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Aslan 'The Lion' Terzi — former Syrian Free Army rebel 

Leonid Rashnikov — Syrian rebel sympathiser

Sarah Rashnikov — Leonid Rashnikov's daughter 

Aftab & Rima — Sarah’s son and adopted daughter

Samuel Goldsmith — CEO, Goldline Solutions, a private security contracting firm

Harper Goldsmith — Goldsmith's daughter and Kent County police officer

Omar Recep — Regional Director, Goldline Solutions, Middle East market

Igor Sokolov — Russian FSB officer

Alexi Pushkin — Russian mercenary

Illiya Pushkin — Alexi's daughter and former FSB officer

Marko — Russian mercenary and Illiya's friend

Alajos Csaszar — Hungarian sex trafficker

Valentin Csaszar — Alajos' son

Ryan & Andrew Stack — British sex traffickers

General Jovanov — Serbian warlord 

The Hound — mercenary

Al Siyad 'The Hunter' — Syrian intelligence officer

Hasan — Rebel defector, Syrian intelligence operator

Murad Hussein — Chief of Public Relations, IS

Istvan Kello — retired Budapest police officer

Piotr Lenko — proprietor, Above Moscow helicopter tours

Sasha & Nadia — Lenko's daughters

Commander Richard Smith — MET Counter Terrorism

Lieutenant General Ben Grant — Deputy Chief of the Defence Staff (Military Strategy and Operations)

Major Ward Hobb — Legal Services Branch

Colonel Patricia Knowles — Military Intelligence

For Newton Lewis.

Thank you for sticking around.

Until the lion tells his side of the story, the tale of the hunt will always glorify the hunter.

Zimbabwean proverb
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Budapest, Hungary

The tram bell chimed in the silence of the dawn.

Istvan Kello waited for the carriages to rumble by. Hands jammed in the pockets of his jacket, caution in his step, he ventured across the intersection. He reminisced the days of his youth with a wry chuckle. His friends and he dared to — stupidly — bound across the tracks before an oncoming tram. Now at sixty-eight years, afflicted with a knee injury that gifted him a limp, he was the only survivor of that raucous lot. It would be ironic if he met his end plastered across the front of a tram. 

Upon reaching the opposite side of the road, Kello willed away his morbid thoughts. He descended the stairs to the embankment.  

The fog over the Danube swirled on a cool breeze. Ahead, Budapest's iconic bridges were invisible in the ethereal shroud, but for the ghostly incandescence of their lights over the Danube. 

Kello inhaled and started his riverside jog toward the parliament buildings. Initially, his bum knee accentuated his awkward gait. His face contorted in a grimace. He did not concede to the discomfort. If he did not exercise, his knee would deteriorate and cripple him. And the former Hungarian police officer refused to imagine being remembered as a man who faded away.

A hundred metres later Kello had coaxed himself into a comfortable pace that matched the rhythm of his breathing. The promenade was bereft of pedestrians. He slipped beneath Liberty Bridge. Within a few hours, it would be bustling with tourists. He passed moored tourist boats and floating restaurants. Elisabeth Bridge and the Chain Link bridge swept overhead. He consulted his Fitbit, a gift — no, a proxy — from a son who could not check in on Istvan as often as he would like. Kello was averaging 160 bpm, which was encouraging for his age and the intensity of his calisthenics.

Ahead, was The Shoes on the Danube monument. 

In the final months of World War II, Arrow Cross militia executed 3500 people on the banks of the river. Before they — children, women, men — were shot, their executioners ordered them to step out of their shoes because footwear was valuable during the War. In 2005, film director Can Togay and sculptor, Gyula Pauer installed the memorial near the Budapest parliament building. 60 pairs of period-appropriate iron shoes. A solemn reminder of the horrifying episode.

Kello always took a few respectful moments by the monument. He paused, hands clasped by his waist, as if in prayer. He was facing southwest. Across the river, in Buda, the Liberty monument surmounting the citadel atop Gellért Hill was tinged with the first rays of sunrise. The sky was hastening toward a glorious cerulean blue, a shade he believed was peculiar to Budapest. It was a sight he never tired of.

Something caught his lower peripheral vision. It was a body. Slowly-rotating, face-down on the river. It took a second to comprehend before Kello’s latent law-enforcement reflexes surfaced. The river would sweep the body past the moored boats. Kello hurriedly retraced his steps, keeping pace with the body. Calling for help at the top of his voice, he broke into a sprint, angled toward the gangplank of a boat. Kello ducked beneath the chain prohibiting access to the gangplank. He stumbled with his protesting knee. The sound drew the attention of the solitary figure on the stern deck. The man was about Kello’s age. Before he could speak, Kello appraised him of the situation and pointed to the body hook he held. He had been using the hook to dislodge garbage collected between the boat and the pier. 

As one, the pair rushed to the riverside of the boat and stretched the hook as far as they could. Kello anchored the other guy, giving him more reach. The hook snagged the body. Straining, they drew it in and hoisted the water-logged unfortunate onto the deck. Kello flipped the body over, intending to perform mouth-to-mouth.

And stopped.

He immediately deduced two things. One, the skin was not wrinkled and pale. The body had not been long in the water. And two...

Drowning was not the cause of death.

Kello grimly regarded the raw knife wound, stretching from ear to ear across the man’s neck.​
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Moscow, Russia

Briefly in his career, Igor Sokolov was the Russian FSB’s golden boy. He had orchestrated a spectacular abduction of a high value target — HVT — 35000 feet over the Aegean. He was the man. He had barely acclimatised with his fame when the HVT escaped during a brazen attack on the Russian supermax prison where he was being held.

The FSB was humiliated. Before a panel of his superiors, Sokolov vowed he would recapture the HVT and make the perpetrators pay. The panel trusted he would be ruthless. Letting Sokolov loose was their best option at cleaning up the mess.

Sokolov’s vengeance had three targets. One, the HVT: Leonid Rashnikov, a sympathiser of the Syrian rebellion. Two, the team that had freed Rashnikov. Three — and this vexed him immeasurably — traitorous FSB agent, Illiya Pushkin. Illiya was the daughter of Alexi Pushkin, a rival from Sokolov’s past.

Sokolov’s investigations gleaned facts that he stitched into a compelling narrative. 

Alexi Pushkin’s private security consultancy — then, an illegal entity by Russian law — had contracted a mission in Syria. Pushkin had been captured by the rebels. The HVT’s daughter, Sarah lived with the rebels. At her behest, fugitive rebel leader Aslan ‘The Lion’ Terzi leveraged Pushkin to coerce Illiya into revealing the identity of Rashnikov’s prison. Marko, the only mercenary to return from Pushkin’s ill-fated mission, warned Sokolov of the imminent attack. In exchange he pleaded leniency for Illiya and himself. The warning was too late – the attack was already in progress! Fearing Sokolov’s wrath, Marko and Illiya fled Russia. Sokolov believed they would turn up in Syria searching for Alexi Pushkin. Why? Because, if Illiya was the FSB agent he knew her to be, she would do everything to find the people responsible for her predicament. 

Syria was awash with Russians. Sokolov decided to keep Illiya on a short leash. With luck she would lead him to Terzi and Rashnikov. Then Sokolov would step in and claim them all.

In the meantime, Terzi had had help. Plenty of help... considering that he had used a Mil24D gunship to breach the prison’s fortifications! Discovering who had equipped Terzi occupied most of Sokolov’s waking hours. 

Not that he was sleeping much.

​

The contest between the mercenaries led by Aslan Terzi and the guards at Prison Andozero had not been one-sided. With the gunship out of the equation, Terzi and Rashnikov had commandeered a prison vehicle to reach an abandoned airfield north of the prison island.

The obvious conclusion: they had aerial support. 

The FSB cast a dragnet on all flights leaving the country, especially private charters. Within an hour, Sokolov had a probable: a Dassault 500 had left Russia shortly after the breakout. Its flight plan was falsified. The plane had not landed in China. 

Analysts investigated the aircraft. 

The Dassault was registered to a shell corporation in Abu Dhabi with wisps of a connection to a minor Dubai sheik, Achmed bin Rashid. Sokolov included the sheik in the investigation, while he headed to the airfield.

An interview with air traffic control informed him the Dassault had departed with three passengers. Sokolov’s gut told him he was on the right trail. Then the air traffic controller said, “We had to tow the helicopter into a hangar when the pilot did not return for it.”

Sokolov said, “What helicopter?”

“The helicopter in which the three passengers arrived,” came the innocent reply. Then, under Sokolov’s glower, the ATC guy did the math. “Oh,” he said sheepishly.

​

Sokolov took off his sunglasses and approached the Ansat helicopter. The gaily coloured fuselage proclaimed the name of an unknown aerial sightseeing tour operator. There were several in the Moscow oblast. Sokolov climbed into the cockpit, ran a gloved hand over the yoke. He twisted in the pilot’s seat, stared at the rear seats. As if willing the upholstery to talk to him. 

Sokolov had a vision of Leonid Rashnikov attired in a prison jumpsuit, taunting him with a smug expression. Sokolov punched the seat rest. Ignoring the surprised look from one of his agents, Sokolov’s eyes flicked to the side, where he imagined Rashnikov’s saviour. Aslan Terzi. 

Three passengers, the ATC had said. Who was the third? 

The attack on Prison Andozero had involved four individuals, plus Terzi and the gunship’s pilot. The bodies of five attackers had been dug out of the rubble. That satisfaction was tempered by the fact that there were no clues to the sponsor’s identity in the bodies. They had been rendered unidentifiable by incendiary grenades. 

He climbed out of the helicopter. The FSB agent said, “Sir, the helicopter is registered to Piotr Lenko.” The agent tilted his tablet for Sokolov. Lenko operated the sightseeing business advertised on the Ansat’s fuselage. The FSB agent tapped and flicked at the tablet’s screen. Sokolov felt like a dinosaur when he thought about the effort he endured to type a text on his phone. Soon, Sokolov was looking at Lenko’s financial records. Lenko’s business was in the red. Another dinosaur. 

A dinosaur who, Sokolov mused, would be open to an offer of easy money.

“Let us pay Comrade Lenko a visit.” 

​

Piotr Lenko’s modest office, co-located inside his helicopter’s hangar, was deserted. Interviews with the airfield’s security confirmed his complicity. Lenko had been contracted by Acacia Films to fly its location scouting crew. Security informed him the paperwork had checked out.

“When was this?” Sokolov asked. He smiled grimly at the answer: a few hours before the prison break. 

“Were they carrying anything suspicious?”

An awkward pause from the guards. Sokolov caught on to the unsaid. “You didn’t check.” He sighed, making his irritation evident.

“The paperwork was good,” protested one of the guards who had been on duty that day.

Sokolov refused to argue with the idiot. “That was the last you saw of Piotr?”

The guards affirmed this. Sokolov asked to review security footage. A little later the FSB agents were watching the silent frames from cameras mounted on the airfield’s gates. The angle was bad, the roof of a side-panel van obscured the features of the occupants. 

“Anything you can tell us about the occupants of the van?”

“They...” A heavy pause.

“Come,” Sokolov encouraged, “what is done is done. We must now focus on capturing these criminals. Please tell me everything. Anything that will help.”

“They did not look like a film crew.”

It took great restraint for Sokolov to not strike the guard. 

“One of them,” said the other guard, “had grey eyes. And his face was scarred.”

Sokolov could barely contain his anger and excitement. Aslan Terzi had grey eyes and a disfigured face, courtesy his stay at Syria’s notorious Tadmor prison. “We must locate Piotr Lenko.”

The FSB agent replied, “A unit is already on its way to his house.”

“I doubt he will be home.”

When the raiding police unit called in, Sokolov was proved right. He reiterated, “We must locate Piotr Lenko.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Yesterday.”

One look at Sokolov’s dark expression and his junior only said, “Yes, sir.”

Sokolov nodded and stalked out to his waiting car. As he went, he issued orders to throw the airfield guards into a gulag.​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


2


[image: ]




Comrade Piotr Lenko, as he was known among his friends, zipped three backpacks shut. There was a sense of finality in his movements. He stepped back, inspecting the backpacks arrayed on the bed. A casual glance would not discern there was money concealed amid the clothes in each. If it got to scrutiny, Lenko was done for. 

I may be done for anyway, he thought ominously. 

The walls of the cheap motel room he and his daughters were living — hiding — in seemed to close in on him. Claustrophobic. Like the prison he had unwittingly helped free an inmate from. 

Lenko’s mind recalled images of the breached prison: smoke billowing from the panopticon, smaller fires where the gunship had crashed. Lenko had witnessed it from his helicopter. 

He realised he was sweating profusely. He cursed the day he had accepted the bogus contract from Acacia Films. 

An engineer by profession, Lenko worked for Ansat before striking out on his own. He had set up a tour business, unimaginatively named, Above Moscow. He controlled costs by maintaining his Ansat alone. It could not help him compete with other well-financed tour operators. His daughters, bless them, eagerly volunteered to put Above Moscow on the Internet. Yet, the business lost on marketing. Lenko was brooding the day he would be forced to sell his beloved Ansat and shutter his office when Acacia Films had called. They did not question his price, paid in cash. What, should he have said, no, to a new lease on life?

He had never understood the saying ‘it’s too good to be true’ until now.

Lenko regarded his money bags. He must get his family out of Russia before the noose tightened around his neck.

He glanced at the clock. It was near eight in the evening. Beneath the clock, a TV was running. Across from the TV, on the other bed, was his youngest daughter. Her arms were folded across her chest. She was looking at but not watching the TV. Her fingers twitched on her forearm.

Lenko expelled a tired sigh. 

​

Lenko understood enough about mobile technology to suspect the authorities could trace phones’ locations. He had confiscated all their phones and tossed them. That had not gone well with his children especially since they urged him to report the matter to the police. All it had taken for Lenko to veto their suggestion was the money he had accepted from Acacia. And his fear of the system. He had heard stories of people going to the police in good faith and never being seen again. If he vanished who would care for his daughters? 

“Pack your things; we’re leaving!” he had ordered.  

A short silence followed. His daughters stared incredulously. And then the questions and protestations began. The next thirty minutes were frenetic. Emotions ran high. Lenko was talking and shoving necessities into three bags. His daughters followed, wrestling for the bags, unpacking them. Both were crying. He was asking them to give up the lives they knew, everything they had, leave behind their family and friends. Because he was unwilling to confess to the authorities. In the bargain, Lenko learned his eldest had a boyfriend. Another emotional anchor she was unwilling to sacrifice. To their minds, everything would be sorted out if he only approached the police. They were exasperated at his stubborn refusal. 

Finally, his eldest had screamed, “You have nothing left here. Nothing. That is why it is easy for you to just go! You cannot admit you are a failure and so you prefer to run away from here! Mama always said you were good for nothing and a coward and now —”

She paused; aware she had crossed a line. A long, uncomfortable silence ensued. Lenko sat heavily on the bed, the springs creaked. He stared at his hands. His daughters remained standing, watching him.

“Papa,” his eldest said, haltingly, “I - I -”

Lenko shook his head, “It’s the truth, isn’t it, my dear?” He pursed his lips, blinked tears at the memory of his wife. “I loved her. We loved each other.”

She nodded. “Even though she said that,” his other daughter agreed with a small reconciliatory smile.

Lenko cupped his daughter’s cheek, looked her deep in the eye. “I will turn myself in.”

“No,” his youngest said.

“Both of you are right. I cannot run from this.” He looked at the clothes strewn about the small apartment. “I will go now.”

“No,” she repeated, “we must go!”

Father and the eldest regarded her with surprise. “What, why?”

But her gaze was fixated on the television. The news was muted but the pictures said a thousand words. A news helicopter was circling Prison Andozero.

How, Lenko thought, is this permitted? Russian news was invariably censured.

But the images were enough for his daughters to comprehend the retaliation that would be sought for a global embarrassment.

“Papa,” his eldest said, swallowing her fear, “we must go. Now!”​

“Where is your sister?” Lenko demanded of his youngest.

No reply: she remained transfixed to the TV. He inched nearer; his shoe crunched upon a food wrapper. The hotel room smelled of food, the waste bin was overflowing. He touched his daughter’s shoulder, startling her.

“Where is your sister?” he repeated, struggling to control his anxiety.

“I told you earlier. She will be back.” The reply irritated him. 

Lenko took a calming breath. The girls had agreed to go with him. It did not mean they were happy with it. Earlier, when he had stepped out of the bath — possibly his last in a long time — his eldest daughter was missing. “Nadia, where is she?”

“I do not know, papa.”

Lenko glanced at his watch. In fifteen minutes, they must leave. He had a way to smuggle them out of the country. With foreboding he realised his new-found wealth was paying to keep him and the girls from the authorities. They and the money were at risk until they reached western Europe. Portugal was calling. 

Through gritted teeth he said, “We cannot wait for her.” And then he collected the backpacks, shouldering one. “We leave now.”

“What about Sasha?” she worried.

“We cannot wait,” he reiterated, keeping up the ploy. He would never leave Sasha behind but... he knew Nadia was aware of Sasha’s whereabouts. He made for the door. “Come, we do not have the luxury of keeping our own schedule. I warned both of you.” He twisted the door handle, pulled it open... 

Nadia caved in. “She is at the cybercafé!”

Lenko spun. What?

“Since you took our phones...”

“I told you,” Lenko started in burgeoning rage. Then he reconsidered. What was done was done. He could only hope... “Come! Quick! We must go now!” His tone was urgent, and Nadia caught on. “They can find us if we use the Internet!” Hastened by his words, Nadia grabbed a bag from Lenko.

Outside, the narrow, carpeted corridor was silent. The walls seemed to press in on him. Like a prison. Lenko forced the imagery out of his mind. He jabbed at the elevator button. When it took too long to respond, he ushered Nadia to the stairs. The pair descended the stairwell. Lenko did not bother with the bill because he had pre-paid, in anticipation of a rapid exit.

They stepped out into the evening. He looked right. Motor traffic was light, pedestrians scarce. A homeless woman sat across the road, a group of teenagers were talking loudly and drinking by a line of shops on the opposite sidewalk. The cybercafé was advertised in a neon sign. “That one?”

Nadia confirmed this. Father and daughter crossed. The teenagers eyed them, their gazes lingering on Nadia a tad longer. She glanced over her shoulder; they had returned to their alcohol. The cybercafé’s windows were tinted so Lenko had no way of knowing if Sasha was inside. He pushed the door open and froze.

The establishment was empty. Well, almost. Sasha was at one of the computers. Sitting ramrod stiff. Her look told him she was sorry and terrified.

The man sitting beside her placed a gloved hand on her shoulder.

“Comrade Lenko,” he said in a voice that had the edge of glass. “Isn’t that what your friends call you?”

“I - I don’t know you.”

“Ah, but we will soon become friends. My name is Igor Sokolov.”​
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The north border, Syria

Five trucks raced over the northern reaches of Syria’s Idlib province. Four were driven by men, one by a woman. They fled in loose formation, throwing up dust wakes which merged into a single cloud. A clear target for the Syrian military.

An artillery shell wailed through the air. When it impacted it was like a hammer of God striking, throwing up a geyser of mud. Like insects fleeing a stomping foot, the trucks slalomed, aware the gunners were zeroing in. They would not miss again.

With a basso thud another shell struck amid the convoy. The geyser of earth and flash of fire obscured visibility. The vehicles were momentarily lifted off their wheels. Black debris rained upon the roofs of... four trucks which emerged unscathed from the blast cloud.

The third truck fishtailed before the woman brought it in control. Her hazel eyes flicked to the cracked rear-view mirror. She beheld a distorted image of the mushroom cloud that had consumed the unfortunate truck.

The Americans, unable to justify or sustain their involvement, had turned their attention to battling IS. That would resonate positively with the vote bank at home. Without American backing, the rebellion was defeated. The national army and Russian air support were pounding rebel strongholds mercilessly with everything in their arsenal, determined to end a war that had ravaged Syria for nearly a decade. The rebel retreat had left the swathe of land near the Turkish border open for the Kurdish Syrian Democratic Front. Much to Turkey’s chagrin. 

It was a mess.

Another shell whistled in, closer, thumping the ground. Sarah Rashnikov yelped, ducked instinctively, gripped the steering hard, her knuckles whitening. The roar persisted in her hearing. Just over that, she heard the reverberation of a circling bomber. Pursing her lips, she stepped on the accelerator even though it was at full throttle. Out of some secret store of energy, the tired truck willed up the horsepower to surge forth, overtaking the pair of trucks in the lead. The drivers exchanged astonished glances with Sarah as she breezed by. Sarah managed a lopsided grin at the young girl in the passenger seat. 

Rima’s parents were killed in a skirmish that Sarah felt responsible for. Sarah had needed no persuasion to take Rima in. To Sarah’s delight, her infant son, Aftab, had taken to his adopted sister like a charm. Now, fleeing from the bombardment, Sarah was relieved that Aftab was calmed by Rima. The girl cradled the infant to her bosom, giving him comfort that Sarah could not provide right then.

The earth shivered again. A straggling truck vanished in a fireball.

“Don’t look,” Sarah advised Rima. “Don’t look.” Her voice had a sharp edge to it and Rima restrained herself, fear evident on her face. “We’re going to make it,” Sarah insisted with a lot more conviction than she felt. She didn’t want Rima to see what she had. Now, there were only two trucks in her wake. 

The next shell could find them... 

Her eyes scanned the sky, searching, not finding the bomber. Dust roiled into the open cab eliciting a coughing fit from its occupants. Sarah eyed the temperature gauge, the needle flickering in the red. How long until —

A wisp of smoke emanated from the grille. Sarah reined-in her foreboding. No need to invite an ill omen. Come on, she pleaded with the burdened machine, take us to safety.

​

It seemed the truck was determined that its legacy remain untarnished. Despite the heat that rose within and the excruciating pain in its lubricant-starved innards, it summoned a human will to keep moving. Ever loyal to Sarah, Rima and little Aftab, it would see them to safety. If it was the last thing it did. 

When the first signs of the exodus from Syria into Turkey — abandoned buses and trucks — slipped by on either side of the road, the truck gave up the spirit. A bang resonated under the bonnet, a death knell followed by a puff of black smoke that engulfed the engine block and obstructed Sarah’s vision. The truck shuddered violently, whiplashing its occupants. Sarah stretched a protective arm to keep Rima and Aftab from striking the dashboard. The pedals and the steering wheel went unresponsive. The vehicle rolled under its momentum.

The other trucks zipped by. Sarah’s truck ground to an eternal halt with a rattling noise and a great sigh.

“Come, come quick!” Sarah urged Rima. She cast a last look upon the rifle resting in the foot well, hesitant to leave it behind. But if the Turkish border patrol saw her with it... “Come!”

Sarah gave the truck a final grateful look. It reminded her of somebody.

Aslan Terzi.

Defector to the rebellion. Brave. Honourable. Respectful of Sarah’s decision to give her heart to his friend, Farid Sadaat. Terzi’s presumed death in Aleppo allowed Sadaat to assume his place as rebel leader. But Sadaat was misguided and forged alliances with Islamists, who played to his ambitions. Recognising the monster that Sadaat had become, Sarah truly believed all was lost when Terzi returned — a revenant — for her. He saved Aftab and her, rescued her father from Russia. 

Sarah felt liberated on the day she reverted to her maiden name. The day she received news her father was free, she dared to hope there was a life for Aftab outside Syria. A life that could include Aslan.

It was a chance at new beginnings. And it began a short distance away, at the border crossing.

​

The road was silent. A cloud of particulates swirled and billowed in front of the truck, swelling and ebbing, as if it was alive. Peering ahead, she discerned a faint pulsating glow.

The clap of a rifle shot startled her. She spun, fearing for Aftab and Rima. 

Rima was apologetic. “I’m sorry.” She had inadvertently pushed the door shut too hard. 

Sarah beckoned for Aftab. Rima came around the front grille, handed the infant over. Sarah covered her face in her veil, leaving her eyes exposed and motioned for Rima to do likewise. She ensconced Aftab within the folds of her clothes. 

They abandoned the truck. Forlorn, dusty and battle-scarred, it joined the refuse of war. The trio entered the cloud like moths drawn to the light.

A form materialised in the murk. It was one of the trucks that had fled with them, parked at an angle, its hazard lights flashing. The other truck was parked ahead, inclined toward the first truck. The doors of both vehicles hung open. The wind gusted, forming imaginary shapes in the cloud. The doors creaked.

Sarah pulled Rima close and led the way, squeezing between the trucks.

More forms: abandoned trucks, buses, pickups, sedans, motorcycles. All battered and decrepit, littering and turning the road into a maze. Several held suitcases, bags, and other possessions. Even these, precious as they must have been to owners who had lost everything else in the war, had been forfeited. Several vehicles sat on deflated tires. Others had flanks riddled with bullet wounds. One bus had split in two, its roof peeled open like a tin can. Sarah diverted Rima’s attention from the charred human remains sitting inside the bus, waiting to go... nowhere. They stepped around more discarded items, nearly stepped upon a body. Rima gasped; her fingers dug into Sarah’s wrist.

Then they were past the maze. High walls, stained a filthy brown, rose on either side, herding them to the border. Rima pointed. Sarah’s gaze fell upon a woman huddled in the road. She rocked back and forth, cradling a sleeping child.

No, Sarah realised with horror, sleeping eternally. The child’s limbs sagged, his head tilted back at an impossible angle, mouth agape, eyes open and unseeing. 

Now, Sarah beheld more people in the road, solitary or in tight groups, watching the newcomers mournfully. She spied makeshift tents, or simply clothes or blankets rumpled into beds. Thankfully she did not encounter more death. 

But they weren’t out of trouble.

​

A chant swelled, drawing Sarah and Rima’s attention to the mob gathered at Turkey’s southern doorstep. Refugees had amassed by the shuttered border gate, imploring Turkey — and the world — to let them pass. 

They had fled from the last rebel-occupied province of Idlib. They were desperate and frightened. The situation was pitiable and dangerous. Behind them, towns, villages, houses were blasted to smithereens. Their friends and relatives were yet trapped there. Day by day, the Syrian-Russian alliance inexorably pushed forth, dropping ordnance — literally upon this sorry lot caught in limbo. If the shredded public transport bus was any indication, people in the mob must have witnessed that strike. It was not something to forget easily.

Sarah unveiled herself. “Wait,” she instructed Rima, assessing the situation. The scene was about to turn ugly.

The men from the trucks that had escaped with her were firing up the mob, exacerbating the tension with recounts of their near—death experience. She saw them point emphatically to where the shells were falling like rain. She noticed the mob imbibe their worry. Cries went up again for the gates to be opened. Men, women, children pushed forward with renewed energy. Some people had their phones out, posting to social media. An undulating motion surged through the mass of humanity. With a rousing chorus akin to a battle cry, it thrust at the border gate like a battering ram.

And the Turkish border patrol reacted. 

​

With explosive coughs, tear gas grenades detonated amid the mob. Stinging smoke enveloped the Syrian side of the border, evoking shrieks of agony from the afflicted. The mob exploded, people and children darting outward like expelled shrapnel. Covering their faces, their embittered protests and challenges transformed to whimpering retreat. Several were trod upon, disappearing in the stampede. 

Sarah and Rima were caught in the radiating wavefront of humans. An elbow jabbed into Sarah, spinning her aside.

“Sarah!” Rima cried as her grip on the older woman was torn. She was swept away in the chaos.

Another grenade sailed overhead, landing a few feet from Sarah. It rolled with a clatter. Sarah’s eyes widened. She balled herself and veiled her face as the grenade belched its contents. Her porous veil was inadequate against the tear gas. Her eyes were afire, her nose was running. Legs, knees and feet struck her. Somebody tripped over her, nearly flattening her — and Aftab who was under her — to the road. But she resisted. Against her bosom, Aftab squirmed for lack of oxygen and emitted a terrified wail. She held on ferociously against his kicks. She was aware his infantile respiratory system was better protected against her skin. Again, she heard Rima screaming her name but was helpless to do anything. She pushed herself upright as more people swept by. 

The growl of a vehicle coming to life. And angry voices, then shouts from the indignant refugees. The engine revved. Turning in circles in the disorienting gas, Sarah understood the refugees intended to use the vehicle to break the gates. 
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