiet before the red truck showed up, Mallory had been wondering what the old man in the corner was upset about.


He looked to be in his seventies or eighties. He was solidly built, wide across the shoulders, with a thick bushy beard that was mostly grey with traces of red. He was dressed like most of the men of his vintage Mallory had encountered in this part of France: dark trousers and a loose cotton shirt. The top two buttons were open, showing a thatch of grey chest hair. He wasn’t demonstratively upset. He wasn’t sobbing uncontrollably, or rending his garments, or even knocking back that wine he was nursing, but still, Mallory could tell something was wrong. It was a faraway stare that he recognised.


Mallory made a point of minding his own business, as far as was possible, but something about the old man made him curious. He was of half a mind to walk over and strike up a conversation. They were the only two customers. Or rather, the only two drinkers. A young mother wearing pink and black jogging clothes was spooning mush from a Tupperware container into her baby’s mouth at a table at the other end of the bar.


All of that went out of Mallory’s mind when the red truck rolled to a stop, some kind of raucous French rock band blaring out of the radio.


The old man didn’t react. His thousand-yard stare didn’t waver, even as the baby spat a mouthful of its food out to wail in displeasure, and the young mum shot an infuriated look in the direction of the car park. Mallory shifted in his seat a little so he could see past the brick pillar in the middle of the room and watch as two men got out.


They were both young, late twenties, perhaps. The driver was over six feet tall and the August sunshine glinted off his shaved head. He stepped out of the truck unhurriedly. He was dressed in camouflage trousers and a white sleeveless T-shirt with the logo of a beer company on it. The passenger seemed in more of a hurry, skirting around the bonnet of the truck like he was worried he might be left behind. He was four or five inches shorter and quite a bit skinnier than his friend, and wore a faded denim baseball cap. They looked similar enough to be brothers, but maybe that was more about their dress and demeanour than anything else. The passenger caught up with the driver and matched his pace as they entered the bar.


Mallory picked his glass up and swirled the remnants of his beer as he watched them approach. The driver raised a hand in greeting to the bartender, who was polishing glasses. He acknowledged the two of them with a wary nod. They stopped halfway across the floor and looked at the old man. If he noticed them, he did not react. Then, as one, they turned the other way and looked at the woman and the baby. She definitely noticed them, but avoided their gaze. The driver kept looking at her while the passenger turned his head to inspect the bottles on the shelf behind the bar. So far, they had taken the time to look at everything and everyone in the place except Mallory.


That was how he knew there was about to be trouble.


They reached the bar, both of them still studiously avoiding Mallory’s gaze. The passenger in the truck, the one wearing the denim cap, jutted his chin in the direction of the bartender. ‘Laurent. L’habituel, eh?’


The usual.


Mallory’s French wasn’t anywhere close to fluent yet, but it had come a long way over the long, hot summer.


The bartender muttered something that was a little too fast for Mallory to catch, but he was pretty sure it didn’t translate as ‘Right away, sir.’


The driver came up with a rejoinder, then smiled and pulled a roll of euros out of his pocket, waving them to show the bartender he was good for a round.


Mallory rolled his shoulders and put his hands on his thighs. He wanted to be ready for the fight he knew was coming. He reminded himself he wasn’t looking for trouble. A familiar tingle at the back of his neck suggested that wasn’t the whole truth.


The bartender started pouring a couple of beers. Finally, the two men looked over at Mallory. They did it simultaneously, as though responding to a wordless signal.


Mallory felt his pulse slow a little as they approached his table, an almost relaxed feeling. That worried him, because it meant something else was about to take over. As soon as the first punch was thrown, his body would react, and for the duration, proportionality and morality and consequences would cease to be factors. He hoped the two of them would go down easy. It wouldn’t do any of them any good to prolong the fight.


The shaved-headed driver broke into a grin as he reached him. He reached a beefy hand out for the chair opposite Mallory and pulled it out, twisting it around so that the back was facing the table, straddled the chair and sat down heavily, resting his forearms on the chair back.


‘Bonjour.’


Mallory didn’t reply right away. He just stared back at the driver, keeping his own face impassive in contrast to the belligerent grin on the other man’s face. The second man had stayed on his feet. He stood a couple of feet back from the table, between Mallory and the door, his hands clasped behind his back like a weekend yacht captain.


After leaving a pause long enough for the grin to start fading, Mallory returned the greeting.


‘Bonjour.’


‘You are not from here,’ the driver said, switching to English.


‘I’m not.’


Without taking his eyes off Mallory, he raised his voice. Addressing someone else. He was asking the bartender if he knew this anglais, investing the last word with a heavy dose of contempt. After a pause the bartender answered. He called the driver Remy. Said he didn’t want any trouble. Mallory had enough French to grasp all of this, but in truth he didn’t require it. The tone of voice and body language told him everything he needed to know.


It confirmed he wasn’t walking out of here without blood being spilled. Part of him wanted to warn them, but he knew such a warning would have the opposite effect. It would only make the situation worse.


He tried to focus on something mental rather than physical. The two men wanted a fight, so there was going to be a fight. But he was curious as to why.


‘You have a problem with people who aren’t from here?’ Mallory asked mildly.


Remy grinned. ‘I don’t have a problem, friend. Hugo here sometimes has a problem with people who aren’t from here.’


The passenger, Hugo apparently, took the conversational baton and leaned on the table, getting in Mallory’s face in a way his companion had not done so far.


‘Remy’s uncle’s house was broken into last night.’


Hugo’s accent was thicker. He was less sure of the words.


‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ Mallory said. ‘Has he notified the police?’


Remy put a hand on his friend’s forearm, tapping it lightly. Hugo held Mallory’s gaze for a moment before straightening up and taking a step back from the table. Easy to tell who the boss was.


‘Of course we spoke to the police,’ Remy said, through a smile that did not reach his eyes. Then even the pretence of good humour vanished. ‘They said it was probably someone . . . not from here.’


Mallory took his time, not wanting to let this guy dictate the rhythm of the conversation. If you could call it a conversation. He glanced around the bar, careful not to let either of the two men completely out of his sight. Laurent the bartender was still polishing a glass that had been clean and dry two minutes ago. The woman on the other side of the room had stopped feeding her baby. Even the baby seemed to be watching. Its mouth hung open, its pale blue eyes mesmerised by the trio in the corner of the bar. The only person not paying attention was the old man in the corner, who was staring into the bottom of his wine glass as though the sediment could tell the future.


Mallory was pretty sure he could tell the future too. It was going to start with him letting them make the first move, and progress to both of them lying face down on the floor.


He cleared his throat. ‘Doesn’t sound like a very thorough investigation, if I’m being honest,’ he said, keeping his face entirely straight.


The two of them exchanged a glance. The one standing, Hugo, looked a little unsure of himself for the first time. The driver, Remy, seemed unmoved. He considered Mallory’s suggestion and smiled again, letting a brief laugh out through his nostrils.


‘We think they’re right. We think it was someone just like you.’


‘Someone just like me,’ Mallory repeated. He wanted to keep them talking for a minute, until the time for talking was over.


‘There have been other break-ins,’ Remy continued. ‘How long have you been in St-Jean? A week? There have been three break-ins in a week.’


Mallory sighed heavily and rolled his head around. He wanted them to know he wasn’t intimidated, but he was tiring of the conversation. The movement also gave him a chance to take stock of his surroundings. What happened next would happen quickly, so he wanted to block out each move in advance.


He was literally backed against the wall. Deliberately so. He made a point of always sitting with his back protected and a clear view of the doorway. But once the punches started flying, he didn’t want to be boxed in. So the second thing he would do would be to flip the table. The second thing, because the first thing he would have to do would be to get Remy to move his thick, hairy forearms from the table.


There were a couple of ways to accomplish that. He could throw the last of his drink in Remy’s face. Remy would automatically bring his hands up to protect his eyes. But that wouldn’t accomplish exactly the right effect, because Remy’s friend was standing by, ready to move.


So he had to take out Remy’s friend first. The further target.


Without taking his eyes from Remy’s, Mallory considered the wine bottle in the centre of the table with the stubby candlestick jammed into the neck. He thought about how it would feel in his hand. The weight of it. The dried wax against the palm of his hand. He visualised grabbing it with one movement and hurling it in Hugo’s face. Bottom first. The glass probably wouldn’t break, but the nose might.


That would accomplish the other goal. Remy and Hugo were positioned close enough together that in the split second, Remy would not know whether the bottle was aimed at him or his friend. He would get his arms up. And then Mallory would flip the table.


The table would push Remy back and prevent him from grabbing Mallory as he rose.


From there, it would be routine. He would take out Remy first, smacking his face off the brick pillar that he would be lined up with perfectly after the table had pushed him back. Then, depending on whether the bottle had knocked Hugo out already, he could finish the job with an elbow to the bridge of the nose. It would be a smooth transition into that move from slamming Remy into the pillar.


These calculations took Mallory a fraction of a second. He wasn’t worried that he was rusty, or in any doubt he could take these two losers. What he was worried about was unintended consequences. Collateral damage. He was worried about what he would do when he stopped thinking.


The old man was close by. What if he had a weak heart, couldn’t take sudden shocks? The woman and the child were on the other side of the bar, but it wasn’t that big a place. A chair could get thrown. Glass might get smashed. The bartender might feel the need to intervene, and he would definitely get hurt.


Mallory told himself he had to stay in control and contained, to make sure this was finished as quickly and efficiently as possible.


Remy was waiting for him to say something, perhaps mistaking Mallory’s hesitation for fear. Eventually he relented and spoke. ‘I think it’s time to step outside.’


Mallory shook his head slowly. He spoke without thinking about it, like something dark and ugly inside of him was using his voice.


‘I like it inside.’


He could see in the eyes of Remy and his companion that they knew what was coming next. They didn’t know it was going to happen a beat sooner than they expected.


‘Why?’ Remy said, grinning.


Mallory’s hand went for the bottle like he was reaching for the neck of a snake. The thing inside of him started to take over.


But he froze when he heard the voice from the far corner.
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‘Arrêtez!’


The old man had spoken, and his voice sounded like Charlton Heston in one of the Bible movies they used to show on TV on Easter weekends.


Mallory felt the building urge inside of him subside a little, like a pot abruptly turned down low just as it was about to boil over.


He kept his eyes on the two men. He needn’t have worried. Both of them were staring back at the old man.


If you had asked Mallory to make a prediction ten minutes before, he wouldn’t have been entirely confident that the old guy was capable of standing unaided, but capable he was. He had stood up straight, unwavering. He was glaring at the two men, his eyes blazing above the bushy white beard.


Remy looked back at Mallory, almost questioningly. It was a look that said, ‘Do you know what’s going on?’ Seeing no help there, he turned back to the old man, brow furrowed. The laidback intimidation with which he had spoken to Mallory was gone. Now he looked like a kid on his first day behind the till at McDonald’s trying to deal with an angry customer.


‘Monsieur—’ he began, and was promptly cut off by a barrage of Gallic invective that was too fast and too rapid-fire for Mallory to parse.


Remy held a hand up, like he was trying to physically ward off the torrent of words, and tried to interrupt. The old man wasn’t having it. He had advanced across the room and was pointing out of the door at the truck.


‘Sortez!’


Hugo stepped forward. He had recovered from his surprise and looked ready to lay the old man out. Mallory would intercept him before he got that far, but watching the scene, he wondered if his help was required. Hugo started yelling back at him, tossing in a few curse words that Mallory recognised. The old man responded by taking two quick steps forward.


As though coordinated, Mallory and Remy stepped in, getting in front of the old man and Hugo respectively.


Remy shook his head at his friend. He looked askance at Mallory.


‘Maybe we talk later, my friend, huh?’


‘Maybe we do,’ Mallory said.


Remy gave him a hard stare and turned around. Hugo hesitated, hands dropped to his sides now, but he looked as though he was straining against the urge to launch himself forward again.


Remy called his name without turning or breaking stride, and Hugo spat another curse and turned on his heel to scamper after his friend.


‘There’s a good boy,’ Mallory said, just loud enough for him to hear. Hugo stiffened, but didn’t turn again.


Mallory watched as the two of them exited the bar and got back in the truck. Hugo slammed the door so hard the window dropped down in its frame halfway. Remy gave Mallory one more look that was heavy with meaning and pulled the truck out of the space, kicking up a cloud of fine yellow dust that hung in the air long after the sound of the engine and the too-loud radio had faded to nothing.


It was as though the oxygen in the bar had suddenly returned after being steadily sucked out. The mother feeding her child started packing her various accoutrements away, getting ready to go now that the path to the door was clear. She avoided looking in Mallory’s direction. Behind the bar, Laurent finally seemed satisfied with the gleam on the glass he was polishing and placed it carefully on a shelf.


Mallory turned to the old man, not sure what he would say. He decided to keep it simple. ‘Merci, monsieur.’


‘Anglais?’ the old man said.


‘Yes,’ Mallory confirmed.


‘Those boys are motherfuckers.’


He looked extremely pleased with his grasp of the language.


Mallory broke into a grin. ‘I got that impression.’


He asked if the old man would like another drink and he shrugged in the affirmative. Mallory gestured for him to sit back down at his table while he ordered. In contrast to his movements a few moments before, the weight of years seemed to have returned to the old man’s limbs. He shuffled over to his chair and sat down heavily. As he moved, Mallory noticed there was an old tattoo protruding from under the sleeve of his cream shirt. He recognised the design, and it might go some way towards explaining why the man had commanded so much authority, and how he had managed to stare down two physically fit men a third his age.


Laurent raised an eyebrow when Mallory asked him for another bottle of whatever the old man was drinking. Without comment, he reached under the bar and dusted off a bottle, then produced two wine glasses. He uncorked the bottle with a practised hand and worked the cork off the screw before pushing the bottle across the bar. It had a plain label with the name of the town on it.


Mallory paid cash and took the wine over to the table. He had to stop to let the woman and baby past on their way to the door. The woman ignored him and addressed the old man in the corner. She called him stupid, said he could have got himself killed. The old man responded with a defensive shrug of his shoulders and a bewildered look at Mallory.


She rolled her eyes and pushed the buggy past Mallory.


Mallory crossed the room to the table, glancing back the way the woman had gone.


‘You know her?’


‘Celine,’ the old man responded. ‘A friend of my granddaughter.’


Mallory sat down and placed the bottle and the glasses on the table. ‘Something tells me your granddaughter will be getting a full report.’


The old man said nothing. His eyes were on the bottle.


Mallory reached for it, but the old man beat him to it with surprising alacrity, lifting it and pouring expertly. He raised his glass. Mallory reciprocated and they clinked.


‘Serge.’


‘Mallory. Pleased to meet you, Serge.’


‘Mallory,’ Serge repeated, accenting the y as most of his countrymen did. Mall-or-ee. He considered for a moment and then added, ‘Do you cause this much trouble wherever you go?’
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The wine was good. Then again, most of the wine was good in France.


‘Who were they?’ Mallory asked as he watched Serge take a gulp from his glass. ‘The motherfuckers.’


Serge swallowed and wiped his lips with the linen napkin from the table. ‘Remy, his father is the mayor.’


Mallory understood immediately. In small towns like this, the mayor’s word was law.


‘Thinks he owns the place, huh?’


Serge gave him an approving look. ‘His father does own it. His son only thinks he does. They look for trouble. They don’t like people like you.’


‘Brits?’


Serge snorted. ‘People from anywhere else. Outsiders.’


Mallory nodded. ‘Was he telling the truth about the break-ins? Or was that just an excuse to beat me up?’


Serge shrugged dismissively. The short sleeve of his shirt rode up again, revealing more of the tattoo. It was faded from black to blue.


‘Where did you serve?’ Mallory asked, taking his index finger off the wine glass he was holding to point at the ink.


Serge looked down at his arm as though he had forgotten the tattoo was there, and then carefully lifted the sleeve up to show the whole design: a star overlaid on the image of a parachute, with wings extending on both sides.


It was the regimental badge of the Deuxième Parachutist. The airborne regiment of the French Foreign Legion. Judging by his age, Mallory was guessing the answer to his question would be Algeria.


‘Algérie,’ Serge confirmed. He narrowed his eyes. Mallory caught the unspoken question.


‘Afghanistan, Iraq . . .’ he answered. ‘The usual.’


‘Complicated wars,’ Serge commented.


‘Aren’t they all?’


Serge considered this and then nodded. ‘How long have you been out?’


‘Almost two years now.’


The two of them sat in silence for a couple of minutes. It wasn’t an uncomfortable silence, far from it. Two men from different countries, from different eras, considering how their life experiences might not be all that different.


Eventually, Mallory broke the silence. ‘Why did you step in there? I could have handled that.’


Serge snorted. ‘And how would you have handled it? Put them in the hospital?’ He gestured over at the bar with his wine glass. ‘Break some of Laurent’s shitty furniture?’


‘Hey,’ the bartender cut in. ‘Je parle anglais.’


Serge waved the comment away. ‘Those boys are idiots. No need to . . .’ He paused and grasped for the right word, looking satisfied when he came up with it. ‘Engage.’


‘You solved my problem, but maybe you created one for yourself. Are you worried about that girl telling your daughter?’


‘Granddaughter,’ he snapped. He pointed at Mallory. ‘Don’t ask me about her again or this will be a short conversation.’


Mallory held his hands up in apology and changed the subject. But he was intrigued now. He poured Serge another glass.


The afternoon shadows lengthened as the two men talked. Serge talked about his years in the Deuxième Parachutist, about the fighting in the Aurès Mountains in ’56. Mallory told Serge about the cross training he had done with French special forces, and that he had a pair of those wings too, through a combined exercise. They compared gruelling training exercise stories: being buried in the sand up to your neck, carrying ridiculous loads on your back over the Brecon Beacons.


Serge lifted his shirt and hitched down his trousers to show Mallory the four-inch scar where shrapnel had hit him fighting rebels in Chad, in 1969. The man next to him had been eviscerated. He told Mallory there was still shrapnel inside him.


‘Must be fun at airports.’


‘I don’t fly,’ Serge said. ‘I don’t go anywhere.’


‘Why not?’


‘I have been to enough places. I have seen enough,’ he said, staring out of the window at the river. His focus shifted back to Mallory suddenly. ‘You have not had enough?’


Mallory considered the question before answering. He knew there was a part of him that could never have enough, no matter how much he wished otherwise. He looked away from Serge’s gaze, kept his voice light with an effort.


‘I haven’t.’


Serge considered this for a moment. ‘You are still young, so young.’ His eyes wandered to the flowing water again, and when he spoke, it was as though he was talking to himself. He said a single word.


‘Océane.’


Mallory waited for him to say something else. He was about to ask him which ocean he was talking about when Serge spoke again.


‘I love her with all my heart, but I cannot help her.’


‘Océane is your granddaughter.’


‘Yes. She is beautiful. Very smart.’ He dug in his pocket and produced a battered phone, the screen spider-webbed with cracks. He shook it until it woke and showed Mallory the screen saver. If this was Océane, then he was at least half right about her.


She stood with her back to the River Seine and a clear blue sky. That it was the Seine was evident from the fact the Eiffel Tower was framed in the background. She appeared to be in her mid to late twenties with long, straight, jet-black hair and hazel eyes. There was a very slight family resemblance, but it was mostly in the look in her eyes. She was staring away from the photographer, and the set of her jaw made it look as though she was preparing to take some considered action.


Serge was staring sorrowfully at the back of the phone as Mallory examined the picture. There was a heavy sense of loss in his stare, and Mallory knew this was what he’d been dwelling on earlier, when Mallory had been wondering about him.


‘What happened to her?’ Mallory said, suddenly wondering if he was looking at a photograph of a dead woman.


Serge blinked. ‘I do not know.’


‘You don’t know?’


Serge drained the last of the wine from his glass and raised himself up, steadying his hand on the table. Again, it seemed to require more effort than when he had risen to confront the two young men earlier. It was as though he had expended his reserves of energy for the day and needed to recharge. He walked to the door and stepped outside. Mallory followed him. Just beyond the door there was a long covered roof with colourful hanging baskets suspended from the beams. The blossoms smelled sweet in the evening air.


Serge waited for Mallory to join him and pointed to a spot a mile or so away, where the main road stretched across the side of a gentle hill like a scalpel cut.


‘You see that road?’


Mallory had travelled along the road in the passenger seat of the lorry on which he had hitched before being dropped in this town.


‘Fifteen years ago, my son and his wife – Océane’s parents – were returning from Lyons. The driver of a . . .’ He searched for the words in English, and couldn’t find them. ‘Camion de bois.’


‘A lumber truck.’


‘Oui. He was drunk, drove into the opposite lane. They were both killed instantly. Océane was in the back of the car. She survived.’ Serge shook his head and put a hand on one of the upright oak beams supporting the roof covering the outdoor area. ‘She was in a coma for three weeks. The doctors, they were not sure she would live. But she did. It was a miracle. After many more weeks, she was allowed to come home to me. It was hard.’


‘It must have been,’ Mallory said quietly. ‘Was there anyone else?’


‘No one else. Just the two of us.’


‘You did it, though, you took care of her.’


Serge smiled briefly. ‘No. She took care of me.’


That brought a reciprocal smile to Mallory’s lips, which faded as he realised that Serge didn’t look like anyone had been taking care of him for a while.


Serge took a crumpled pack of Winston cigarettes from his hip pocket and fitted one to his lips.


The bartender called his name and Serge ignored him as he took out his lighter and sparked up. He inhaled deeply, paying no attention to the bartender’s remonstrations.


‘Océane was a good girl. She kept the house, she cooked, she went to school every day.’ He sighed. ‘She shouldn’t have had to do so much, but she said it made her happy to take care of me. Perhaps she felt that she had to be her parents as well as herself.’


Mallory didn’t get the sense that the older man expected him to say anything. Perhaps he was just thankful for the opportunity to talk for the first time in a while. Mallory didn’t know why he had chosen him. Perhaps it was the shared military background, or just the more recent confrontation they had shared in the bar, but he didn’t think that was it. He thought Serge had decided to open up to him for the same reason as Remy and his friend had targeted him for their attentions. He was an outsider. Someone who didn’t come with the baggage of being from the town.


‘Do you know the date, Mallory?’


Mallory looked at him in surprise. It was the first time Serge had broken his monologue to address him directly. He had to think about it. Dates had become fuzzy in the last few months.


‘It’s the seventh of August, I think.’


Serge raised a weary eyebrow. ‘Sept août. It is later than I thought. It has been eight weeks since I spoke to Océane. Eight weeks since she told me I was an old fool and she never wished to speak to me again.’


‘What happened?’


‘Perhaps she was right. Perhaps I am an old fool. But I am an old fool who wants the best for his child. I was angry too. I said things I should have not said. I said I no longer had a granddaughter. I regret this now.’


‘Never too late to give her a call,’ Mallory said. Adding quickly, ‘In the morning, perhaps.’


‘I have tried to call many times,’ Serge said. ‘She does not answer. With each day that passes, I worry more. I worry that perhaps she cannot answer.’


That brought Mallory up short. ‘You think something could have happened to her? That she could have harmed herself?’


Serge stopped and leaned on a barrier that overlooked a drop to the street that ran below, twenty yards down the hill.


‘She would not harm herself. Her boyfriend, though. I begin to fear that is a different story.’
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MALAKOFF, PARIS


Nicolas Devereaux stepped out of the air-conditioned chill of the pool bar and into the humidity of the night. It had still been light when he entered an hour ago, but darkness had fallen quickly while he was in the windowless back room. It felt as though someone had thrown a warm, wet towel over his head as soon as he stepped outside the door.


His silver Audi A1 was parked at the far side of the car park. He was relieved to see it still had wheels and intact windows. There was a group of five shady-looking teenage boys on the corner, all kitted out in ostentatious trainers and sportswear. Five pairs of eyes watched him as he passed. One called out to him, asking if he needed any taz in a tone that sounded more like an invitation to fight than a sales pitch.


Nicolas waved his hand in a ‘thanks but no thanks’ gesture. He quickened his pace and heard a low mutter followed by a shrill cackle.


The five of them were little more than kids, acting tougher than they were. They might not have been so quick to taunt Nicolas if they’d known what he was carrying in the sports bag slung over his shoulder. Until the fat man with the bloodshot eyes inside had given the gun to him, none of this had felt real. But ever since that June night in the garden, he had known that this was all too real.


The Audi was parked in the furthest corner of the car park, away from the lights. In normal circumstances, he would park as close as possible to the building so that he could keep an eye on it. Shit, in normal circumstances, he would think twice before parking anywhere in this part of town. But these were not normal circumstances.


The chatter of the tough guys dropped away into the background. Maybe they weren’t even drug dealers, just bored teenagers. Nicolas looked around before tapping the key in his pocket to unlock the car. The lights flashed and the doors unlocked with a clunk. He went around to the back and opened the trunk. A shriek of sirens cut through the night air as a police car two junctions away picked up speed, heading towards him, its lights flashing. Nicolas felt as though a cold hand had reached into his chest and grabbed his heart.


But the police car gained speed instead of slowing, flashing by him so fast that he couldn’t see the features of the two policemen. The car reached the corner, slowed, and turned into traffic.


Nicolas gazed back over at the line of stores. The group of young toughs had scattered, and were warily returning to their posts.


He let out the breath he had been holding and opened the lid of the trunk all the way. The only other thing in there was a small backpack he had stuffed with a couple of changes of clothes. He wouldn’t be staying long where he was going. In three days he would be done, he told himself. One way or another.


And then he made the mistake of dwelling on the last four words to cross his mind: one way or another.


He turned around again. The kids on the corner were no longer paying him any attention. They were circling a couple of teenage girls dressed for a night out. The girls looked unworried, enjoying – or at least unfazed by – the attention. There were no other moving vehicles on the street and the sound of the police siren had been lost in the night.


Nicolas unzipped the bag and took out the Stoeger STR-9S pistol. It felt good in his hand; the weight, the curve of the grip. He was a little surprised they had given him exactly what he had suggested.


The gun would do the job, that wasn’t in question. The real question: could he do the job?


He would have to. One way or another.


In three days, either a man would die by his hand, or Océane would pay the price.
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ST-JEAN-DES-PERTES


The lighting was low, and the warm, fragrant night air was seeping through the open window. Serge looked like he was on the verge of collapsing into a drunken coma, and Mallory wasn’t far behind the older man. The wine was potent stuff.


The bartender collected their empties and pointed at the clock.


‘Fermeture. Closing time.’


Mallory held up a hand in acknowledgement and raised his gaze to look out of the window. It was fully dark outside. The moonlight glinted off the ripples on the surface of the river. He realised he had no idea where Serge lived.


‘Mate,’ Mallory said, nudging him. ‘We need to get you home. You far from here?’


Serge batted Mallory’s hand away and mumbled something unintelligible in French.


Mallory looked up at the bartender for help.


‘He says he has no home,’ Laurent translated.


‘Right. You got any idea where he lives?’


Instead of answering, Laurent pointed at the clock again.


‘What does that mean?’


‘It means I finished five minutes ago. It means it’s not my problem.’


‘Very helpful, cheers.’


Mallory patted Serge down and found a wallet and a door key. There was an old driving licence in the wallet, creased and warped around the edges. It had expired eight years ago. Maybe the address would be out of date. Then again, Serge said he had lived in the town all his life, and he didn’t seem like the kind of guy who liked change. I have seen enough.


‘Rue de St Germain,’ Mallory read.


Laurent sighed and pointed up the road. ‘Walk about eight hundred metres, turn right, up the hill, just by the church.’


With the Laurent’s grudging help, Mallory got Serge to his feet and pulled one of his arms around his neck so that he could walk him outside. The door closed firmly behind them.


The night air seemed to revive Serge a little. After they had gone a short distance, he was walking more steadily, so that Mallory didn’t have to support him as much. He would mumble in French, occasionally looking up to remember to switch into English for Mallory’s benefit. He was slurring his words so much that it didn’t make much difference. Mallory caught a few words here and there. He mentioned Océane a few times.


They took the narrow road on the right that the bartender had indicated. It climbed at a steep incline and Mallory could see the silhouette of a church steeple against the deep blue of the summer night sky. Serge was out of breath by the time they reached the top of the hill, and they had to stop and rest for a moment. Mallory looked back the way they had come, down to the road that ran alongside the river, and across to the other bank where the streetlights picked out the line of the main road. There wasn’t a car in sight.


‘Thank you, Mallory. I will go alone from here.’


Mallory was amused by his dramatic stoicism. ‘I didn’t walk all the way up that bloody hill to leave you here. I’m going to make sure you get home. By strength and guile, as we say.’


Serge laughed a little and tapped his forehead, muttering a motto that Mallory vaguely recognised: ‘À la manière de nos Anciens.’


The house was a little grander than Mallory had anticipated. A large villa with wood-shuttered windows and a wrought-iron balcony over the front door. Serge reached into his pocket and his brow furrowed. Mallory gently patted the pocket on the other side and Serge tried that one, finding his door key.


The house was entirely in darkness. Serge seemed exhausted now. Mallory glanced around for a light switch but couldn’t find it. He lifted Serge’s arm around him and guided him along the hall towards the stairs.


The upper floor was approached via a winding staircase in the corner of the living room. The gaps between stairs were open, ready to twist an ankle if you looked at them the wrong way. Mallory was glad he had insisted on accompanying Serge the whole way. He didn’t fancy the old guy’s chances navigating these in his condition. Then again, he didn’t think this was the first time Serge had arrived home three sheets to the wind.


When they reached the short landing at the top of the stairs, Serge grunted and moved towards the nearer of the four doors. Mallory got him braced against the wall and opened the door. There was a bed in the middle of the room and an old dresser. Around both sides of the bed were stacked piles of books and magazines. There was a desk with a partly completed ship in a bottle, a work in progress.


Mallory helped Serge out of his trousers and helped him get into bed.


‘She is a good girl,’ Serge mumbled in French, as he lay down on top of the covers. Mallory didn’t have to ask who he was referring to. In less than a minute, the older man was snoring, his chest rising and falling. Mallory stood by the door for a minute, wondering if this was the only peace he could get: the oblivion of too much wine every night.


His concern for his granddaughter was real and acute. Anyone could see that. It wouldn’t do any good to try to persuade him that he didn’t have to worry, that it was natural for young people to leave and go out in the world. And that arguments between those who love each other are natural, too.


He closed the door over, leaving it a little ajar. His head was clearer after the fresh air and exercise, but he wasn’t sure of the way to the hostel where he was staying. It might be easier to retrace his steps back to the bar and go from there.


As he turned back into the hall, he heard a soft chime. It came from one of the other bedrooms. He opened the door. The light of the full moon was streaming in on this side, illuminating the room. It was a contrast with Serge’s bedroom, and he knew immediately this must be Océane’s.


There was a hardwood floor and a metal-frame bed in the centre of the room, still made up with light-coloured sheets. Bookshelves lined the entirety of one wall. There was a triangular window that was open a crack. A small knot of windchimes hanging from the apex of the triangle was the source of the noise he had heard.


Positioned below the window was a desk with a small vanity mirror and a few accoutrements neatly positioned on top.


The bedroom felt very different from the rest of the house. Walking into it was like stepping through a portal into a separate location miles away. Where there was clutter and dust in Serge’s part of the house, this room was tidy. Instead of the smell of mustiness and old cigar smoke, this room smelled subtly of perfume and fresh linen. A light breeze circulated from the window, teasing the chimes occasionally. Océane had been gone for months, but in that time, Serge had been careful not to let the rest of the house encroach on this space. Maybe that was a good sign. Deep down, he believed she was coming home.


The room seemed to chart different phases in her life: a row of well-loved soft toys were lined up on a shelf next to a trophy with an engraved plate declaring that Océane Fontaine had come second in her lower-secondary school gymnastics competition a decade and a half ago.


There were framed pictures on top of a bookcase that were more recent. Some were of Océane with female friends, and a couple with a dark-haired young man. Mallory glanced at them, assuming this was the troublesome boyfriend. He started to close the door and then something on the desk caught his eye.


It was a notepad, lying open. One of the visible pages was entirely covered with writing, the other down to half the page. He hesitated, and then curiosity got the better of him.


Other than the soft, regular snoring emanating from Serge’s room, there was no sound. The night outside was entirely silent. You could believe you were in a farmhouse in the middle of nowhere, rather than in the heart of a small town. People retired for the night early in St-Jean-des-Pertes.


The handwriting on the notepad was in a clear, feminine cursive. There was a date at the top of the left-hand page: 12 juin. His eye was drawn to the page on the right, where the narrative on the previous page continued for three lines and then there was a gap.


And then eight words that really stuck out.


J’aime Nicolas. Mais j’ai peur qu’il me tue.


I love Nicolas. But I fear he will kill me.










MONDAY
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There was no regular bus service that stopped in St-Jean-des-Pertes, but Mallory was able to persuade the manager of his hostel to give him a lift to the next town, where he could get a bus to Vire-Normandie and onwards to Paris. The only downside to that was he had to be up at the crack of dawn, just as the sun was peeking over the treetops that lined the hill rising above the hostel. An early start wasn’t usually a problem, but after a morning of hard manual labour followed by an afternoon and evening of hard drinking, it wouldn’t have been his first choice.


Yves, the hostel manager, was a taciturn man at the best of times, and Mallory was thankful for the absence of chit-chat as they traversed the narrow road out of town. He leaned against the window and rested his eyes, asking himself again why he was doing this.


As though in answer, the image of his hand gripping the bottle neck in the bar appeared in his mind’s eye. He had been a split second from beating the shit out of those two idiots yesterday. Maybe killing one or both of them. If Serge hadn’t interrupted him, there would have been a lot of blood spilled in that bar.


It gave the lie to the complacency that had been building in him over the summer, and he realised the physical work he had been seeking out was a poor substitute for what he really craved.


That was why he was hitching this ride out of town. The two guys from yesterday would come looking for him. Wounded pride demanded it. And when they did, Mallory wouldn’t hold back.


Maybe this was the real driver behind the Good Samaritan act. He remembered last year; helping Donno’s mum and his brother. That had entailed more than a little roughness too, of course, but it had channelled that energy somewhere worthwhile, given him a goal to keep him on the rails. Perhaps that was what Serge had unwittingly done for him now.


The entry in Océane’s diary might mean nothing, or it might mean everything, but either way he had to know. He would find her, make sure she was all right, and perhaps even persuade her to contact her grandfather to reconcile. He didn’t doubt that Serge might be hard to live with, but he felt a strange urge to protect the old man. Perhaps it was simply a desire to pay him back for getting him out of that corner yesterday, saving him from his own worst impulses.


Mallory decided not to tell Serge where he was going. Doing so would only raise his hopes or deepen his concerns, and Mallory didn’t want to do either. Instead, he left a short note on the dining-room table thanking Serge for his company and promising to drop by next time he was in town.


Once Yves’s truck was out on the highway, the smooth motion and the hum of the engine started to lull him to sleep. He jolted awake as they pulled to a stop. Opening his eyes, Mallory saw that they had arrived at the bus station. An ugly one-storey concrete structure with a coffee shop on one side of the entrance and a news kiosk on the other. Mallory thanked Yves and got out, lifting the backpack that contained his worldly belongings from the back seat.


At the desk inside, a pissed-off looking cashier with orange-dyed hair and thick-rimmed glasses sold him his ticket without saying a word. He bought an espresso from the coffee shop and waited the twenty minutes for the bus to Vire-Normandie to show up. The injection of caffeine helped, along with the fresh air. He felt his mind begin to sharpen as the daylight bled reluctantly into the overcast sky.


The bus pulled into the station, made a wide circle and pulled to a stop beside the first bay. Mallory boarded and sat at the back, force of habit again. Difficult for someone to attack you from behind in the back seat. Then again, Mallory had always been one of the kids who took the back of the bus in school, so perhaps the instinct was innate, rather than a product of training and experience.


Now that his head was clearer, he was surprised to find he wasn’t questioning his decision to go to Paris. If the entry in the diary was as concerning as it looked, then someone needed to check in on Océane. If she wouldn’t take calls from her grandfather, then perhaps it would have to be a stranger. And there was another consideration. The job Mallory had been paid for in St-Jean was done, so it was time to move on. That would have been true even without the encouragement from the two pricks yesterday.


He had a few weeks before his ninety days ran out and he had to return to the UK, and he had always meant to go back to Paris. This would kill two birds with one stone. He would eat some nice food, walk the streets, see the sights. And along the way, he would see if he could find Océane Fontaine and make sure everything was five by five. He sat back in his seat and watched as the Normandy landscape rolled by. This part of France wasn’t so different from back home: rolling green fields and small, rustic towns.


The bus reached Vire-Normandie in forty minutes. A quick change and Mallory was on the move again. Fields gave way to a series of bigger towns and then to the autoroute heading south to the big city. They passed a sign that showed the distance: Paris 206. He would be in town in time for lunch, and then he’d begin the search for Océane.


A thinking exercise, after weeks of hard manual labour. It would be a welcome change of pace. And if Nicolas turned out to be a threat to Océane, it would be nothing he couldn’t handle.
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