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Dedication


For my daughter.

No words are enough

to tell her how much
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“I fear to turn on the light,

For the darkness won't go away...”

Metallica
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SOCIAL MEDIA

Posted on YouTube; 09.47; November 9th; 2017;

The man walking across the baking sand was dressed in a bright orange boiler suit, open to the sternum.

Through the widespread garment it was possible to see the wounds on his torso. Some were the marks made by cigarettes, stubbed out on his flesh. Held there until they formed oozing blisters. Others had been put there by knives. Cuts up to eight inches long, opened in the flesh with blades of devastating sharpness. Sliced deeply enough to cause massive blood loss but not death. 

The hand of a torturer had to be light sometimes.

The man stumbled once, almost fell, but regained his footing as one of those escorting him moved towards him.

The five men marching along on either side of him and behind him were clad from head to foot in black.

Four of them carried automatic weapons. AK-47s, the Russian made assault rifles otherwise known as the Kalashnikov after their designer, slung across them by the leather straps. They walked stiffly, careful not to overbalance on the shifting sand as their prisoner had almost done.

Not that he needed an escort. If he chose to run, where was he going to go? The desert stretched for miles in all directions and the sun was beating down so mercilessly from the cloudless sky that anyone out in these temperatures would succumb to heat stroke and dehydration faster than they could say 'dying of thirst'. Temperatures at midday had been known to reach well over 120 degrees. 

The man in the orange suit stumbled again and, this time, he dropped to his knees. Unable or unwilling to go on he waited there, his head bowed slightly until one of the black-clad men ran towards him and dragged him to his feet, grabbing handfuls of his boiler suit, pushing him ahead. 

The man moved on, his steps faltering now.

The fear that was coursing through his veins, as surely as drugs through an addict, was making it difficult for him to even co-ordinate his steps now. There was a mound ahead, rising from the sand like a blister from scorched flesh, and the man was sure that was where they were taking him.

When he hesitated again one of the black-clad escorts drove the butt of the Kalashnikov into the small of his back with such force it caused the man to wet himself. A dark stain spread rapidly across the front of the orange boiler suit and the man looked down at it. Along with fear he now felt shame and anger. He didn't want the others to see that he was afraid but what was he to do? Would any man who was walking to his death truly have the heart to show no fear?

As the man rose to his feet again, he could feel urine trickling down his leg. But that didn't seem to matter any more. Nothing did if he was honest.

The little procession reached the mound of sand he'd been looking at and they started up it. When they had reached the pinnacle the fifth man in the group stepped forward and barked something the orange suited man could not make out. Seconds later he was grabbed by both shoulders and forced to his knees, the tallest individual now standing behind him.

One of the other black-clad men ambled across in front of him, digging inside his jacket for something.

The orange suited man began to breathe more quickly, his heart hammering harder against his chest as he wondered what the figure before him was going to produce. It turned out to be a camcorder which the black-clad man checked over quickly, ensuring that no sand had got into the device during the march across the desert. Satisfied, he removed the lens cap and peered through the viewfinder, checking focus and anything else he felt he should attend to. When he had the camcorder ready, he raised one hand as a signal.

The figure behind the orange suited man now stepped forward, speaking as he did.

“This is for all Kaffir watching,” he said, his voice loud. “For all those who would set foot in our beloved homeland. In the land of the Prophet, all praise be to him.”

The other black-clad men added their own words of affirmation as the figure went on.

“We did not ask you to come here,” he continued. “We did not want you here. You thought you could conquer us. You kill our families. You rape our children and you expect us to allow this.” He raised his voice. “You will pay for this. All of you. We will carry this jihad deep into all your homelands. Into your lives. Into your lands.”

More words of agreement and encouragement from the other black-clad men. They rose on the desert wind and were carried away.

“And now,” the figure went on. “You will see how we treat all invaders. All defilers. All enemies. All Kaffir.”

Barely had the last word left his lips than he opened his tunic and pulled a hunting knife from his belt. It was fully ten inches long. Wickedly sharp on one side and serrated on the other. The blazing sun glinted on the oiled steel momentarily, the flash flickering across the man in the orange jumpsuit who was now murmuring something unintelligible under his breath.

His eyes were closed, and he was hunched further over, his shoulders drawn up as if to try and protect himself from what he knew was coming even though he knew the gesture was pointless.

He felt hands on his shoulders, on his hair, pulling him upright. And now he began to shake uncontrollably. To hell with bravery. To hell with dignity. He was going to die. Nothing had prepared him for that, not even the unshakable realisation of that fact since his capture. All through his time in captivity he had clung to the tiny shred of hope, that he knew he was foolish to entertain, but it was all he'd had.

That minuscule fragment of optimism he had managed to retain was now being blown away as surely as grains of desert sand in a storm. He had tried to imagine being with his wife and child again. He had clung to that like a drowning man clings to a lifebelt. The thought that he might actually be rescued. Might actually get out of this place alive. Might...

There was nothing left now but terror.

He felt strong hands dragging him upright and he tried to struggle but they just held him more tightly, holding him upright, stopping him from rocking back and forth as he waited there on his knees.

He thought about begging for mercy but realised it would do no good. There was nothing he could do. These men did not acknowledge mercy. They did not acquaint themselves with forgiveness. They wanted only one thing. His death.

And now he felt the knife against his neck, the honed edge gliding gently over his flesh as the man behind him adjusted his stance, ensuring that he had maximum leverage for when he began to cut and hack.

The man in the orange boiler suit wet himself again. His stomach somersaulted and he thought he was going to be sick as the fear gripped him as surely as the hands holding him upright. He wanted to scream. He wanted to cry. He wanted to live.

But these men would not allow that.

He shrieked madly as he felt the blade cut into the flesh of his neck, dragged back and forth with such force that it sliced muscles easily.

The man holding the camera tried to zoom in but the picture became blurred and he could not correct the fault.

He called to his companion with the knife to wait while he adjusted the camcorder and the figure agreed, irritated by the screams of agony coming from the orange suited man.

When the cameraman was ready again the blade once again began cutting through the flesh of the kneeling man's neck and the screams began once more. Louder this time. Screams of pain. Of fear. Of desperation. 

All lost on the rising desert wind.
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“Time chasing time creeps up behind

I can't run forever, and time waits for no one.”

Megadeth
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ONE
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BAGHDAD; JADRIYA DISTRICT; CENTRAL IRAQ;

Sean Doyle lit his cigarette, took a couple of drags, and propped one booted foot on the dashboard of the jeep as it swept along.

The motion of the vehicle at least created a cooling breeze that helped to dispel the sweltering mid-afternoon heat a little but, despite that, Doyle could feel the sweat soaking into the T-shirt beneath his Kevlar body armour.

He glanced at the driver, but the man seemed unworried by the blistering temperatures or by the dust that was filling the jeep as they drove further and further out of Baghdad itself. During the summer, the city was often troubled by sand and dust storms that were relatively easy to avoid by sheltering inside but those same storms became more problematic in the open areas beyond the suburbs and it was into one of these areas that the jeep was now heading. Doyle had often wondered if a westerner ever became used to the heat and the conditions here and, having already been present in this particular part of the Middle East for over a year, he was beginning to think that even the most basic assimilation into this place was impossible. 

He took another drag on his cigarette and blew out the smoke, noticing that the jeep was taking him further and further from the confines of the city. The built-up areas he had become accustomed to were now being replaced by the flat, arid and featureless expanse of desert that one found eventually upon leaving the city.

“Why did they call me?” he grunted, nudging the driver. “Someone else should have been able to take care of this.”

“They are frightened. Two men have been attacked already,” the driver told him. “They not come this way if it is dangerous.”

“Right.”

“They need someone with gun,” the driver went on.

Doyle nodded.

“I'm not the only security operative here, you know,” he murmured.

“Others not good with guns,” the driver told him.

Doyle shrugged.

“How many of them?” he wanted to know.

“Five or six they think. Maybe more. Fucking dogs.”

“Fucking dogs,” Doyle repeated, nodding sagely.

Wild dogs had been a problem in and around the city for years. Nearly 60,000 of them had been exterminated during the last twelve months, shot on the streets of Baghdad itself, but those that had survived had moved out of the confines of the city and into the surrounding areas. Here they scavenged food if they could and, if that wasn't possible, the packs that had become completely feral hunted prey like any other hungry predator. There had been attacks on locals and several had been killed and eaten. A kill made these packs even more dangerous because it gave them a taste for human flesh, Doyle knew only too well the trouble he would face if confronted by one of these feral packs. He pulled the Beretta from its holster and slid the magazine from the butt, checking it was full. Satisfied that it was he slammed the slim metal clip back into the weapon and re-holstered it.

The sound made the driver look around and Doyle simply met the man's gaze.

The jeep came to a halt and Doyle glanced out across the landscape before him.

There were several small, flat roofed dwellings ahead of them close to the road. Beyond those, Doyle could see that the ground sloped away sharply, making it almost impossible to see what lay over the sand ridge ahead.

“Over there,” the driver urged, gesturing towards the ridge.

“Take me closer,” Doyle said, preparing to climb back into the jeep.

“No. You go,” the man said, nervously. “I wait here.”

“Thanks a lot,” Doyle muttered, setting out across the sand, looking around him to see if he could see any movement in or around the houses. They remained silent. 

He was halfway up the incline when he heard the growling.

Doyle slid a hand inside his jacket and flipped open one of the shoulder holsters he wore, ensuring that he could reach the Beretta easily when the time came.

The sound seemed to grow louder for a moment then it ceased as Doyle reached the top of the ridge. He looked down and saw that, where the ground sloped away, it led to several deep cracks in the earth. To call them caves was probably incorrect but, at this precise moment, he couldn't think what else to call them. They were more like crevices in the sand, wide enough to drive a car into and with sand all around them, apparently blown into high mounds by the wind. 

Doyle advanced a little further.

Again, he heard growling.

As he drew closer to the first of the openings, he heard the sound growing in volume and drew the pistol from its holster, hefting it before him.

“Oh, shit,” he murmured under his breath.

Even he had not been prepared for what he saw now.
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The first of the dogs emerged, lips drawn back from yellowed teeth, the growl rattling in its throat as it advanced slowly.

It was a big animal and Doyle took an involuntary step backwards. 

Its ribs were clearly visible beneath its mangy fur and, when it moved forward, it hobbled slightly due to the injury it had sustained to one of its front paws. Nevertheless, it was still a ferocious looking creature, and, to Doyle's eyes, it looked hungry like so many of its species in this area. This made it doubly dangerous. He swung the 9mm up, drawing a bead on the dog, watching for any signs of movement.

As it took two or three steps towards him, he saw another animal emerge from behind it.

This one was bigger. No, actually he thought, revising his initial opinion, it was fucking big. Fully four feet high at the shoulder and it reminded Doyle of a Great Dane or a mastiff of some kind. Like the first dog, it was thin and badly undernourished, and, like the first animal, it was growling agitatedly. Those low rumbling growls very quickly became deep guttural barks and, when it opened its considerable jaws, Doyle could see thick white saliva flying from its lips. He had one thought when he saw that.

The animal was very probably rabid.

Without hesitation, Doyle shot it.

The bullet hit the animal squarely in the forehead, blowing most of its head off. It dropped like a stone, blood spouting into the sand around what remained of its skull.

However, despite the thunderous retort of the pistol, the first dog actually advanced a few feet, its eyes now fixed on Doyle.

It was joined by another. And another.

Big, powerful looking animals all dripping thick saliva from their muzzles. They began to bark in unison and Doyle took a step backwards, steadying himself.

As if a switch had been thrown, the dogs came hurtling towards him.

Doyle fired twice and managed to hit the first animal in the chest, the second one in the eye. Both of them went down heavily, the first one still breathing but unable to move any further because of its wound. The third dog, however, came rushing towards him, teeth bared.

Doyle dropped to one knee to steady his aim, squeezing off two shots.

The first nicked the dog's rear right leg, the second smashed into its mouth, driving several teeth backwards as it ploughed on, erupting from the back of its head along with gouts of blood and sprays of brain matter.

As he stood up more dogs came sprinting from the second of the caves.

Rather than being frightened off by the sound of the gunshots and the fate of their companions, the dogs seemed hell-bent on reaching him. Doyle shot the first one but missed the second. It was a fast animal, some kind of lurcher he guessed. Much skinnier now because of hunger but it still possessed frightening speed, it rushed towards him and Doyle fired twice, unable to sight the weapon properly. Both shots missed, drilling into the ground in front of the dog.

It launched itself at Doyle, slamming into him and knocking him off his feet. He saw the jaws only inches from his face, trying to bite him, spattering him with saliva but he had managed to grab the animal by the throat and, as it barked and yelped madly, he managed to roll on top of it, gripping its windpipe, trying to throttle it before it could bite him. As it struggled it scratched against his stomach and thighs with its paws, but Doyle ignored that discomfort, using the Beretta like a club at such close range. He slammed the butt against the dog's head hard enough to stun it then hauled himself up onto his knees where he levelled the pistol and fired twice, both shots powering into the animal’s upper body.

As blood spread across the sand around it, Doyle stepped backwards, spinning around as quickly as he could to see if any more of the dogs were coming towards him. He was relieved to see that they weren't.

As he glanced up towards the crest of the sand ridge, he saw the jeep driver looking down at him, surveying the dead dogs impassively.

“Fucking dogs,” the driver said.

“Yeah,” Doyle agreed, wiping spittle from his face. “Fucking dogs.”
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The explosion startled him.

He'd been expecting it, but the ferocity of the blast still made him wince involuntarily.

Sean Doyle looked around in the direction of the eruption, watched the smoke and dust billowing into the cloudless blue sky for a second then walked on, the ground still quivering beneath his feet. A few clouds might have been nice, he thought. They would have sheltered the parched land from the blistering rays of the sun. It was like a blowtorch, suspended in the clear blue firmament.

Sean Doyle hated the heat.

He didn't like warm weather at the best of times, but this was approaching the limit of his tolerance.

He could feel the sweat pouring down his face as he walked and, beneath the Kevlar, his T-shirt was already sticking to his torso. The waistband of his trousers was drenched, and Doyle was beginning to think that he had more than the regulation number of sweat glands in his body. He knew the human body had millions of them, but he was beginning to think that his entire body was composed solely of sweat glands. It wasn't normal to lose this much fluid, was it? He puffed out his cheeks and continued walking, occasionally wiping droplets of moisture from his face when it trickled into his eyes.

He took off his helmet, wiped his forehead with one sleeve and exhaled wearily glancing around as he paused momentarily, reaching into a pocket of the trousers he wore. He pulled out a bottle of water and sipped it, wincing as he tasted that it was already warm. He’d filled it less than thirty minutes ago from one of the many stop-taps dotted around but still the liquid had heated inexorably, just like the land itself beneath the unremitting glare of the sun. 

Doyle had never been able to understand why people loved the heat so much. To

him, it meant being uncomfortable, it meant people with body odour and it meant flies. The only creatures who got justifiably excited about heat like this were fucking reptiles as far as he was concerned.

Away to his right two bulldozers were trundling across the landscape with their buckets lowered, pushing mounds of rubble before them. Cranes, towering above the desolate landscape swung back and forth. Dust particles billowed around the debris and filled the air like millions of insects. They clogged your nostrils and your ears, and they stung your eyes, Doyle noted. And of course, there were insects galore to add to the discomfort. Flies were the worst. They landed on you even while you were moving. Doyle watched a bloated black fly as it crawled over his knuckles before taking to the air once again. He wondered where it had been. Crawling over dog shit or camel shit probably. He wiped his hand on his trousers and walked on.

The city, the dust choked shithole where he had been for the last fourteen months, had three temperatures as far as Doyle was concerned. Hot, very hot and for fuck sake. It was a for fuck sake day today. 

Even the locals were nowhere to be seen. Like any sensible person, they retreated to their homes or to any welcoming shade when the sun reached its zenith. Doyle glanced at his watch and noticed that it was just past noon. What was that old song about 'Mad Dogs and Englishmen' going out in the midday sun? He shook his head and almost managed a smile. 

Almost.

It seemed that was right. Mad dogs, Englishmen and any locals engaged in the building of a railway from Baghdad to Karbala, he reasoned. He sipped more water and glanced up at the cloudless sky and the searing sun. For the next two hours you’d be able to fry an egg on any metallic surface if that was your wish. Doyle’s only wish was to be out of the fucking sunshine.

There were several Portakabins on the far side of the site and it was towards these that he headed. Trekking like some deranged hiker over the landscape that resembled a cross between a First World War battlefield and the surface of the moon.

He ducked involuntarily when he heard the explosion.

The ground shook beneath him and he glanced in the direction of the blast to see a funnel of dirt and dust rising into the sky. It rolled away in all directions and Doyle saw another bulldozer rumble towards the site of the blast, ready to push away the debris it had created.

Several dozen workers in orange jackets and yellow safety helmets scurried around the site, like fluorescent ants eager to repair a rent in their nest wall, and Doyle glanced impassively at them as he headed towards the nearest of the Portakabins. Most of those workers would be stopping their labours soon, he thought to himself, called to prayer by the voices of their imāms as they echoed over the city. It was a sound that Doyle had come to accept as easily as the roar of machinery and the buzz of blowflies. He took off his own safety helmet again, wiped more sweat from his face and ducked into the Portakabin.

It was cooler inside the temporary structure. Not that much cooler, not much of an improvement, not welcomingly chilled compared to the intolerable heat outside but it was a fair few degrees chillier than the inferno beyond, and for that small mercy Doyle was grateful. A small generator in one corner of the building powered what passed for air-conditioning. There were several water coolers inside too and Doyle crossed to the closest and gulped down three cupfuls of water in quick succession then he sat down at one of a dozen tables in the makeshift building. 

He had barely settled himself when the door opened again.
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A heavyset man in his forties entered, his pudgy face red from the heat and also covered by a thin sheen of sweat. He smiled in Doyle’s direction then filled one of the cups below the water cooler, sipped from it and seated himself opposite Doyle.

Doyle was about to ask why, when the whole room was empty, he'd decided to sit at the same table, but he decided not to and merely hoped the man would go away quickly. Hopefully without beginning some pointless conversation.

“This heat is unbelievable isn’t it?” the newcomer observed.

Doyle nodded.

“I would say you get used to it,” he began. “But you don’t.”

The man raised his eyebrows and sipped his water.

“My name’s Phillip Robinson,” the man informed him, extending his right hand, which Doyle shook firmly.

“Sean Doyle,” he announced. 

“I've only been out here a week,” Robinson told him. “What about you?”

“In Baghdad, fourteen months. Before that I was in Karbala. I’ve been with them since they started building this railway.”

“Security?” Robinson noted, and Doyle nodded.

“And you?”

“I’m a structural engineer,” the other man informed him.

“Good luck.” Doyle drained what was left in his cup and refilled it.

“I heard there are more private security operatives in Iraq than there are soldiers,” Robinson said. “Do you work for an agency?”

“Freelance,” Doyle told him.

“Has there been much trouble?”

“On and off,” Doyle shrugged. “A few attacks on workers. A couple of kidnappings of westerners. That’s big business out here.” As he sat back, his jacket gaped open and, he noticed Robinson swallow hard as he saw the two automatic pistols Doyle wore in shoulder holsters, one beneath each arm.

“Are those real?” Robinson asked, attempting a smile.

“They wouldn’t be much use if they were replicas, would they?”

“I’ve never seen a gun up close before.”

“Why would you? Not much call for them in the engineering business I wouldn’t have thought.”

“What are they? What make?”

“You know anything about guns?”

“Not really. Only what I’ve seen in films.” He shrugged.

“What you see in films is usually bullshit,” Doyle told him. “People running around firing guns with one hand, no recoil. Four-hundred-round magazines that they never reload.” He smiled thinly and shook his head. “People think it looks great on screen but it's not realistic.”

“You sound as if you've had plenty of experience.”

“A little bit. I know which end is the dangerous end.”

“What kind of guns are they?” the man wanted to know, nodding in the direction of the firearms. 

“That’s a 15RDS,” Doyle said, patting the weapon beneath his right arm. “The other one’s a 92F. Both 9mm. I’ve got a Px4 in an ankle holster on my left boot. Happy now?”

“Have you had to use them since you got here?”

“Once or twice.”

“But these extremists who are attacking westerners out here are not scared of dying. They blow themselves to pieces in suicide attacks. What makes you think they’re going to be scared of getting shot?”

“These guys believe that if they die in the service of Allah, they’ll enter paradise, right? Well, if they thought that they weren’t going to get into paradise then they might think twice. I make them think twice.”

“How?”

“My bullets are covered with pig fat.”

“How do they know that?”

“Word gets around, even in a shithole like this. It’s the same game I’ve been playing all my life. They just changed the rules a bit.”

“You’ve done this kind of thing before?”

“I was in the Counter Terrorist Unit when I was younger,” Doyle smiled thinly. “A lot younger.” He rubbed one hand over his closely cropped grey hair and now, for the first time, he was aware of Robinson’s gaze on the scars that marked his face and neck. There were half a dozen. Nothing disfiguring but they were visible nonetheless, some of the more prominent ones looking bleached against the sun darkened colour of his skin. “That was a long time ago.”

Another time. A better time. A long time before you hit your fifties, eh, old man?

Robinson frowned, his forehead wrinkling.

“You must have seen some horrible things,” he murmured.

“Shit happens doesn't it?” Doyle told him, dismissively.

They sat in silence for a moment longer then Robinson cleared his throat.

“You said there’d been a couple of kidnappings,” he said. “Were the people who were taken found again?”

“One was,” Doyle said, flatly. “Minus four of his fingers, his nose and one of his ears. Not the other one. If you have a look on YouTube, he’s on there. All the private security operatives were shown his execution and told we had to be more vigilant in case it happened to other people under our protection. Like we can do fuck all to stop that kind of thing.” 

“What did they do to him?” Robinson wanted to know.

“They cut his head off.” 

“Why?”

“Because the ransom wasn't paid that they asked for.”

“Did you know him?”

“I met him a couple of times.”

“So, you knew him?”

“No. I said I met him a couple of times. I didn't know him.”

Doyle got to his feet, tossed his paper cup into a waste bin and moved towards the door of the Portakabin. He turned and smiled at Robinson. “He was an engineer too. Welcome to Baghdad.” 
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BANDON; COUNTY CORK; 

THE REPUBLIC OF IRELAND;

The house stood in its own grounds, surrounded by a twelve-foot-high stone wall. It was approachable only by a narrow and poorly tarmacked thoroughfare that was barely a cars width wide and led off from the main Bandon to Kinsale road. 

Once the narrow route had been negotiated, any visitors had to pass through a set of large metal gates and traverse the long driveway that led to the front of the house itself. However, those gates had been padlocked for many years now. The chain that hung from them was rusted with the passing of time and the rigours of the weather. In fact, some thought that the chain was so inadequate now that a strong tug would shatter it and allow any who wished to make their way up to the house easy access.

Not that anyone wanted to go near the house and certainly not inside it. The firm of estate agents in Bandon who had taken on the selling of the house had hired a team of gardeners and cleaners to keep the property respectable, but even they had now neglected the maintenance and the grounds had overgrown as the inside of the place gathered dust. There had just been no interest in the house even at the greatly reduced selling price the agents had been prepared to accept.

No one had been past those gates for more than fifteen years now. A family had lived there for a time. A man, his wife and their two teenage children had occupied the impressive structure for just over three years, but their stay had been troubled, and the house had remained empty since their departure fifteen years ago. 

Troubled was how the locals described the family’s time there. People would nod sagely and then change the subject. No one wanted to speak too much about what had supposedly gone on there. Stories had filtered out and circulated among the few locals who lived near the house but what had happened there, both recently and more pointedly over thirty years ago, was a subject spoken of in hushed tones by those who knew.

If truth be told, locals would have been happier if the house had merely been demolished. At least that way there was a chance that both it and the events that had transpired within its walls, could simply be wiped away.

There were a couple of farms and a handful of houses dotted around the rolling landscape surrounding the estate and the residents of those dwellings often met up at a pub called The Standing Stones situated just off the Bandon to Kinsale road. Within the confines of that public house they had spoken of the family who lived at the big house and the troubles they had experienced. The family themselves had been visitors to The Standing Stones during their tenancy of the house. The pub served mountainous and extremely delicious lunches especially on a Sunday and the family had often taken advantage of that.

It was during those visits that others had learned of their predicament.

They had heard noises inside and outside the house. Strange noises that they had been unable to identify. Noises that had unsettled them and caused the teenage girl to have nightmares. They had been aware of the history of the house before they bought it and that had never bothered them but, just two weeks after moving in they had heard the noises for the first time. And there had been the smells too. Rank and putrid smells that had resisted all attempts to cleanse them. As if one of the sewer pipes that ran beneath the house had ruptured but inspection had revealed that wasn’t the case. The source of the stench remained undiscovered.

The cold had come upon them gradually. 'As if a refrigerator door had been left open,' was how they described it at the beginning, but gradually it got worse until they could barely tolerate it, even with the thermostat on, their central heating turned to maximum. 

The fact that no birds would nest anywhere near the house or even in the grounds seemed to strike them almost as an afterthought. By that time the daughter was suffering from nightmares so severe that they were forced to seek medical help. When the son also began to endure these night-time ordeals, they began to think about leaving the house. Exactly what the nightmares consisted of, no one ever discovered. Whether any of the family ever offered a possible explanation for the phenomena that drove them out of the house, none of the locals ever said. They had their own ideas about what had caused the disturbances, but few ever voiced those suspicions.

Not in public anyway.

So, the house stood empty.

Waiting.
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BAGHDAD; JADRIYA DISTRICT; CENTRAL IRAQ;

Doyle was always in the last of the trucks to leave the city.

Every evening, just after seven, the foreign workers on the site would gather together then clamber into the small convoy of minibuses and lorries that would transport them out of the heart of Baghdad.

This evening Doyle stood as he always did, watching as the engineers, the plumbers, the builders and everyone else climbed into their transports, all of them slicked with sweat from the unrelenting heat they’d been subjected to all day. Some perspired for other reasons and Doyle watched many of the men looking around nervously. Many of them nodded in his direction and Doyle returned the gesture. He knew their faces but was familiar with only a handful by their names.

No point in getting too friendly with them, Doyle reasoned, they could be dead the following day.

Not if you do your job properly.

He smiled to himself as another of the men clambered into the lorry.

But I can’t spot IEDs at the roadside, can I? I can’t anticipate some mad bastard strapped up with C-4 running at a lorry.

Doyle knew he could only do so much to help the men and women in his charge. If there was anything at all he could do to protect them then he would. If it involved shooting someone then he wouldn’t hesitate. Christ alone knew he’d never hesitated before so why start now. He’d found it was best to trust his own instincts, he always had done and if he was wrong then fuck it. Everyone made mistakes, didn’t they? It’s just that when you were dealing with people’s lives it didn’t pay to make too many fuckups. It smacked of carelessness and unprofessionalism, and if there was one thing Doyle prided himself on it was his professionalism. That combined with his efficiency, and some would say ruthlessness, had put him at the top of his profession.

But that’s all in the past isn’t it? All gone. You’re not at the top any more. Not even within fucking sight of it.

Doyle watched the last man climb into the Scania then he banged on the side twice and hauled himself up into the rear of the large transport. The lorry pulled away, its huge wheels spinning momentarily on the dusty ground before gaining purchase and it finally trundled off a few yards behind one of the minibuses. Doyle seated himself as comfortably as he could on one of the wooden benches on either side of the lorry’s interior, glancing out at the city as the vehicle built up speed. 

He didn’t look at the other occupants of the truck and he certainly didn’t speak to any of them. Not because he was unsociable (although he’d been accused of that often enough in his life) but because he had nothing to say. Why strike up a conversation if it had no point? Why talk if silence was preferable? Besides, he reasoned, what could he talk to these people about anyway? What had he got in common with any of them except that they were all in this godforsaken country for one reason or another? Money mostly. The danger that these people in the convoy with him were prepared to risk was more than balanced by the financial reward. Six months working out here was better than a year’s salary to most. They were mercenaries, pure and simple. There was no altruistic motive behind their presence here. They weren’t concerned about the living standards and tribulations of the average Iraqi. They were here to make money and improve their own lives back in England, Ireland, France, Germany or wherever the hell else they lived.

Doyle didn’t have the same reasons for being in Iraq. He was there for one reason and one only. He had nowhere else to go. That was another reason he didn’t strike up conversations with the others who worked here. They would want to talk about their wives, their girlfriends, their families, their homes and their aspirations.

Doyle had none of those.

When he’d been younger it hadn’t mattered. His work had been the only thing important to him.

But even that’s gone now isn’t it? What the fuck have you got? Absolutely nothing.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a packet of cigarettes, cupping his hand around the lighter flame as he lit up. Smoke billowed back into the lorry and the man sitting next to him coughed a little exaggeratedly and glanced disapprovingly at Doyle’s cigarette. Doyle merely took another drag and looked at the array of buildings on either side of the road. Shops, blocks of flats and office buildings vied for space with mosques. Many were damaged. All were covered by a thin film of dust and sand. Palm trees stood like bizarrely placed road signs in a number of places. Locals wandered around in groups or on their own, some glancing towards the convoy of foreign workers as it passed. Doyle watched two women as they crossed the street chattering animatedly, both of them encased from head to foot in traditional burkas.

A boy, no more than ten, was leading five or six sheep along the pavement, jabbing the animals with sticks when they strayed from the direction, he wanted them to follow. There was rubble on both walkways and also on the road. It lay there like concrete confetti after some long-forgotten wedding. Cars, some that worked, some that didn’t, were parked on either side of the main street leading out of the Jadriya district. A number had the wheels missing. Half a dozen, Doyle noted, were nothing more than rusted metal chassis.

The man sitting beside Doyle coughed again as more cigarette smoke drifted back into the lorry.

“That’s a bad cough you’ve got,” Doyle observed, without looking at him. “You should cut down. I smoke forty a day and I don’t fucking cough like that.”

The man thought about saying something but the look in Doyle’s grey eyes told him that it might be more prudent to remain quiet. He didn’t cough again for the duration of the journey.

As the convoy began to leave the confines of the city, the roads it travelled along became both wider and less well tarmacked. There were potholes in a number of places that the drivers of the vehicles did their best to avoid. Some were so deep they could have damaged tyres or axles. The worst of these holes had been caused by explosions. Several badly damaged cars had been removed from the thoroughfares and stood on the parched verges that bordered them. 

There were half a dozen kids playing around one of these wrecks, running around or scrambling over the twisted and charred remains like scavengers over a carcass.

A group of men stood motionless at the roadside watching the convoy as it passed. Doyle kept his eyes fixed on them, a hand sliding inside his jacket to touch the butt of one of the automatics.

Be prepared. 

Only when the convoy had left the men well behind did he withdraw his hand.

You could never be sure if an attack was on the way. Trust your instincts.

More kids were kicking a battered old football around on a stretch of open ground. One or two of them stopped and waved at the small convoy as it passed. Doyle wondered if any of the occupants of the minibuses were waving back. He took another drag on his cigarette and wiped sweat from his face with one hand. The temperature didn’t drop too dramatically in the evenings. The dying sun still pumped out enough heat to make any one but the locals sweat. By the time it was dark, in about two hours, it would grow chillier but there would be no lasting respite from the savage heat that bathed the land during the hours of daylight. He couldn’t remember the last time it had rained. 

The leading truck turned right and headed along a narrower track that led towards the compound where Doyle and all the foreign workers were housed. Functional was about the kindest word he could find to describe it. But each small dwelling had a bed, a bathroom and a tiny living area. Doyle had brought himself a portable TV when he’d first arrived. Not one of the flat screen modern types but an old-fashioned model that lost its picture if someone walked in front of the twisted aerial, he propped on the top of it. But Doyle didn’t care, it gave him a bit of company and that was all that mattered. When he got fed up with listening to music, or when he couldn’t be bothered to wander to the large NAAFI that served the compound, he could always sit in his quarters with his TV on.

He felt like some pensioner whose only company was the flickering images on the twelve-inch screen. 

Something else that’s changed. You never needed the company of others when you were younger did you? Did you even know what loneliness was back then?

As the truck pulled up Doyle clambered out and jumped down, watching as his fellow passengers also climbed out. The other trucks and minibuses were disgorging their cargos too and Doyle saw another security man watching as those who had ridden with him left their transports. Doyle saw the man glance in his direction and nodded curtly by way of acknowledgement. The driver of the Scania also clambered down from the cab and Doyle raised a hand to him before turning and setting off across the compound towards his quarters. 

He fumbled for his keys and pushed the one he wanted into the door lock, easing the door open and stepping into his quarters.

The bloody air-conditioning, such as it was, seemed to be on the blink again because it felt only marginally cooler inside than it did out. Doyle closed the door, crossed to the TV and switched it on. He left it on MTV for a moment then tired rapidly of the barrage of vacuous pop music and switched it off again, turning instead to the small CD player propped on a cabinet nearby.

He selected a Megadeth album and turned up the volume.

A shower. Something to eat and bed, Doyle decided. He might read a bit before he dropped off. He had trouble sleeping these days and reading seemed to help a little.

Another night in paradise.

He smiled to himself and shook his head.

So, this is what it's come to?

In the background the music thundered out, filling his ears.

“Peace sells...but who's buying?...”

He slipped off his shoulder holsters one at a time, laying them on the table, looking down at the pistols housed there. He poured himself a drink, swallowed it in one gulp and refilled his glass, his gaze still fixed on the automatics displayed on the table.

Sean Doyle felt like killing someone.
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It was a simple process to transform a normal bullet, be it 9mm, .357 or larger, into a dumdum.

A cross shaped cut deep into the head of the bullet, deep enough to open two grooves in the lead, would ensure that small modification was effective. Once done, this would mean that the bullet would explode on impact. Hollow tips had the same effect and they came already prepared but performing this little piece of surgery on shells he may well be firing just felt like a finishing touch to Sean Doyle.

He smiled and rolled one of the 9mm shells between his thumb and forefinger, inspecting the two cuts on the tip of the bullet.

To him it was like a trademark. A personal touch.

Doyle sat at the table with several boxes of ammunition around him, many of them already having been transformed in such a way. Most weapons manufacturers made hollow tips available for their products, but Doyle preferred to carry out the modifications himself. 

If you want something done, do it yourself.

It was something to do as well. A task to fill the time, and time seemed to be endless here. Too much time and so little to fill it. Too much time alone gave him far too much opportunity to think, to consider his situation. And that was something he didn't particularly want to do. 

He reached for the remote control that lay close to him, easing up the volume on the sound system by a couple of levels.

“We're so fucked...shit outta luck...hardwired to self-destruct...”

The words and music seemed to fill the room, but he knew he couldn't raise the volume too high for fear of disturbing those around him. They were trying to sleep in preparation for the next day's work. Doyle would like to have slept but it seemed that simple respite was being denied to him as it was on so many other nights. Instead of laying restlessly in his bed he got up and he found something to do. He read or he watched TV for as long as he could stand it or he gave himself some task to perform (like turning the bullets into dumdums) and he hoped that the effort would bring sleep.

And he drank.

More heavily than he should have done sometimes but what the fuck. He wouldn't take sleeping pills, they left him sluggish the following day. Enough alcohol and he slept.

But so far tonight, he hadn't drunk enough.

He slid the newly modified bullets back into their boxes, placed the boxes in the small safe in his bedroom then he wandered back into the living area, his eyelids feeling heavier already.

She was sitting at the table when he walked back in.

“Not again,” Doyle breathed, reaching for a chair to steady himself.

She merely smiled at him, flicking her long blonde hair away from her face.

She was barefoot, wearing nothing but a pair of tight-fitting jeans and a T-shirt.

“Aren't you pleased to see me?” she purred.

Doyle held her gaze.

“Why now?” he murmured. “Why here?”

“You'll hurt my feelings,” she told him. “You could at least tell me I look nice.”

“Fuck off.”

“Charming as usual.”

She got to her feet, but Doyle shook his head.

“Stay there,” he grunted. “Don't come near me.”

“But I'm cold. I want you to warm me up.”

“Stay away from me.”

“You don't mean that.”

She crossed to him and stood above him, looking down at him, aware that he was gazing at her body. She could see him appraising her slowly, taking in every inch of her slim form, pausing at the area of her belly that was exposed by the shortness of her T-shirt, knowing that he would have seen her nipples pressing urgently against the material.

“Don't push me away,” she said, softly, gently sitting on his lap and settling herself. “I miss you.” She ground herself against him, her breathing becoming a little heavier. Doyle could feel the exhalations on his cheek as she moved closer to him.

“Why are you doing this?” he said, the words escaping him with something that sounded like pain. As if each sound was being forced from his lungs under protest.

“You never used to complain,” she purred, putting one index finger under his chin and raising his head slightly so he was looking at her. “You used to tell me I was beautiful. Aren't I beautiful any more?”

Doyle looked at her face, into her eyes.

“Please leave me alone,” he said, his voice little more than a whisper.

“You don't mean that,” she insisted and leaned forward, closer to him, her lips brushing his.

He felt the exquisite softness glide against his lips then her tongue was probing gently, pushing deeper into his mouth, and with one hand she took his right hand and moved it so that it was beneath her T-shirt. Doyle felt the almost impossible smoothness of her skin beneath his fingertips and he closed his eyes, wanting so badly to surrender to the feelings that were beginning to build within him. When she finally broke the kiss, she pulled her head away slightly and a long strand of glistening saliva momentarily linked them like some kind of silvery umbilicus. 

He pushed his hand higher up inside her T-shirt and she arched her back and ground more insistently against him while she kissed him once more. More deeply this time. She reached down and undid her jeans, feeling his hands gripping her more insistently now, his left-hand gliding inside the garment and cupping one of her buttocks, his fingers digging into the firm flesh.

And now he tasted the blood in his mouth.

As she sat back slightly, he looked at her face and he saw the smile there.

Blood was running freely from both sides of her mouth and, as she grinned more broadly, he saw that the crimson fluid had stained and coated her teeth as well.

Beneath the fingers of his right hand he felt something other than the softness of her skin. He could feel ragged pieces of flesh and something slippery, something wet. As she pulled up the T-shirt, he saw that two of his fingers were buried up to the knuckles in a wound that was leaking blood and reeking fluid.

She remained on his lap, still smiling, still grinding gently against him as he fought to pull his fingers from the wound in her back.

There was another just below her left breast. Much larger. It was choked with congealed blood that was almost black. The fluid that was dripping from it now was foul smelling and tinged with what looked like pus. As Doyle sat transfixed, she peeled back both sides of the wound so that it was gaping and more of the stinking discharge spilled forth, most of it soaking into the waistband of her jeans after it had coursed down her body.

She pulled his head forward now, forcing his mouth against another laceration just above her heart, one so severe that the organ beneath her shattered ribs was clearly visible. Doyle could see the thick mass of dark muscle and blood-drenched tissue that he knew only too well was her heart. She gripped his right hand again and dragged it towards that gaping maw, towards that cluster of muscle and fibre that had once pumped her life fluid around her body.

But not now.

Doyle actually felt the sharp ends of splintered ribs cutting into his flesh as he reached into her chest and closed his fingers around her heart.

She was laughing softly now, more of the dark and fetid discharge oozing from every wound as she rocked back and forth on his lap.

Doyle closed his eyes.
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BANDON; COUNTY CORK; 

THE REPUBLIC OF IRELAND.

Michael Coogan brought the car to a halt at the main gates of the house, leaving the car engine idling as he climbed out, expecting the man to follow him.

When he didn't follow, Coogan turned and made his way back to the car, plastering on his best professional grin.

“I wondered if you might want to walk up to the house from here,” Coogan said. “Get a better idea of what the grounds look like.”

The man seated in the back of the car merely shook his head, his gaze fixed on the high wall that surrounded the grounds.

Coogan had been an estate agent for eighteen of his forty-three years and, during that time, he had met all manner of people, but this guy was something different. He'd barely said fifty words since entering the office the first time around and, with each subsequent visit, it seemed he grew more distant rather than more open. 

Coogan knew that estate agents, as a breed, were not exactly top of most people's popularity lists but this guy seemed to have a genuine dislike of them. He had quite pointedly sat in the rear of the car every time he'd visited the house, preferring to keep himself to himself and rarely engage in conversation even when Coogan tried his hardest to inject some levity into proceedings. He merely sat in the back seat, attention fixed on his mobile phone or apparently enraptured by the countryside leading up to the house and the wall that surrounded it.

Coogan had been trying to work out whether the man was rude or whether there was some other reason for his reserved attitude. Yes, that was it, he told himself. The man was reserved. Not withdrawn. Not ignorant. He was just shy. Awkward with others. He wouldn't be the only one, would he? Making small talk with complete strangers was something that not everyone found easy or suited to them. This man who now sat in the back seat of the estate agent’s car in his expensive charcoal grey suit, white shirt and blue tie, was just shy. Simple as that.

The estate agent clambered back into the Peugeot and guided the vehicle through the open gates, along the long driveway that led to the house itself.

As he drove, Coogan could hear the man behind him breathing and, for reasons he could not understand, it irritated him. As did the man’s habit of sitting directly behind the driver's seat. Coogan could only see him when he glanced into the rear-view mirror and, even then, he couldn't see all of the passenger’s reflection. It made him feel uneasy and he didn't know why.

Possibly, he reasoned, because it seemed like another attempt to distance himself. Most clients sat in the front seat, next to him, so they could chat about the house they were viewing. Most people talked happily about their business and their hopes and dreams or even the weather. Not this man in his expensive suit and his highly polished shoes. He was making notes now, scribbling something on a piece of paper with what looked like a Montblanc pen but Coogan thought it was probably even more exclusive than that.

Only when the Peugeot came to a halt outside the house did the man stop scribbling. Before Coogan could even haul himself out of the car, the man was out and walking across the gravelled drive towards the front of the building. He took several pictures of the imposing facade, checking them on his phone before walking on.

“Do you know this part of the country at all?” Coogan asked.

The man merely shook his head.

“It's beautiful,” the estate agent went on. “Some people think it's a little too laid back for them, but you can't beat some peace and quiet, can you?”

The man smiled thinly then moved closer to the house, looking up at the windows as if he were gazing into sightless eyes.

“What attracted you to this property to begin with?” Coogan asked, trying to keep up with him as he made his way around the side of the house, taking more photos.

“My client has been aware of it for some time,” the man said, flatly.

“Your client? You're not going to be the occupant then?”

The man shook his head.

“Is your client aware of the details of the house and...”

“He knows everything he needs to know,” the man said, cutting him short.

“Will he be viewing the property himself at some stage?”

“I have no idea,” the man exclaimed. “I'm not privy to all his movements.”

“Is your client familiar with this part of the country?” Coogan went on.

“Is that important?”

“Well, if he's thinking of buying this property then...”

Again, the man interrupted.

“My client is aware of the details,” he said, tonelessly. “Just as he's aware of the price.”

“I should hope so because this isn't a cheap property and...”

“That isn't your concern. All that should matter to you is that your company stands to collect approximately twenty-five per cent of the price this property is sold for. That should be the only thing in your mind.”

“My company likes to ensure that our customers are satisfied.”

The man nodded.

“I wouldn't trouble yourself,” he said, taking more pictures. “Now, if we could look at the inside of the property and I would appreciate the opportunity to do that alone.”

He held out his hand for the keys.

––––––––
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NINE

CENTRAL IRAQ;

Doyle must have drunk more the previous night than he'd thought because it took the alarm to wake him the following morning.

Normally he woke up an hour or more before the sound lanced through the room but now, he shot out a hand to silence the strident electronic tone, muttering to himself and irritated that his day had begun so abruptly.

“Fuck it,” he grunted, shaking his head as if to dislodge the last vestiges of the dream that had plagued him the previous night. He swung his legs out of the bed, sat on the edge for a moment, then swung himself out and headed for the small bathroom. He showered beneath a spray that was barely powerful enough to cover him with lukewarm water.

His morning ablutions didn't take long and it was less than half an hour later that he stepped out into the compound, gazing around to see who else was up at this ungodly hour.

The answer was the same people who were always up at this hour. Other security men were wandering around, some checking the lorries and minibuses that would transport the workers back into Baghdad. Doyle would let them do the initial inspections then he himself would double-check. Not that there was much chance of any devices being attached to the vehicles while they were in the compound, but Doyle insisted on checking anyway.

Better safe than sorry.

When complacency set in that was the time to worry. He'd learned that over the years. That was one of the ways he'd stayed alive so long.

Despite the early hour, the sun was still beating down. Offering a small warning of the intolerable heat to come when it finally rose to its zenith. Doyle was determined to be inside if possible when that happened. 

He nodded affably to those he recognised as people emerged from their quarters and clambered aboard the transports then, after his own checks had been completed, he hauled himself up into the back of a Scania and waited for the convoy to pull away.

The journey into the city took less than thirty minutes. Doyle walked up and down the line of vehicles, watching as the occupants clambered out and set off for their day's work, his eyes constantly moving over the landscape. Ever alert.

He set off on his first tour of the day. It consisted of a slow stroll around the building works, a considerable area now. On this particular day he also had a meeting planned with a captain from the local police force. Doyle had no idea what the meeting was about but, he decided, sitting in an air-conditioned room talking to someone for an hour would be preferable to stalking about in the unbearable heat. He checked his watch and walked on.

The first of the explosions came moments later.

Doyle ducked involuntarily, realising the sound came from one of the crews who were still trying to remove some rubble in the next street. If Doyle was honest, he thought the whole fucking city resembled little more than rubble, but he kept his opinions to himself on that subject as he did on most things.

He stopped momentarily to light a cigarette.

As he did, he saw two men running in his direction. Both were wearing the high-visibility jackets sported by the workers on the site and both of them should know better than to be running in temperatures like this, Doyle thought, affording himself a slight grin.

When the men reached him, they were both covered with sweat but neither of them seemed to be unduly out of breath.

“Can you come with us now?” the first man asked, sweat glistening on his thick beard.

“What's the problem?” Doyle wanted to know.

“You come now,” the second man urged, putting his hand on Doyle's shoulder.

“All right. Let's see what you've got,” Doyle murmured.

He walked briskly with the two men, the first of whom looked about to break into a run again at any moment.

“Slow down,” Doyle told him. “We'll get there. No rush.”

“Important,” the second man insisted. “You see.”

“I believe you,” Doyle echoed.

He walked with the men down a narrow alleyway between two high buildings that managed to blot out the sun for a moment or two. It was a welcome respite and Doyle slowed his pace slightly, much to the chagrin of the second man.

“I used to be like you when I was your age,” Doyle said to him. “Wanted to do everything at top speed.”

The man looked at him with puzzlement on his face.

“What's your name?” Doyle continued.

“Yousef,” the man told him.

“You're new, aren't you?” Doyle went on. “I know most of the guys who work here. I don't recognise you.”

“He started two days ago,” the first man interjected. “He's a hard worker.”

“I'm sure he is,” mused Doyle. “I just get nervous when I see new faces. People I don't know.”

They rounded a corner and the two men gestured excitedly towards what looked like a huge pile of rubble.

There were more workmen standing around, close to the front of this midden of shattered masonry and pulverised rock, and two bulldozers had come to a halt within yards of the destruction. So too had several lorries, the drivers standing close to their vehicles peering towards the rubble.

“Inside, inside,” Yousef said, agitatedly, pointing at the huge mound. “Police are coming too.”

Doyle took a last drag on his cigarette, dropped the butt and moved towards the area being indicated.

As far as he could see, he was inside what had once been an office block of some kind. Demolished walls stretched upwards on all sides of him, some of them looking as if the only thing holding them up was the mass of debris at their bases. Concrete beams and broken metal pillars thrust upwards towards the sky that was itself barely visible inside the shell of the building he now found himself in. Doyle couldn't help but wonder if the entire structure was about to collapse upon him, but he continued onwards through the devastation, something just ahead of him catching his eye.
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