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  “Disaster appears, to crush one man now, but afterward another”


  —Euripedes


  PROLOGUE


  Royal Military Police HQ, Chichester, UK,


  September 2006


  ‘And you’re absolutely sure this is what you want?’


  ‘Sir.’


  ‘Nothing I can do to persuade you otherwise?’


  ‘I think it’s the right time, sir.’


  ‘You realise I have to try, of course. Always a shame to see a good soldier go.’


  ‘Yes, sir.’


  ‘Would a spot of counselling make any difference? I know you had a rough time out in Afghan and then there’s that Kosovo… thing.’


  ‘Bit of time back at the old rugby club should be therapy enough, sir.’


  ‘And after that?’


  ‘Not sure, sir. Police maybe. Thought I might give London a go. Plenty of my fellow ex-pats there.’


  ‘Your fellow ex-pats?’


  ‘Welshmen, sir.’


  ‘Ah. Of course… You know, I hope the whole Kosovo business doesn’t weigh too heavily upon you. I know there was a lot of fall-out but, all in all, I think you can hold your head up high.’


  ‘Thank you, sir.’


  ‘Do you think about it much? Corporal..? I asked if you think about it much.’


  ‘I, umm… I yes, sir… I mean, I do, sir… Yes.’


  ONE


  TWO YEARS EARLIER…


  The town of Kosovo Polje, Kosovo

  March 2004


  Dead dogs. What was it about this place and dead dogs? If the first casualty of war was truth, then man’s best friend couldn’t have been far behind. At least that’s how it felt around here. Corporal Davies picked his way past the two poor creatures in the yard and continued towards the burned-out house, nudging a child’s tricycle out of the way. Its front wheel came to rest against a well-chewed tennis ball. One could almost hear the echo of that last, giddy game of catch. The last laughter before the mob came.


  Five years ago, when he was last here, the dead dogs had been for a different reason – the incoming UN and NATO forces having to dispatch packs of vicious strays roaming the deserted streets. Among the feral mongrels was the bizarre sight of newly masterless pedigrees, long-dormant wolf genes kicking back in, the whole thing like some dark version of a Disney movie. In a land where ninety percent of the human population had fled, nature was simply positioning a new apex predator. A lot had changed since then. But the dead dogs still smelled the same.


  ‘Watch your step here,’ the Royal Military Police investigator called back to his interpreter (she was gradually getting used to the Welsh accent). With the three wooden steps to the entrance largely burned through, the Redcap made the jump, then turned to offer a helping hand. The interpreter briefly assessed the distance, then completed an identical leap unaided. If the ballistic vest and helmet were a burden, she had long since got used to it.


  ‘Blimey. Like Lynn Davies at the 1964 Olympics, that was. No relation… I don’t think.’


  The interpreter smiled back at Cpl. Davies, no idea what he was talking about.


  Any levity quickly faded as the pair entered the house. There was no need to open a door – just step through the charred frame where one used to be. Enough bits of internal wall remained to give an idea of the modest room sizes, while a new ‘skylight’ had been thoughtfully created by the arsonists and rioters, courtesy of half the tiled roof falling in. On the far wall, behind a melted television set, a simple message in red spray paint… ‘MORTO I SERBI’. The RMP took out a digital camera and added a new photo to the one of the exterior.


  ‘Death to Serbs?’ he suggested.


  ‘Correct,’ said the interpreter.


  The kitchen seemed to be the least damaged area, though it was all relative. From the rubble in front of him, Cpl. Davies took a length of piping and began creating a path through the debris, checking the floor was sound where he stepped. The interpreter followed behind, careful to place her feet where the Redcap’s much bigger ones had just been.


  A fridge-freezer had clearly held pride of place in the room they were entering. Now pushed over and partly scorched, it was still recognisable as fairly modern, the sort of thing the owners might have saved up for. A piece of paper was poking out from beneath it, a little singed around the edges, but protected from the worst of the fire by the way the unit had fallen.


  Cpl. Davies crouched down, tested the weight of the appliance, then, with impressive strength, he hefted it a few inches with one hand and scooped out all the bits of paper that had been stuck to the front. Some animal-shaped magnets dropped around his feet as he stood up, showing his little haul to the interpreter.


  ‘So… this is gas bill,’ she said, looking at the first item. ‘And this is about hospital appointment tomorrow.’


  She pointed to the name of the Serb community hospital at the top.


  ‘It cannot happen now,’ she said.


  Both of them recognised the medical centre’s name – they had driven past it on their way into town. Or what was left of it.


  Before turning to the third and final item, the corporal took photos of both letters – insignificant snippets of domestic life elsewhere, but here they had a different value. In a region with primitive IT systems, where municipal buildings and their files had a habit of being destroyed, proving ownership of property had been an issue ever since the war ended in ’99. Something as simple as a name on a bill could make all the difference.


  In some ways, the last item from the fridge door needed no translating. A child’s painting of the house they were in. White walls, red roof, blue sky – with a big yellow sun in the corner, of course. In front of it stood the family of three, all primary colours and semi-circle smiles. The dogs that now lay lifeless in the yard were sitting obediently either side. One brown, one white.


  ‘Mummy, Daddy and me,’ said the interpreter, tracing a finger along the words at the top.


  Cpl. Davies pointed to the writing at the bottom.


  ‘And this?’ he asked.


  ‘Just the dogs’ names,’ replied the interpreter.


  ‘What are they?’


  The interpreter looked up at him, a little surprise in her pale blue eyes. She had deliberately avoided going into detail after the response from another NATO soldier when looking at a similar picture (‘You seriously think I give a shit about the pets’ goddam names?’).


  ‘So,’ she said, turning back to the painting. ‘Mummy, Daddy and me, with Bear and… it means, like… Snowdog.’


  The RMP looked out at Bear and Snowdog in silence for a moment. They lay among the rocks and bricks that had done for them. Then he took a photo of the painting. He stared at it on the camera’s small screen.


  ‘I suppose you have to hope the first blow stunned them and they didn’t know too much about it after that,’ he said.


  The interpreter studied his face, intrigued by the glimpse of empathy in a land where it was in such short supply.


  ‘It’s true,’ she said. ‘I try to think this too.’


  A quick tour of the rest of the house confirmed that Mummy, Daddy and me were not present. The smell would have given it away by now anyway. Then the two of them hopped back down into the yard and retraced their route. Somehow it felt different stepping over Bear and Snowdog this time. Nobody looked too hard.


  ‘You like dogs?’ asked the interpreter.


  ‘More than most people,’ replied the Redcap.


  ‘You mean you like dogs more than most people like dogs? Or you like dogs more than you like most people?’


  ‘Both,’ said Cpl. Davies, since it seemed easier than getting his head around the two options. He had already been told about Anna’s linguistic super-computer of a brain (as well as – somewhat crudely – other notable qualities… ‘More languages than C3PO and fit as fuck’).


  Back out in the street, he glanced up and down at the patrolling Gurkha unit providing security for the fact-finding mission. It was good to know he could conduct his enquiries without any hassle from troublemakers. As for the street itself, it was unlikely to feature on many postcards – housing from the Communist ‘modernisation’ phase and a road surface long since ruined by armoured vehicles. But it could still have been a half-decent neighbourhood, if everyone could just lay off the whole neighbour-killing thing and play nicely.


  ‘So… One down… A hundred and thirty-nine to go…’


  As soon as Cpl. Davies said the numbers, he realised he didn’t much like the sound of them. Ten houses a day in a two-week operation – that sounded more manageable. Just about. The two of them set off towards the next burned-out property, both still secretly thinking about the painting and the dogs.


  Unlike other towns in Kosovo, the small Serb community had been evenly distributed here, rather than clustered in one enclave. It was supposed to be the template for how the returning Kosovan-Albanians could live alongside the people they viewed as their former oppressors. Now all those fine ideals lay in ruins.


  One hundred and forty Serb homes in the town of Kosovo Polje… and one hundred and forty had been destroyed.


  All in a couple of days of rioting.


  And right under the noses of embarrassed international forces.


  ‘He’s waving at you,’ said Anna, pointing to one of the Gurkhas outside the next house on their list. Two of the Nepalese soldiers were talking to three members of UNMIK – the United Nations Mission In Kosovo. Their dark blue uniforms and light blue berets contrasted with the Gurkhas’ camouflage. Cpl. Davies acknowledged the wave and continued making his way, eventually getting a better look at the details of the UNMIK uniforms.


  The guy in the middle was the main man, the epaulettes and national flag on his shoulder marking him out as a Belgian lieutenant colonel. He was tall – nearly as tall as Cpl. Davies – but as narrow as the Redcap was broad. In his mid-40s, he had about fifteen years on the investigator. Wire-framed glasses, a sloping nose and brown irises so dark they almost merged with his pupils… the man looked like a shark with a degree.


  Alongside him stood two Turkish military police officers – the lieutenant colonel’s personal guard for his field trip. Swarthy, with big biceps and big bellies, they clearly enjoyed the weights-room and catering at HQ, without overdoing the cardio. The Gurkhas regarded them coolly as Cpl. Davies and Anna arrived.


  ‘Questions,’ said one of the Gurkhas, simultaneously nodding at the row of blue-capped men (a pretty efficient way of saying ‘These people have some questions for you’).


  ‘Sir,’ said the Redcap, addressing the high-ranking shark and throwing up a salute.


  The lieutenant colonel looked him up and down before replying in perfect English.


  ‘I was meaning to introduce myself when you arrived at HQ yesterday. I missed my chance so thought I would come out here.’


  ‘Yes, sir,’ said Cpl. Davies, since there didn’t seem much to add to that. Kosovo Polje was about eight miles from UNMIK HQ in Pristina. He didn’t mind where this guy and his two buddies went for a day out.


  ‘My role is the oversight of Security, Strategic and Logistical Planning within the Integrated Co-operation Framework, with a focus on KPS and UNMIK Police combined performance.’


  ‘Yes, sir,’ said the corporal again, glancing at the officer’s name tag to stop his eyes glazing over at all that crap… Lemaire… The senior officer seemed to wait for a fuller response (or maybe he just needed a breather after that job description). Cpl. Davies resisted the urge to ask if he got a special fold-out ID to accommodate the title.


  ‘So you’re in charge of the cops around here, sir,’ he said instead, interpreting the official gobbledygook in a way that Anna would have been proud of. ‘The UN contingent and the locals they’re training up.’


  Lemaire smiled. ‘Not in sole charge, but a key player you might say. Your report will no doubt touch on their performance during the recent crisis. It will be crossing my desk.’


  ‘I’ll try not to make any spelling mistakes in that case, sir.’


  ‘I’m sure you will appreciate the uniquely difficult circumstances they found themselves in.’


  ‘Well… If you’re going to be reading it, I wouldn’t want to spoil the ending, sir.’


  No smile this time.


  Out of the corner of his eye, Cpl. Davies was vaguely aware of a staring contest going on between Anna and one of the Turkish military cops. It ended with the latter finally looking away, then looking away again when he caught the eye of a Gurkha who had been observing his antics.


  ‘I see you have the assistance of one of our finest interpreters,’ said Lemaire, moving on from the matter of the report.


  ‘I was told many good things about Anna when I arrived
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