Chapter One- Friends

  Alexander scrutinised his reflection in the mirror.  He didn’t do this often - he had never been a vain man, there was nothing to be vain about.  He was a little too short, his nose was too big for his small face, his eyes a tiny bit too narrow and his mouth was a bit too pinched.  All in all, he was dissatisfied.  Why would God give men like Samuel, his friend and officer below him, all the looks and charms of Don Juan, and himself a face like a goat and the charm of a peanut?  He chuckled to himself; maybe that was a little to far but not much.  He was a career soldier- that was what mattered to him, what mattered to his father.

  The war was going well, the Allies were pushing back against the Iraqis and Alexander and Samuel had both been promoted.  Sam cared too much about the ladies and not enough about the war, but he was able and hardworking- plus he was a friend.  His father was here too, in charge of the next frontal assault and commanding Alex around like he was a levee, not the Sergeant Major that he was.

  Alex saw Salaam Al-Jahar out of the corner of his eye and grimaced.  He had never liked Salaam and they both knew why.  Salaam was born in Iraq and they were the enemy- not many people knew this information since soldiers have tendencies to be ‘hostile’ toward the enemy in a war-time, but his father seemed to trust him, so he was kept on.  They had both known Salaam for years - “Salaam is an advisor and a friend of unquestioned honour and commitment, who has proven himself time and time again”, his father, David Russell had responded, heatedly, when Alex had questioned him as to why he had taken Salaam with him to Iraq.  Salaam had a trustworthy, if swarthy face and had a hardworking, loyal and reliable demeanour. Alex didn’t like him.  He seemed like a man with secrets.  He also had a temper like quicksilver; he could be talking to you cordially one moment and the next a fire would enter his eyes and fists would clench – he made a bull look placid.  No, Alexander did not like Salaam one bit.

  Salaam entered the makeshift tent with sand and dust billowing up around him.  The tent was spacious if not luxurious- even his fathers tent was not luxurious and especially not ostentatious; his father, David Russell, was a solid, no nonsense type of man, plain speaking and didn’t like frills.  Salaam stared at Alex for a few moments before speaking.

  Salaam’s eyes lit up and smiled smugly as he spoke.  “Your father wants to have dinner in his tent tonight at twenty hundred hours.”  Alex’s eyes narrowed, fully aware of what was coming next.  “Don’t be late like you usually are”, Salaam said, for the hundredth time, still finding it amusing, with a smirk before turning on his heel and marching out of the room.

  Alex stared daggers at his back.  Don’t be late, he thought to himself, shaking his head.  Who does that idiot think he is, ordering me about?  The warning would be heeded though.  Last time Alex was late for dinner, he was ordered by his father to do a hundred one handed press-ups on the ground in front of his peers and equals- the cream of the British army in Iraq.  He still couldn’t recall the memory without a grimace and got sniggered at by fellow officers at every opportunity for the following week because of it.

  His previous good mood had evaporated with the presence of his unwanted visitor and he started too prepare himself for dinner.

Samuel Baxter lay back in the bed, with his hands behind his head and stretched with a sigh.  His girlfriend, Jennifer, sighed too.  Life was good.  Not counting the war, he amended, life was good.  He swung his legs off the bed and started to stand up.  Jennifer bolted upright and stared at Sam, scowling.  “Where do you think you’re going”, she asked her face darkening.  “I don’t remember asking you to leave.  I get you alone once every blue moon and you bugger off as soon as you get what you want!”

  Apart from the war and Jennifer, he amended again, life was good.  He had long since forgotten the reasons why Jennifer had come to Iraq with him now.  No one sane woman would follow any normal man to a war zone.  Sam never believed he was a normal man nor that Jennifer was in any way sane.  “Baby, I’ve got to go and see the commander for dinner- I’ve got to get ready,” he said, softening the words with his most charming smile while standing upright.  Sam felt a breeze and suddenly remembered he was naked.  Abashed, he pulled his boxer shorts on as quickly as possible and nearly fell over hopping while putting his socks on.  Jennifer only looked amused now.  It was good to see his head deflated every now and again, she always said.  When he was dressed, he gave her a kiss that would have curled even her mother’s toes, before trying to look dignified leaving the room with only one shoe on, the other being outside, flung away while she tried to undress him, Sam remembered with a smile.

  Whistling tunelessly, Sam began the walk towards David Russell’s tent.  He believed he wasn’t going to be there for entertainment- being able to crack his knuckles was about the only entertainment he could give, anyway.  No, tonight something was going to happen – he had never been to the commander’s tent before for a social occasion so something had to happen – it would be unfair to get his hopes up for no reason.

  Scanning the scenery and surrounding area, he caught sight of Alex and began a loping run towards him.  “Hello Alex,” Sam said, a little breathlessly by the time he reached him.  “Going anywhere special?” he said attempting a wry smile while his cheeks, inflating and deflating, lost the effect entirely.

  “Ahh, Sam, I’m glad you’re coming too- able to tear yourself away from Jenny were you?” Alex responded, dryly.  “I think Father has something urgent to tell me and I’m not going to like it.  The smile Salaam gave me today looked a bit too smug for my liking”, Alex said soberly, not sounding too happy.

  “Well, you know I’ll back you up whatever happens.  Blood may be thinker than water, but I’ve been your friend for too long now for you to think you’re alone in this, whatever it is”, Sam said, sounding jovial.  Sam didn’t feel too happy inside, and as the officers area came into view, he felt a strange foreboding that all would not go too well tonight.

