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 Like most people who
have been murdered, I knew my killer. I didn’t die by a random act
of violence, committed by a stranger, in fact, I knew them very
well.



The room was almost entirely dark. The light from
the screen of the life support machine keeping the man alive,
bathed the area in a dull green gloom. The machine monitored the
rhythm of his heart and the amount of drugs that were being pumped
into his bloodstream. The ventilator hissed and clicked as it rose
and fell, forcing oxygen into his lungs. He had been stripped naked
and wrapped in a threadbare sheet pulled tight around his body. His
ribs stuck out through the translucent fabric as his chest kept
pace with the ventilator.

The thin tube of a saline
drip snaked around its stand, its sharp tip invading his body via a
vein on the back of his hand. The skin around it was sore and
bruised as if it had been inserted with no regard for comfort.
Above the bed, there was no name for the patient, just the number
49 written on an old dirty whiteboard.

The door opened inch by
inch, revealing a silhouetted figure wearing a white doctors coat.
Taking a few paces into the room he stood still, peering into the
darkness until his eyes grew used to the light. He covered his nose
as he walked over to the bed, the musty, dirty smell offensive to
him.

He leaned in close to
study his patient’s face, searching for any signs that he knew he
was there; there were none. The doctor pulled on a latex glove and
gripped the man’s throat feeling for the bulge of the intubation
tube inside his windpipe. The ventilator fought to inflate the
man’s chest, so he squeezed harder until the screen on the life
support machine changed to display a steady flatline.

 


He let go and laughed
loudly before spitting onto the man’s face, watching it drip
through the stubble on his cheek to soak into the grimy
pillow.

Then he turned and left
the room not bothering to close the door behind him.

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



PART
ONE


BLOOD & DUST & RUIN

 



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



CHAPTER
ONE


Food of love

 



Kani Masi - Northern Iraq, mid-1980s.

 


Kani Masi is a small
settlement in the base of a valley hemmed in by steep snow topped
ridges. Despite bordering on Syria and Iran, the people living
there have always considered themselves to be Kurdish. The valley
follows the shape of the Diyala River; its source beginning
somewhere between the taller of the two peaks dominating the North.
Due to the steep mountains to the north, the only way to reach Kani
Masi was via a rugged trail to the south which was at least two
days walk away. Many of the original settlers had grown tired of
living in such a remote area and had left to seek a modern way of
life in the Kurdish capital city of Erbil. Of those who stayed,
there was a real sense of community and the remaining families
would often travel great distances to trade and to allow their
children to play.

 


Alaz, a tall, slim man
with dark brown skin and friendly brown eyes owned a settlement in
the valley. He had never known his mother who had died in
childbirth, and his father, a leading member of the local PKK
rebels, was killed in an ambush near to the Turkish border when
Alaz was only nineteen years old. Since he had no brothers or
sisters, Alaz had inherited the farm which was situated about half
a days walk away from the river. Despite the unrelenting heat, Alaz
had always been able to grow a reasonable range of crops in the
parched, sandy ground. Over the years he had accumulated a small
herd of goats, several hens and a donkey that was particularly fond
of braying loudly at night for no reason in particular.



Alaz rested his palms on
the rough wooden gate to his field and closed his eyes, savouring
the slight breeze flowing down from the northern end of the valley.
He swept his long black hair from his damp forehead, opened his
eyes and looked down at the gate to see a fly starting its careful
approach towards him. It paused to rub its legs together, in the
way that flies do, before taking off in a zig-zagging flight
towards the donkey. With his attention on the fly, Alaz hadn’t
heard her approach and was pleasantly surprised when he felt her
arms encircle his waist as she planted a sweet kiss on the side of
his neck. Turning to look at his wife Amira he paused; he was
entranced by her eyes — he still thought they were the most
beautiful things he had ever seen.

‘What are you
thinking my love?’ She asked.

He smiled and took hold
of her small delicate hands, they felt warm and soft, ‘about when
we first met at the gathering to celebrate the new year. Do you
remember?’ Alaz said.

Amira nodded as she
unfolded his hands and smoothed her fingers over his calloused
palms.

‘You work too
hard,’ she said softly.

‘I didn’t
want to go to the feast, but my mother forced me to go,’ he
continued.

‘Yes, I still
remember the sweet smell of the nan breads and the lamb seasoned
with meadow herbs, it was so nice. And the food you tried to steal
from me of course,’ she teased.

In fact, it was hunger
that had brought them together, as they had both reached out for
the same piece of bread at the same time. The food had smelled so
good, and Alaz was so hungry after a full day working on the farm
that he couldn’t wait to devour it. When he glanced up to look at
who was trying to take his food away from him, he couldn’t help but
gawk at the girl who had hold of the other end of the bread. Not
wanting to give it up, he kept hold of the bread; that was until he
saw Amira smile at him. Then he forgot about it and stared back at
her with a silly grin on his face. Alaz had never seen anybody so
beautiful, as the fire lit up her face showing off her high
cheekbones and her big brown eyes.

Amira broke the bread in
half and offered it to Alaz who accepted it and stuttered out an
awkward thank you. She smiled at him again, and Alaz knew then that
he was in love. That night they stole away to sit on a nearby hill
to watch the families below, dance and share their food and drink.
Alaz studied Amira’s face as she watched the elders break home-made
pots for good luck, loving the way the stars twinkled in her
eyes.

As the first batch of
fireworks exploded high in the cloudless sky, he nervously reached
out for her hand. Amira rested her head against his shoulder and
squeezed his hand tenderly. And as they held hands for the first
time, there was no other place in the world they wanted to
be.

 


They married the
following year on her 18th birthday. Amira looked sensational in
her blue silk dress and matching shoes her mother had bought for
her. She complimented the dress with gold bracelets and earrings
that sparkled when the sun caught them. Dressing up was lovely of
course, but all Amira longed for was to be alone with Alaz. She
thought that he looked magnificent in his bright white robes and
she loved how he had styled his beard, making him look much
older.

Amira’s parents had
travelled in from the capital and insisted on the Kurdish custom of
having a public procession after the wedding to Alaz’s farm. It was
lovely hearing the kind words that the families said about them as
they walked, but the journey seemed to take an age, and it was
already getting dark. When they finally reached Alaz’s farm,
Amira’s mother began to weep, perhaps realising that she was losing
her daughter tonight.

The celebrations paused
as Amira went inside with her mother, as was tradition, Alaz
remained outside until his new bride was ready to welcome him in
when the festivities had finished. It was the first time that Amira
had been into his house and she gingerly stepped over the threshold
and paused to look back at Alaz, her soon to be husband. Alaz
thought she was smiling at him, but he wasn’t sure as he couldn’t
see through the lace veil covering her beautiful face. Kurdish
custom dictated that new brides had to sit alone inside the house
for two hours while the guests dined and danced outside. The two
hours symbolised their two separate lives and, when the feast
finished, Alaz would go into the house, and they would be united as
a married couple.

 


Amira stood in the
central living area, which was pleasantly lit by candles, listening
to the cheerful sounds of the celebration held in her honour. A
fire smouldered in the wide fireplace, and she watched its flames
twirl and dance as if trying to match the music outside. A faint
stale smell that she couldn’t quite place lingered in the room, but
the scents from the bunches of wild Iris’s and Damask roses did
their best to mask it. A gentle breeze blew smoke back down the
chimney, the smell of the flowers mixed with it to create a
pleasing aroma. Amira took a large candle from the mantlepiece and
sauntered around the room, using it to examine the once colourful
tapestries on the walls. The widest of them, holding pride of place
in the room, showed a tale of nameless men on horseback, curved
swords held aloft fighting in a once important, but now long
forgotten battle. Amira touched the coarse woven fabric.

It would definitely have
to go she thought. The uneven stone floor was hidden under a
patchwork of thick rugs and pieces of carpet. In one corner of the
room behind an assortment of cushions, she saw Alaz’s AK47 rifle
leaning against the wall. Amira had never seen one up close, and
she was at once attracted to the weapon. She held the candle near
to it, looking at the nicks and scrapes in the wooden stock and the
sleek barrel telling its own story of past battles. Amira wondered
if it had been used to kill, if somebody had followed another
person through the sights and pulled the trigger, ending a life.
She crouched down and reached out to touch the hard wooden handle,
letting her fingers trace the curve of the trigger, but when she
felt the safety catch, hot wax spilled from the candle burning her
hand. Amira blew onto her hand as she placed the candle back on the
mantlepiece then made herself comfortable on the cushions, picking
at the wax as it hardened.

 


The celebrations seemed
to take forever to finish, and she jumped in shock when two volleys
of AK47 fire signalled the end. She could hear the low murmurs and
loud, knowing laughs of the men as they wished Alaz luck, and she
thought she heard her mother crying again. Alaz waited patiently
until everybody had left his compound before he made his way back
to his house, no it was no longer his house – it was now their
home. The wind was picking up now, the cloudless sky had already
sapped the ground of the heat it held onto in the daytime. As he
walked, Alaz’s eyes were drawn to the sky, and he paused to watch a
falling star trace a bright path high in the heavens above. With no
lights in the valley, the sky sparkled like a vast tapestry painted
with billions of stars. He strolled along, tracing the patterns of
the constellations and as he got closer to the house, he saw a
ribbon of grey smoke trickling out of the chimney, like a smoke
signal urging him to hurry home. Alaz found himself standing
outside their house, looking at candlelight escaping through a gap
at the bottom of the door where he hadn’t cut it evenly.

He could still hear
singing as the families made their way back down the valley and he
stared at the door handle listening to their voices gradually
fading away. Suddenly feeling very nervous, he smoothed down his
robes and took a deep breath as he reached for the door handle, but
before he touched it, Amira flung the door open to meet
him.

‘Finally!’
she said, ‘I thought it would never end!’

‘Me too!’
replied Alaz, looking at his beautiful wife. He looked into her
eyes through the veil, but they were unreadable. She led him into
the house and turned to look at him. He didn’t know what to say to
her or what to do; it was like they had only just met.

It was Amira who broke
the silence.

‘Alaz.’

‘What?’

‘My veil, you
need to lift it from my face, otherwise

it is very bad luck for
the future.’

‘Oh… yes, of
course,’ he said, taking hold of the bottom of it, embarrassed that
his hands were shaking. Amira smiled at her husband as he gently
lifted the veil from her face and started to fold it into a neat
square.

‘Come,’ she
said, taking his hand and leading him towards their bedroom. Alaz
forgot all about folding the veil as it fell from his hands to the
floor, and when he looked at Amira, this time there was no doubt
what the look in her eyes meant.

 


It was the perfect end to
a perfect day, yet soon they would both be dead.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



CHAPTER
TWO

 Watch and
Shoot, Watch and Shoot

 



Alaz’s and Amira’s Farm - Kani Masi, early
1990’s.

 


The peace that had
surrounded Alaz shattered as he was awakened from his deep sleep by
the delightful sound of laughter coming from outside. He reached
out for Amira, but her side of the bed was cold and empty, and it
took him a moment to remember she’d spent the night at their
friend’s house. Alaz shuffled across to her side of the bed and
listened to the noises of his children playing while he scraped at
the melted wax on the bedside table that was once last nights
candle. Alaz walked to the window, yawning as he wiped the sleep
from his eyes before looking for the source of the noise. He
watched his children kicking up clouds of dust; their hands linked
in a contest of strength which seemed to end in a draw when they
both tumbled to the ground in fits of laughter.

Growing bored with
wrestling, his boys, Salim and Goran, turned their attention to
capturing one of the chickens, which was getting the better of both
of them.

‘You two
never learn,’ said Alaz, smiling, causing wrinkles to appear next
to his eyes.

‘Watch, papa
watch!’ Shouted Goran, as he circled behind the chicken which
seemed to be losing interest in their game. With Goran holding its
attention Salim lunged at it, but the chicken saw its chance and
escaped through the fence into the goat pen.

‘Salim you
fool, I nearly had it then!’ Exclaimed Goran as he watched a brown
and white feather drift to the ground in a lazy circle. The donkey
looked up, unamused from the other side of the fence.

At six years old, Goran
was two years younger than his brother Salim, but he had a sturdy
build which came in handy during their frequent play fights. They
both had their mother’s eyes which Alaz was grateful for, he
thought his wife’s Amira’s eyes were the most beautiful things he
had ever seen, more beautiful than the brightest star in the night
sky.

‘Right then,
looks like I will have to capture you now,’ teased Goran as he took
up a low stance with outstretched arms. Salim was ready for the
challenge, matching his brother’s actions, as they pursued each
other around in circles. Alaz sat on the bed to get dressed then
made his way out to the courtyard and wandered over to where the
children were playing, a small plume of fine powder rising with
each footstep.

Despite being early, the
sky was clear of clouds, and Alaz knew it would be sweltering
today. Although there was a slight breeze, it was providing no real
cooling effect and he was glad to be wearing his loose robes,
although even these were clinging to his skin in the soaring heat.
Beads of sweat formed quickly on his brow, trickling down his face
like hot candle wax every time he moved.

‘Enough now
boys! You know your mother disapproves of you fighting,’ Alaz said
in that tone of voice fathers have which makes their children stop
and listen.

He leaned against the
faded whitewashed wall of his house and continued, ‘your mother
left yesterday to visit baby Ayden; he’ll be two years old today.
What should we do until she comes back?’ he asked, as he picked at
a flaking piece of wall already knowing what they would
say.

‘Shoot! Let
us shoot your Kalashnikov!’ shouted Salim excitedly. The AK47 had
once been Alaz’s fathers, and it had come to be in his possession
through a survivor of a failed mission that his father had been
part of. The rifle had come back, but his father had not. Alaz
wiped sweat from his eyes with the back of his sleeve.

‘I’m not sure
your mother would approve; you know she doesn’t like you touching
it.’

‘I know, but
she is so far away down the valley, she will not really hear it.
And we can say it was you who was firing it anyway.’ Salim said
with a mischievous glint in his eye.

Alaz sighed, ‘okay. Walk
out one hundred paces Salim, then gather some rocks to make targets
about the size of a man, let’s see if you can hit them this
time.’

‘Can you
count that high Salim, all the way to one hundred?’ Goran
teased.

‘Goran,
behave yourself. Will you shoot today as well?’ Alaz asked, ‘you’ll
have to learn one day you know.’

‘No, I’ll
just watch from our room to see how bad at it he is,’ replied Goran
as he turned and walked back to the house with his
father.

Amira had warned the boys
not to touch the rifle, and Goran didn’t want to fire it at all
after hearing Alaz talking about how his father had died. He had
been hit by a mortar shell and not enough of his body could be
found to return home to bury. But it occurred to Goran that if this
was true, then his AK47 must also have been destroyed, but nobody
ever mentioned that. Goran reasoned that if people in the PKK knew
you could shoot, then they would take you away and make you fight
for them. Even at his young age, Goran knew this wasn’t right, but
Salim loved shooting, and he regarded the AK47 with a kind of
awe.

When they were alone in
their room, he would tell Goran stories of how he would find and
slay the men who had killed their grandfather. Salim would dance
around in the candlelight in front of the big tapestry, the one
with the men on horses and curved swords, giving the men names and
describing how he would hunt down and avenge their grandfather,
shooting them with the AK47.

 


Salim ambled back after
setting out two piles rocks and saw Goran sitting on the window
ledge of their room, his feet resting on the ridge that stuck out
about a foot lower than the sill.

‘Goran move
over to Papa’s room. You will have a better view of me hitting them
all,’ Salim shouted up to his brother whilst kicking a scorpion out
of the way. Salim had been stung by one once as he tried to pick
one up to chase Goran with it and he was still wary of them. He
watched its legs thrashing around until it righted itself and as it
walked away, Salim kicked it again, sending it crashing sideways
into a rock. Clear liquid seeped from its body as the scorpion
crept slowly away, its legs not working properly now and its
stinger twitching erratically. Goran quickly hopped over to the
other ledge and waved back; it was his favourite trick to avoid
being caught when they played hide and seek. He would hide in their
room, and if he heard Salim coming, he would move from room to room
to avoid getting caught. He was so good at it that sometimes Salim
gave up and sulked for a while afterwards.



Alaz came out of the
house and passed the AK47 assault rifle to his son and grinned as
he watched him struggle with the weight.

‘One day
soon, you will hold this as if it was as light as a feather,’ said
Alaz.

‘Yes, yes,’
Salim replied, as he flattened out the area where he would shoot
from with this shoe, muttering something as he shook the dust and
small stones from his sandals.

After a final check of
the ground for rocks and anything that might sting him, he set
himself up in the kneeling position that his father had taught him
and looked through the iron sights.

‘Need to
clean it Father, there is rust on it.’

‘Thank you
for offering son, now concentrate. Slow your breathing down and
take the shot when you feel ready,’ Alaz replied.

 


Salim pulled the hard
wooden stock tight into his shoulder, lining up the rear sight with
the front one on top of the muzzle. Once he’d done that, Salim
focused solely on the front sight and allowed the rear one to
become blurred. All was silent except for the occasional cluck from
the chickens or the bleating of the goats. He squinted as the
sunlight reflected on the dull metal barrel then concentrated on
his breathing, the rifle rising and falling as he breathed in and
out. He waited for the respiratory pause which naturally happens,
as he knew this was when the rifle would be at its stillest. Sweat
stung his eyes making Salim snatch at the trigger, his shoulder
jerking backwards as it absorbed the weapons recoil like a hard
punch. He heard laughter as the bullet missed its target and
disappeared far into the distance. Frustrated he repeated the
process making sure he squeezed gently on the trigger instead of
snatching at it. This time the bullet struck its target and smashed
into the pile of rocks sending them flying violently off in all
directions.

Alaz patted him on the
back and said, ‘good — do it again,’ then with a sad sigh he added,
‘and keep doing it until you don’t miss any at all.’


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



CHAPTER
THREE

 11

 


 By the sixth day God
saw all that he had made, and it was very good. And there was
evening, and there was morning, but before this, the earth was
formless and empty and dark, so very dark.

 


Then God
said, “let us make mankind in our image.”

 


But somewhere
amongst all this wonderful creation, He forgot to take away the
darkness and the only place it could go was into the heart of
man.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



CHAPTER
FOUR


Empty Envelopes

 


 The
downwash from the CH-53D Sea Stallion flattened the grass into a
wide circle as it touched down in the centre of the field in
Northern Iraq. The helicopter pilot had flown fast and low, hugging
the natural contours of the terrain to evade detection by radar.
They had landed just off the border of Turkey, exactly ten miles
away from their target. The noise of the rotors was deafening,
Grant Ward, the patrol commander, had to resort to using hand
signals to direct his team as they unloaded their equipment.
Although the intelligence briefing said that there were no enemy in
the area, the helicopter door gunner made steady, confident sweeps
of the field with his ceiling suspended mini-gun. If anyone
surprised them, they would quickly regret it as they found
themselves on the wrong end of a thousand .50 calibre bullets per
minute. The door gunner tapped the side of his trigger. He was
hoping for his first taste of the kill, completely unaware that he
would have nightmares about it for the rest of his life.

 


The first team member out
of the helicopter was a tall, well-built black man called Thomas
Stone. After years playing quarterback in college, he weighed a
solid 250 pounds, his physique and strength earning him the
nickname of Rocky. Rocky hauled the heavy rucksacks from the
helicopter, dumping them in a pile while his teammates, James Fox
and Mark Reid lay on the cold ground scanning the area through the
night vision sights mounted on their rifles. It was hard to see
over the knee-high grass, but the unmistakable outline of anybody
walking around would be clear on the flat open plain. Once all of
the equipment was unloaded, the helicopter lifted off straight up
into the air before turning south and disappearing into the
distance, the whole process of landing and unloading taking less
than a minute. When the steady thud of the rotor blades gradually
died away, the silence was deafening, and the soldiers lay still in
their defensive positions under a night sky that held a thin
splatter of clouds. The stink of aviation fuel hung in the air
until it was swept away by the breeze and when it finally
dissipated, the air tasted clean and fresh.

 


All the soldiers had
encountered fierce fighting in the US invasion of Panama where they
had been one of the first SEAL teams to deploy to the country. They
had been re-assigned as a special forces team with the call sign of
November Three Four, two months ago, becoming the standby unit for
any special forces tasks in the Middle East. Although in command of
the team, Grant had become a SEAL two years after Rocky and was on
the same cohort as James, in fact they almost had the same service
number, they were identical except for the final digit. Grant had
shown an aptitude for leadership, and he quickly gained a
reputation as an adept tactician allowing him to swiftly move up
the ranks well ahead of his peers. Although they wore no insignia
of rank in case they were captured, Grant was a Lieutenant, Rocky
was a Sergeant and both James and Mark were Lance
Corporals.

Barely six hours had
passed since the order had reached Grant at their forward mounting
base on the airstrip at Incirlik in Turkey. At the time, Rocky had
been putting James through his paces in a tough deadlift and heavy
tyre drag PT circuit while Mark had been perched on the arm of a
dusty old sofa killing Nazi zombies on an old PlayStation when
Grant excitedly came back with the message that they were to
deploy.

 


‘Get it
written,’ Grant said to Rocky.

Rocky leaned back against
the smooth concrete surface of the thick blast wall and looked up
at him.

He said, ‘you know I
ain’t got no-one to write to BB,’ with a hint of a Texan drawl and
a fake sad expression on his face. BB was Grant Ward’s unofficial
nickname of Bad Bastard because of his volatile temper; which
normally surfaced when he was drunk. Grant’s volatility was well
known throughout the SEAL community, however recently, less and
less alcohol was needed to trigger his anger. Rocky had seen him
nearly kill James by dry-drowning him during an escape and evasion
exercise when the enhanced interrogation phase got out of hand.
Being held upside down with a sack over your head while having
water poured over your face can break most men; which is why it has
been so effective in US black sites all over the world. The
technique is designed to simulate the sensation of drowning; after
only a few seconds a terrifying need to breath air in through the
wet sack becomes overwhelming - any longer than that, the gag
reflex kicks in followed by sheer unadulterated terror. After that,
any classified mission intelligence can’t flow out of the persons
mouth fast enough, as they hope to avoid the water again. But they
do. Whatever they reveal is confirmed by repeated drownings to
check for inconsistencies in their story, which either holds up to
scrutiny - or they die by going under too many times.

It was only intended to
be a demonstration of how they might be interrogated if caught
behind enemy lines, but the incident had unnerved James so much
that he handed in an application to move teams. Needless to say,
this didn’t go down well with Grant who took it as a criticism of
his professionalism. Rocky was the only one who dared to call
Grant, BB, not because of his own physical presence, but because he
had seen Grant use his rage in combat to save soldiers’
lives.

 


When the invasion of
Panama had stalled due to sniper fire coming from the Marriott
hotel, Grant became frustrated with the lack of air support and had
run straight down the street






















cover.jpg
ADARK BTRIEIER NOT FOIR PITE FANT HEARTED.

SCOTT BARRON
- NEXT .
OFKIN

HER FUTURE, BECAUSE OF"HIS PAST






