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Tadmor Prison, Homs Governorate, Syria May 2015

The insurgent lay naked on the cold stone floor of his prison cell. Iron shackles stretched the extremities of his pain-numbed limbs in a perpetual spread-eagle position. Leather straps, nailed to the floor, held his neck and head immobile.

His chest rose and fell feebly with each tremulous breath. The protuberances of his rib cage were visible under taut, leathery skin. His eyes were closed. 

To his jailors, he was another nameless, captured rebel soldier of the Syrian Civil War, delivered to them by the regime, for their sadistic pleasure. After another bout of a senseless beating from the jailors, he had succumbed to the sweet embrace of semi-consciousness.

The beatings had become infrequent, and the sodomy rarer. His tormentors realised their victim was nearing the end of his tether on life and wished to prolong his suffering. 

For the past six months, his home was a six-by-six-by-six-feet hollow stone cube. By day, it baked like an oven under the Syrian sun. By night, a cross-barred window near the roof permitted a chill draught to creep in. Roasting and freezing him. Daily. The cell stank of urine, faeces, blood, vomit, and sweat, but its occupant had, over the time of his incarceration, grown accustomed to no other smell. 

A rust-streaked iron door barred entry. A narrow slot in the door, shuttered by a spring-loaded flap, doubled as a tray when laden. This was how the jailors delivered the sludge — which passed for food — and tepid water to the inmate. With his resolve to live broken, the prisoner had ceased eating a week ago, and the jailors had simply withheld meal service. The cell was devoid of a washbasin and a cot; anything that could serve as a tool of suicide. Past prisoners had cleaved their heads against the basin edges and snapped their necks on the frame of the cot. The warden had even confiscated the rags that were his clothes, depriving him of the means to fashion a noose. After a failed attempt to crack his skull against the wall, they had brought in the shackles and leather restraints. 

The jailors wagered within a month or sooner another hapless soul would occupy the cell.

––––––––
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A concussive blast rocked the prison, shaking loose a shower of dust from the ceiling. The prisoner opened one eye and stared at the featureless ceiling as his senses rose from the murkiness. Another blast. Then, over the ringing in his ears, he heard the chatter of rifle fire, drawing nearer, punctuated by shouts and screams. 

To a remote, rational corner of his mind, it sounded like the prison was under attack.

The prisoner was uncaring. He had fought a good fight, only to be betrayed. In the torturous months after his capture, he had witnessed the depravity of human civilisation — civilisation? 

There were no more battles that he wished to be a part of. 

He heard running in the corridors, more shouts, which he discerned as confused orders. A prolonged gun battle followed. Bullets ricocheted twanging off his metal door. Another explosion, dangerously near, and the agony of the humans ravaged by the blast. 

Then there was silence because he could no longer hear gunfire, explosions, orders, or screams. Or maybe he had gone deaf. 

He did not hear the shuttered food-slot opening, nor see the dark eyes that peered into the cell, nor the orders that preceded the sound of a key scraping against the keyhole.

His cell door clanged open, exposing him to the sharp odour of cordite. He saw shadowy figures crowding his cell. They wore black attire. One of them pointed a rifle at him, his intent clear. 

The prisoner noted it was an AK47, ubiquitous, battle-tested and thoroughly reliable. The prisoner would know because he had used an AK47 in the rebellion. It was almost impossible that the rifle would misfire. He stared vacantly at the barrel, unafraid, at peace with his imminent death. 

His executioner's eyes widened as he beheld the numerous scabs, scars, and gashes on the prisoner's body. But it was the face that stayed his trigger finger. 

The right side of the prisoner's face bore three deep parallel puckered scars — gouges left by a triple-pronged torture instrument. A four-inch-long scar on the left side of his face had healed improperly, pinching his features, giving him a reptilian sightless left eye and pulling his lip in a perpetual snarl. The prisoner's eyes were grey, as if staring out from purgatory, unsure if his soul was alive. 

In that time of pause, another man crowded the doorway, nudged the executioner aside. The newcomer crouched beside the prisoner and stared at him.

In the background, the prisoner heard sporadic shooting. His hearing was recovering. The intervals between rifle fire were longer, as the raiders cornered and eliminated the surviving guards. There was another tremendous explosion and one man in the cell nervously muttered that they should leave, lest they risk being levelled with the prison. This did not bother the newcomer, who caressed the prisoner's sallow cheek, brushing his scars.

"Al Mushawh," he whispered. "Al Mushawh." 

The Disfigured One. 

He stood, addressed his men, and his order perplexed them greatly. But they did not question their commander's desire.

––––––––
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For as long as the commander lived, he could not explain the uncharacteristic mercy he had shown Al Mushawh. The news of the Islamic State's complete demolition of Syria's notorious Tadmor Prison did not mention the lone prisoner who was spared that fateful day.
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CHAPTER 1
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Over the Aegean Sea, January 2016

The pilots of the Dassault 8x were pleased with what they saw on their radar. 

Except for a Boeing 747, broadcasting the callsign of a Turkish Airlines cargo jet, they were alone in the blue sky. 

No perceived hostiles. 

It implied their employer was safe. The pilots had a vested interest in ensuring his longevity, namely the handsome salary that fattened their bank accounts. Their shoulders relaxed; they relinquished control to the Dassault's autopilot.

Had they known that the real Turkish Airlines cargo jet was offloading in Mumbai, they would not have been so complacent.

Five men occupied the Dassault's main cabin. Four were severe looking, suntanned, weathered individuals. Short-sleeved olive-green shirts accentuated their broad chests and revealed muscular arms. Each man wore a chequered scarf, loosely wrapped around the neck, that they could easily draw up to cover the lower half of their face. They had sunglasses perched upon their heads. Within quick reach of each man were Israeli Galil MAR or Micro Galil assault rifles. In addition, each carried a Glock sidearm in an under-shoulder holster. The earpiece and curly cable of a comms headset peeked around their left ears. The four men were engaged in reading, or staring out the window, or surfing the Internet. But, always, one watched over the fifth man in the cabin.

The fifth man was their client, millionaire Leonid Rashnikov.

––––––––
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Rashnikov, Russian by birth, arrived in Turkey as a boy, and now had dual citizenship. He established himself in Istanbul as a prominent businessman who counted high-ranking Turkish ministers as his associates or acquaintances. Like many who had grown accustomed to the power of money, he believed that money solved any problem. 

Yet, to his frustration, one problem defied that conviction. Rashnikov wished to expand his ambitious gas delivery business into and through Syria. The incumbent competition had the ear of the Syrian president. No amount of money could sway the situation in his favour.

Then the Syrian Civil War came. If the regime toppled, Rashnikov saw an opportunity to overcome the barriers to entry. He financed the rebellion. That decision changed his life. Before he knew it, Rashnikov unwittingly found himself sucked into the mire of the proxy war, channelling money and equipment for the CIA, helping them circumvent diplomatic embargoes. Then the CIA referred him to ISIL, and Rashnikov began dealing with the jihadists through shell companies and well-attired, educated European proxies. 

By the time he realised who his partners were, it was too late. To exit meant an accidental death. Rashnikov could only allow his manipulators to do as they pleased if it insured his life.

His dealings brought him in contact with the Free Syrian Army (FSA). His only daughter, Sarah, was smitten with a young FSA soldier, Farid Sadaat. Since she was in Turkey and Farid in Syria, Rashnikov believed their courtship would be defeated by time and geography. 

But like his tryst with the rebels, he was oblivious to the growing tryst between the lovers. 

When Sarah eloped, a helpless Rashnikov turned to Sadaat's commanding officer, Aslan Terzi.

Terzi had served in the Syrian army before defecting to leadership within the FSA. Rashnikov had met Terzi once at Sadaat's insistence. It was enough to make a lasting impression. Terzi was noble, reliable, and mature. Sadaat idolised Terzi. And another thing. Rashnikov, protective and perceptive father, noticed that Terzi was smitten by Sarah. 

If anybody could ensure Sarah's safety, it was Terzi. 

Mollified by Terzi's assurances, the Rashnikovs grudgingly accepted their son-in-law. Those trials aged him in mind, body, and spirit, leaving him a husk of the energetic businessman he once was. 

Then, thankfully, his war partners expanded their networks, and Rashnikov was no longer as critical as he once was. He was free to start over. 

Just when a semblance of normalcy seemed on the horizon, cancer took his wife. 

And then came the final blow.

Aslan Terzi died in action in the Battle of Aleppo. In his place rose a vengeful and bloodthirsty Farid Sadaat, backed by the CIA. The war turned Sadaat into a warlord. Even Sarah feared for her life. She re-established contact with her estranged father and pleaded for help.

Rashnikov turned to the CIA, but they curtly told him to sort out his personal problems himself. With the absence of CIA protection, the Russian and Syrian intelligence agencies grew bolder. They made no secret that they were coming for him for the trouble he had caused them. Surely, they would interrogate him. Even though his intel was outdated, it would offer them political leverage. 

As the noose tightened, lonely and afraid, Leonid Rashnikov secured the services of a private security contracting firm, Goldline Solutions, while he attempted to unravel the mess that he called life.

––––––––
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The Dassault banked, and sunlight streamed in through the windows. Dressed in a coal black business suit that matched the colour of his eyes, Rashnikov stroked his greying beard, his brow furrowed pensively. The stewardess approached under the watchful gaze of the Goldline contractors. She placed a serving tray laden with a cloche, fruit, and dark coffee before him. She raised the cloche with a flourish, liberating the delicious aroma of lamb kebabs, buttered naans, and a steaming bowl of a deep-brown gravy of lentils. 

The gravy was Rashnikov's favourite. He had refined the recipe to match the taste and olfactory memory of his mother's preparation. 

He nodded in appreciation and dismissed the woman. Ordinarily, he would have immediately partaken of the meal. But today, the glistening kebabs looked unappetising. He took a breath, passed a tongue over his parched lips, and stared out the window. 

The sun's glare prevented him from noticing that the masquerading Turkish Airlines cargo jet had just deployed a payload of two skydivers.

––––––––

[image: ]


The skydivers were Spetsnaz — special forces soldiers of Directorate A of the Federal Security Service of the Russian Federation (FSB) Special Purpose Centre, known around the world as the elite Alpha Group.

Because the operation was unanticipated, there had been no rehearsal. Forty-eight hours earlier, the best minds available to the FSB ran a 'simulation'. The think-tank factored in the optimum cruise speed of a Dassault 8x, the expected atmospheric conditions over the Aegean, the gravity of the earth, the weights of the two skydivers and their gear, the rotation of the earth, and a host of other variables. They plugged these into a jumble of mathematical equations in a computer and arrived at a range of solutions, underscored by plenty of assumptions. 

Then, the mastermind of the operation, Igor Sokolov, directed a select few analysts to pick one solution and translate theory into a covert human operation. Then he brought in the Spetsnaz.

––––––––
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Ensconced in thermal wear, breathing through oxygen masks, the skydivers hurtled toward the earth at terminal velocity. The timing of the jump was crucial: they needed to be 100 feet over the Dassault when it passed directly beneath.

They met that requirement.

At that moment, both soldiers activated the jetwings that were strapped to their backs. The swept-back Kevlar wings locked into the outstretched position, and the jet engines in the wings ignited, bringing the skydivers out of free fall, into controlled flight. Their contrails chased the larger contrails of the Dassault. The jetwings would catch up in 120 seconds, leaving 60 seconds of headroom before their over-stressed engines burned out. When that happened, the plan would fail. Neither soldier wanted to be responsible for mission failure. 

They angled toward the Dassault, evading its exhaust and slipstream. Their special helmets and comms shielded their ears from the roar of its triple Pratt and Whitney engines. They were in a zone of extreme silence. The gentle curvature of the earth spread below them, shades of blue, white, green and brown. They arrived on either side of the tailfin, and each soldier put out a hand, reaching for the fuselage, preparing to board. 

They killed the jet engines. And dropped to the fuselage.

Their hands contacted the fuselage aft of the door and held fast. Active Limpet Gloves — gloves with high adhesive properties — that intelligently activated or deactivated suction based on changes in pressure thresholds aided them. As one, the duo affixed ultra-portable tactical ascenders/ descenders to the fuselage. Thus secured, they jettisoned their jetwings. The slipstream snatched the gear, and the tail-mounted engine sucked them in. 

The centre engine exploded. Shrapnel ripped into the cowlings of the other two engines, blowing those engines, too. The Dassault lost all power, and trailing thick black smoke and fire, pointed vertically downward.

Heedless of the Dassault's death dive, the Spetsnaz operators pivoted to an upright position relative to the Dassault.

The Aegean Sea rushed to greet them. It would be like striking concrete. The 8x would disintegrate, turning human bodies to pulp. The Spetsnaz had medicated against nausea and the intense G-forces. But there was no medication to suppress the human instinct of self-preservation. Every fibre of their being screamed to jump to safety from the doomed Dassault.

Determinedly blotting out the distraction of the mental clock ticking to impact, the left Spetsnaz operator aimed an RG6 six-shot grenade launcher and released three shaped charges that clung to the door on gooey adhesive. The explosions ripped the door from its mount. It tumbled end-over-end, sucked upward in the slipstream, lost in the spewing black smoke. The operator activated his descender, lowering himself toward the level of the door... just as the stewardess was sucked into space. During the formulation of the plan, everybody accepted the high risk of Rashnikov being sucked out of the 8x. It had fallen upon the left Spetsnaz operator to eliminate that risk. 

However, everything had happened so fast... he was glad it wasn't the target. 

Gripping the doorjamb, he entered the cabin, followed by the second operator.

They saw four passengers harnessed to their seats. Their faces, with their oxygen masks hastily put on, appeared puffy, their chins sagged to their chests. The tremendous G-forces had rendered them unconscious. One unfortunate contractor lay draped over a table, his neck at an unnatural angle. The alarms in the cockpit were unheeded by the unconscious pilots. 

Using the seat backrests like a ladder, one operator ventured deeper into the cabin. He came upon Rashnikov and braced himself against the table and cabin wall. In that awkward position, he released Rashnikov's seat belt, and the high value target (HVT) fell onto his chest. The soldier harnessed the HVT to his body like a tandem skydiver. Only, in this case, both men were facing each other. Out of his periphery, he saw — incredibly — one Goldline contractor across the aisle move. The contractor grimaced as he struggled to reach his Galil. His movements were in super slow motion, retarded by the G-forces. A headshot from the Spetsnaz in the doorway put the contractor out of his misery. 

At a signal from the Spetsnaz inside the cabin, the Spetsnaz in the doorway activated his ascender. The winch spooled him out of the Dassault. The second Spetsnaz stepped into the aisle with Rashnikov and activated his own winch, sliding backward and out. Both operators convened momentarily on the fuselage above the door. Both punched a quick-release button that simultaneously deactivated their anchor points and deployed their parachutes. The canopies unfurled and yanked them clear of the plummeting Dassault.

––––––––
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The Dassault impacted the Aegean's surface and crumpled like an accordion amid an almighty geyser of water. It sank to the depths, trailing smashed inanimate and human debris.

The skydivers landed with their HVT and activated homing beacons. Soon, a fishing trawler plucked them out of the water. In the sky, its mission complete, the B747 banked north and switched call signs.
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CHAPTER 2
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Al Rafiq, southwest of Aleppo, Syria

"This is all — up!" 

The chatter of his AK47 interrupted Yuri Markov's plaintive cry. Crouched beside him, his commanding officer, Aleski Pushkin, former colonel in the Russian army, poked a scuffed AK47 out of a dirt-streaked window and emptied its magazine into the street. Pushkin swung back in, flinching as return fire peppered the outside walls. He looked askance at Markov and switched magazines. Peeping over the windowsill, Markov saw that their defence was ineffective in holding back the Syrian rebels who were converging on the villa where the Russian soldiers sheltered. The rebels hunkered behind abandoned vehicles and rubble in the road, making it difficult for the Russians to get a bead on them. 

More worrisome was the RPG that Pushkin had spied on the shoulder of one rebel. 

"Anybody got a sight on that RPG?" Pushkin cried as he rested his AK47 on the windowsill and searched for targets. He saw a head appear and fired. The head disappeared, but Pushkin could not confirm the kill. He exchanged another glance with Markov and agreed: everything was FUBAR.

––––––––
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Pushkin and his soldiers arrived in Damascus on a commercial flight. There, an interlocutor herded them to a waiting military transport jet. On the uncomfortable but speedy air-hop from Damascus to Aleppo, the regular Syrian soldiers behaved as if the Russians and their chaperone did not exist.

That triggered a concern in Markov's mind because he expected the Syrians would know the Russians were in town as private military contractors (PMCs) to train the indigenous forces. He had shared his worry with Pushkin, who believed that the time for proper introductions would come once they were on the ground. Markov trusted Pushkin and lapsed into silence. 

Upon landing at a regime-held airstrip, two dusty sedans met them. It was then that Pushkin demanded, "What is this?"

The interlocutor appeared harassed, and the tone of his reply showed he wanted to be rid of them. "You will be driven to a base three hours from here. That is where you will find everything you need." Then he rattled off in Arabic to the drivers, and before the Russians could stop him, trotted back to the military jet, his phone to his ear. The Russians remained ignored by everybody, except the two drivers, who stared at them sullenly. With a shrug, Pushkin had ordered his men into the cars.

Their drivers spoke neither Russian nor English. They smiled ignorantly at every question thrown at him. They drove in the scorching heat to their destination. And that was where they realised that someone had conned them. 

Any vestige of the idea that they were in Syria to train an army crumbled at what they saw.

A small town — barely more than a village — lay ahead. With only a few vehicles parked in a disorderly manner, the otherwise deserted main street resembled an abandoned obstacle course. The drivers navigated cautiously, constantly on the lookout, stopping at crossroads. The Russians assimilated their caution and searched the streets, the shadows of buildings, the roofs for threats. More than once, they saw windows hastily shut, as if the townsfolk were expecting trouble on their account.

The driver pointed ahead to a villa and stabbed the air with his palm: we're here.

The sedans pulled up; the drivers popped the boots. The mercenaries seethed. Crammed inside were scarred AK47s, bullet-riddled flak jackets and battered spare magazines. Scrap, for all they knew.

"What's the meaning of this?" Pushkin yelled indignantly. The driver shrugged indifferently. Pushkin had had enough. He was about to reach for his satellite phone when an obese man emerged from the villa, speaking to the drivers, who dispersed in an instant, into the villa. 

"Colonel Pushkin!" the obese man said. "I am Abu Rafiq. This is my town, Al Rafiq." 

Pushkin was unimpressed. One of Abu Rafiq's ancestors might have had the honour of a town named after him, not the slob approaching them. 

Rafiq said, "We must hurry. It is not safe outside. I hear rebels are not far." He looked about nervously. "Come inside and then —" 

"This is not the army, sir," Markov stated on behalf of the others.

Markov detected an expression of... guilt? ... cross his former CO's face. Before Pushkin replied, Abu Rafiq interjected loudly.

"Didn't they inform you?" A condescending smile materialised in Rafiq's jowls. "You are here to assist the army, to assist my family. We are important people who need security until we reach the coast." 

"What!" 

A heated argument followed. Markov threatened to hijack the sedans and head back. Abu Rafiq threatened to call his friends in the Syrian army and arrest the Russians unless they fulfilled their obligation. 

"Obligation?" The veins in Markov's neck stood out. He spun on Pushkin. "Sir, why are you not saying anything?"

At those words, gunfire erupted all around them. One Russian was hit. The cars were hit: bullets shattered the windows, puncturing tyres. Amid the pandemonium, Rafiq lizard-crawled, surprisingly fast, into the villa. 

To remain on the road meant slaughter.

Markov remarked, "Afterwards, you owe us an explanation." 

Pushkin nodded and instructed one of his men to help the wounded soldier into the villa. He and the others grabbed the AK47s and returned fire, while shrugging on the flak jackets. Markov embraced as many spare ammo clips as he could. The Russians retreated into the villa and barricaded the doors. Despite the urgency of the situation, it was hard to miss the dominating gilded painting of the Syrian president in the living room.

The Russians entrenched themselves by the street-facing windows and, judiciously using their ammunition, kept up a defence against the enemy. 

From a room where he cowered with his family, Abu Rafiq shouted, "These are rebel fighters! Traitors! Kill them all!"

––––––––
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Markov voiced the obvious: "We cannot stay here much longer!" 

Pushkin nodded. "The cars on the street are our only hope." 

"The sedans took a lot of fire." 

"There are other cars," Pushkin pointed out. 

Then: "RPG!" 

There was a furious volley of gunfire from the Russians. But the unmistakable WHOOSH of the incoming projectile warned them they had failed to eliminate the weapon. 

"Down! Down! Down!" 

The RPG hit the villa and detonated in a spectacular fountain of stone and dust. The blast threw Pushkin backward onto a table. His ears were ringing as he picked himself up. The dust cloud impaired visibility. He discerned the shadows of his surviving men picking themselves up. He coughed. "Call out!" With his deadened hearing, he could not discern names, but he counted replies. When the count was done, he was two men short. Pushkin cursed. The smoke dispersed through the newly created hole in the wall. 

"We're leaving!" he announced loudly, with a finality that Markov recognised. "Markov, get out there and tell me if we can use those cars!" 

Abu Rafiq appeared in the doorway. His wife and daughter poked their heads from behind his girth. He beheld the destruction of his villa with shock, dismayed at seeing the canvas of the president in tatters amid the rubble.

"Colonel, my family has yet to finish packing. You cannot leave." 

Pushkin kicked aside an overturned chair and stepped close to the man, drawing on all his will to not slap him. 

He hissed, "We are leaving. Whether or not you are with us is your choice." 

The Russians laid the bodies of their fallen in respectful positions. Pushkin pocketed their passports and personal effects. Then boots crunching over rubble in the bombed-out living room, he stepped through the ragged hole and ducked out.
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Free from the haze inside the villa, Pushkin could breathe and see better. Markov had taken up a firing position behind two vehicles and was holding the rebels at bay. Pushkin thought that while the rebels may have had better weaponry, his men surpassed them in skill. Keeping low, he ran to Markov. 

Markov nodded at the parked vehicles and opined, "We cannot trust how long they have been rotting in the sun. We'd be sitting ducks!" Pushkin concurred. Markov gawked. "Are they coming with us?" 

Pushkin turned to see Abu Rafiq, his wife and daughter exiting the villa, accompanied by the two drivers and the last Russian. Pushkin clenched his jaw at seeing the women clearly for the first time. 

They are so young. 

His dislike for Rafiq intensified. He wondered what archaic law or tradition the fat man had invoked to take such a young woman as his wife. He waited until Rafiq reached their position. The obese Syrian panted like an old bull. 

Then Pushkin answered Markov, "Yes, they are coming with us." He looked pointedly at Rafiq, "We get them out of here, they pay us. Isn't that right, Mr Rafiq?" 

Abu Rafiq wiped the sweat from his brow and nodded vigorously. 

"Good," Pushkin said. Then louder: "Keep an eye out for that RPG and the rooftops! Come on!" His eyes roved the battle-swept streets.

With the civilians among them, the Russians retraced their steps. Markov kept point, while Pushkin brought up the rear. They kept to the walls of the buildings, wary of sniper positions. From time to time, they encountered resistance that scurried away from the more experienced Russians. The rebels quickly learned that the Russians were not to be trifled with, and kept distance, which consequently lowered their chances of a kill. Pushkin knew it was only a matter of time before his group ran out of luck... or worse, out of ammunition. And he knew the rebels knew it too. Unbeknownst to his men, he intentionally slowed his pace, hoping Markov didn't notice. 

Come on, Pushkin thought, looking around. Where are you?

They had gone two blocks when Pushkin heard, "Roof! RPG!", followed by AK47 fire. The fleeing party heard the telltale WHOOSH but thankfully, because of the Markov's quick reflexes, the rebel had fired wildly into the air. Pushkin and the others hit the ground as the RPG arced into the roof of a building.

The blast was nothing like they expected. 

The sun was blotted out. Pushkin was lifted off the ground, spinning crazily, and slammed back to earth with terrific force. He lay there, bewildered, disoriented, winded. With a loud sucking noise, the surrounding high-pressure air filled the vacuum. Pushkin's breaths scorched his lungs. His body ached. Somehow, he rolled and struggled to a kneeling position. Mud and stone rained down. His head throbbed, his vision swam, and he stared. 

The road was obliterated. An entire block was reduced to rubble. Telephone and electric poles had twisted and had fallen in an entanglement of cables. Cars were tossed aside, some on their roofs, others on their sides, one leaning with its front bumper against the remains of a wall and its ass on the remains of the sidewalk. Fires sprouted everywhere. 

Then he spotted the bodies amid the debris, some aflame, others missing limbs, or severed below the waist. 

Pushkin realised he had just survived an artillery strike.

As his stunned senses struggled out of the mire, he beheld a woman — ablaze — running in the street. A man threw a quilt over her, knocking her to the ground, falling atop her, rolling her to put out the fire. A young lad limped into view, dragging a shattered ankle. Pushkin tripped, heard wails of the survivors and... the piercing bawling of a baby. 

From close by. 

He frantically searched for the baby, digging in the dirt with his hands. His heart clenched in anguish. He cursed the entire chain of command in the Syrian military when he saw the kicking tiny bare foot sticking out from under a board of wood. Pushkin flung it aside.

He beheld a mother clutching a five-month-old infant to her bosom. Pushkin put a finger to the mother's neck. Relief washed over him when he detected a strong pulse. As gently as he could, the Russian unclasped the mother's protective grip on the infant and lifted the wriggling form to his chest, ensconcing the baby protectively. He opened his mouth to call for help when the shelling began in earnest, with devastating purpose.

Pushkin could only hunch his shoulders, protecting the struggling infant at his bosom, shielding its tender head. He felt tiny fingers clutching at his neck, the kicking legs striking his left biceps, saw the pink face scrounged with the effort of crying for its mother.

Geysers of earth and debris erupted around them; vehicles disintegrated in fiery explosions; fleeing civilians and Syrian rebels alike succumbed to the shockwaves of the blasts. Against this backdrop of annihilation and ruination, a lullaby issued from Pushkin's lips. The lyric and melody came to him on the memory of his mother rocking him to sleep. His eyelids fluttered and tears rolled down his cheeks as he regretted not singing his own daughter to sleep.

Forgive me.

And then a sledgehammer blow pitched him forward. The last instinct Pushkin remembered was arching his body to prevent crushing the baby. Then his world went black.
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CHAPTER 4
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Markov bore his wounded comrade's weight on his shoulder. Behind them were Abu Rafiq and his daughter. They had come out of the attack surprisingly unscathed. Rafiq's wife had not been fortunate; they had left her there. The daughter was crying, dragged along by Rafiq, who screamed that they had to flee the town.

After the first mortar struck, Markov wanted to go back to Pushkin. He had seen Pushkin stand drunkenly, and mysteriously move deeper into the town as if drawn by something, and then watched as Pushkin pawed at the debris in a frenzy. Markov had hardly taken a few steps when the shelling pounded Al Rafiq. The military was hammering the town to dust. Earth quaked, buildings fell, and people died. The dense particulate matter made it difficult to breathe and see. As much as he felt cowardice for turning his back on Pushkin, as next-in-command, Markov had to be practical. He decided to seek safety first and return for Pushkin and the bodies later. 

"Take point," he instructed Abu Rafiq. "You are familiar with the way!" 

They followed the waddling Syrian through alleys, into the skeletons of tottering buildings. The army continued laying waste to the town. It seemed they were never far from the artillery blows. At least they were still alive.

Rafiq glanced over his shoulder. "Make haste, soldier." He led them onto a parallel street. They heard the rumble of a diesel engine and a mechanical clanking. The earth trembled underfoot, flaking plaster off the walls. 

Looking around Rafiq, Markov saw a T90 tank turning the corner, its 125 mm canon-bearing turret already pointing at them. When it completed its turn, it was so broad that it filled the width of the road. It lurched forward, like a juggernaut, crushing anything in its path. Following the monster was a convoy of personnel carriers, with Syrian infantry trotting alongside. 

Seeing Markov raising his AK47, Rafiq hissed, "Lower your weapon while I talk to them." 

Markov grunted and complied. Rafiq stepped into the middle of the road, with his hands held high. He spoke rapidly to the background score of mortar pummelling other parts of the town. 

Markov was aware of the tank commander's eyes locked suspiciously upon him. Finally, Rafiq beckoned them forward. "Come, we have safe passage." He shook his head. "The army has intelligence that a notorious rebel is in the town. That's the reason for the attack." He spat. "And did not bother to inform me. I will have words with the president." 

"We must go back for the others." 

"Do you think they would have survived that?" Rafiq pointed emphatically at the wake of destruction they had escaped.

"We cannot be certain until we look. We must —" 

Rafiq grasped Markov's arm. "They have orders to kill or capture anyone they think is a threat. The only way you will walk out alive is if you continue to be my bodyguard, which is what I told them you are." 

Markov protested, "We must tell him about Colonel Pushkin... that he, too, is your bodyguard and our leader." 

The tank commander barked something, and Rafiq responded placatingly. The Syrian pleaded with Markov, "We cannot stay here longer." Then his voice took on an edge. "Either come along, or I must leave you." 

The two men locked eyes, Markov aware that Abu Rafiq was playing the same threat Pushkin had attempted on him earlier. One look at the impatient Syrian soldiers told Markov he would have to comply. Grudgingly, he agreed. "Let's go." 

Rafiq nodded gratefully and, with a few words to the tank commander, they squeezed past the soldiers. Before they turned the corner, Markov looked back in despair at the advancing army and muttered a prayer for Aleski Pushkin.
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CHAPTER 5
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Wilderness, north of Kiln Oblast, Russia

The stories of Hind Mil24D gunship ace Anton Sergei were legendary. There were two anecdotes that were retold many times to bouts of laughter. 

One of a Chechen warlord who learned from his spies that the Soviets planned to deploy Sergei against his stronghold. Rather than face the dreaded gunship, the warlord walked into the nearest military outpost and surrendered. The punchline: the intel was false, concocted by the KGB. 

The other, of another warlord, who refused to believe his spies. ”They take me for a fool?" he rhetorically asked his men. But in that story, Sergei made an appearance and not a single guerrilla survived.

But even a legend did not survive the collapse of the Soviet Union. Overnight, the decommissioning of the Soviet armed forces transformed military bases into black market bazaars. Sergei's commanding officer, a grouse who detested the ace, and who attained and kept his rank through nepotism, plotted to sell Sergei's beloved Mil24D. The gunship ace fled in his helicopter... not before razing the CO's base. 

Over the ensuing months, there were dubious sightings of the Sergei — as the gunship was called — in African and South American conflict zones. In regions where civil wars and rebellions were routine, it was plausible that Sergei's vaunted skills were in demand. Moscow branded him an outlaw, and a mercenary, but stopped short of a sweeping attempt to curtail his activities because Africa and South America were the lucrative customers of Russia's weapons export programs. There was no need to irritate the egomaniacs who took pride in the Sergei as their private airborne bodyguard.

Then, there was another rumour. 

Sergei's vindictive ex-CO imprisoned Sergei's ageing parents in a penal colony to lure Sergei home. One version told that the pilot of a Russian MiG engaged with the Sergei when it entered Russian airspace — and lost. Another version stated the MiG pilot disobeyed an order to blow the Sergei out of the sky. 

The official report squashed the whole affair, claiming that it was ludicrous that Anton's former CO had resorted to such a deed. Nobody knew where Sergei's parents were; Sergei had not returned; there was still a bounty on him. 

Perhaps, the official version allowed the Russians to save face and deny that respect for Anton Sergei stayed the trigger finger of the MiG pilot.

Weeks later, an international task force claimed that they had encountered a man who resembled Anton Sergei at an illicit arms deal in Crimea. Anton — if conflicting descriptions were to be believed — was shot and presumed drowned in the Black Sea. 

Anton Sergei vanished without a trace from the face of the earth.

Yet none of these stories diminished the lasting impression of Anton Sergei and his gunship. To date, Russian and ex-Soviet helicopter pilots revere his name, and a chorused toast follows it at nearly every event of camaraderie.

––––––––
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A lone motorcycle puttered down a desolate country road that cut through a field of wild grass. The stalks came up to the rider's shoulders. From the helmet to the boots, the rider wore black. The zipper on the front of the jacket was low, revealing the grip of a Ruger LCP. The visor reflected a convex image of the passing landscape. One gloved hand nudged the accelerator, allowing the bike to coast at an easy pace. Wedged between the handlebars and the instrument panel was a mobile phone running a navigation app. 

The rider followed the lonely betonka — a ring-road that connected 56 Soviet surface-to-air missile systems, once the 'iron dome' of Soviet Moscow — before turning off into the field.

A twisted stake, nearly concealed in the bush, passed by. The driver braked and looked back, eyes narrowing behind the visor. Like the stake, the demarcation in the field was nearly invisible, just a shade of a change in the bush's colour. But once detected, it was a straight line that angled away from the road. The rider backed up and followed the line, deeper into the wild, entirely off the road. 

It would be difficult to find the road again. 

Sections of trampled fencing, smothered by nature's relentless reclaiming, revealed themselves. Slivers of coiled barbed wire sprang harmlessly away under the bike's tyres. 

The rider felt a change in terrain and braked again. With one boot, the rider poked at the underbrush, revealing traces of a concealed road. The rider looked around in the silence and spotted the target, kicked out the stand, settled the bike, and dismounted. The helmet came off, revealing platinum white hair, bob cut, and jade stud earrings. 

She stalked forth, not taking her eyes off the low mound before her. 

As she neared, it revealed itself as a concrete bunker with a curved roof. Beneath the overgrowth of creepers and vegetation was paint, the shade of the surrounding field. No wonder the bunker had escaped detection from the sky and the road. Craning her neck, she studied the main iron door and smiled. 

It was large enough to admit the object that her employer believed lay within. 

Fitted into the main door was a smaller personnel door. She ran her gloved hand over its rust pocked surface. Her eyes fell on the remains of a boxy numeric keypad set into the wall at chest level. She tried the door. Locked.

Not a problem; she was prepared.

A minute later, there was a muffled explosion. A ragged hole appeared in the door where the lock had been. The rider stepped from around the side of the building, where she had sheltered after affixing the charge to the door. While her handiwork. Had defeated the lock, the door remained shut. She rammed her shoulder against it repeatedly. It was stuck from disuse and the build-up of grime and —  

A loud tearing sound, as the suction of a hermetic seal succumbed to her efforts. The door swung open, its hinges creaking, spilling her into the building. 

Her nostrils flared in the mouldy odour that swept around her and rushed to greet the fresh air outside. She palmed her Ruger, then a torch, flicked it on, holding it over the Ruger's barrel.

Her beam played on the cavernous interior, reflecting off giant cobwebs, and abandoned artefacts that were evidence of human occupation: overturned chairs, oil drums, a snaking hose pipe, even a WWII-era Ural with sidecar. She could make out living quarters at the far end. Water dripped from somewhere, echoing. The hermetic seal around the doors and the contiguous nature of the bunker's construction kept its integrity, protecting everything inside from the ravages of time.

Everything inside, including the prodigious object that dominated the bunker. The military green canvas tarp draped over it had taken its shape, making it easy to guess what it concealed. 
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