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			Epigraphs

			Once the wings go on they never come off . . . They fuse to the soul through adversity, fear and adrenalin, and no one who has ever worn them with pride, integrity and guts can ever sleep through the call of the wild . . .

			When a good flier retires . . . we wonder if he knows what he is leaving behind . . . We know that after a lifetime of camaraderie that few experience . . . there is a fellowship that lasts long after the flight suits are hung up in the back of the closet. We know that even if he throws them away, they will be on him every step that remains in his life. We know that the very bearing of the man speaks of what he was and in his heart still is.

			Because we flew, we envy no man on earth.

			Author unknown

			Life is very much a matter of luck and the odds in favour of success are in no way enhanced by extreme caution.

			Erich Topf
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			Author’s Note

			During the writing of this book I have been granted access to DEA (Drug Enforcement Agency) transcripts and recordings, and to the records of the court case that resulted from Operation Relentless. The scenes and dialogue as portrayed in this book are largely based upon those recordings and transcripts, augmented by the personal testimonies of those involved.

			Transcripts have been used verbatim, complete with verbal errors, grammatical errors and incorrect spelling. To note all these ‘errors’ in the customary fashion – [sic] – would be too repetitive and burdensome and I have refrained from doing so. At times, the dialogue may appear a little stilted and disjointed, but this is how people tend to converse, especially when they are not speaking in their first language. For clarity, use of ellipses generally denotes a break, where I have edited conversations to ease the sense and flow.

			The only scene germane to Operation Relentless for which there exist almost no DEA transcripts is that of Andrew Smulian’s meeting with Viktor Bout in Moscow. Smulian spoke at length about this meeting under oath at Bout’s trial, and also under cross-examination. I have worked on the assumption that what he said under oath in a US court of law is true and accurate. My rendering of this part of the story is also based upon the testimony of the DEA team as to what Smulian told them, immediately following his Moscow visit.

			The DEA carried out in-depth forensic analysis of Viktor Bout’s laptop computer, which was seized during the Operation Relentless takedown. I have had access to that analysis as it was presented at Bout’s trial. Elements of this story that concern the computer and online activity of the protagonist(s) are based upon that forensic analysis, which is remarkably detailed and revelatory.

			I have also had access to the plethora of trial documents, and the appeal documents, resulting from Bout’s court hearings. While this book chiefly tells the story of the hunt for, and capture of, Viktor Bout, I have endeavoured to tell a fair and balanced story from the side of the hunted. However, I did not find some aspects of Bout’s defence credible. The verdict at his trial would seem to suggest that the jury came to a similar conclusion.

			A number of the Confidential Sources – DEA undercover agents – who testified at Viktor Bout’s trial did so using aliases, for security reasons. Likewise I have been asked to use aliases in this book. I have also, where requested, altered some minor biographical details, to further protect identities and for security reasons. This includes changing a number of individuals’ names, specifically at their request or at the request of the agencies for which they work.

			In papers filed by Bout’s lawyers in the US Courts, the Mike Snow written about in this book has been accused of being an agent in the employ of MI6, Britain’s Secret Intelligence Service, as has fellow Britain Andrew Smulian, also written about in these pages. No credible evidence is presented to support these claims and I have no reason to believe that either individual served with Her Majesty’s Secret Intelligence Service.

			As a general rule, I have referred to the Operation Relentless members via the names that their teammates used for them: Christian names or nicknames.

			*

			Two major conflicts in recent history have dominated news headlines: the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. However, this same period has witnessed other, equally devastating wars, which flew largely below the radar in terms of Western consciousness. In Angola, Rwanda, the Congo, Sudan and Sierra Leone these ‘second level’ conflicts rumbled on largely unnoticed by the outside world, yet claiming a far greater loss of life than both the Iraq and Afghan wars combined. In the Congo alone some five million are estimated to have died. These conflicts were perpetuated in large part by the clandestine flow of weaponry to these parts of the world.

			This is the story of how one of the men most implicated in that illicit trade – the Russian arms trafficker and businessman, Viktor Bout, also known as ‘The Merchant of Death’ – was brought to justice. It is the story of the undercover operatives who went into harm’s way to track him down – a cast of maverick adventurers, former soldiers, agents and informants who succeeded where all others had failed. It deals, therefore, in part with those ‘forgotten’ modern wars that have convulsed the continent of Africa.

		

	
		
			Cast of Characters

			Michael Snow: former British soldier and bush pilot, recruited by the DEA as a confidential source on Operation Relentless. Known to all as Mike or The Bear.

			Joseph Reilly: British pilot long versed in operating in Africa, and Mike Snow’s sometimes co-pilot. Known to all as Joe.

			Carlos Sagastume: former Guatemalan military G2 intelligence officer, turned longtime DEA confidential source. Known to all variously as Carlos, El Mexicano and the King of Sting.

			Ricardo Jardeno: former Colombian military officer, turned DEA confidential source, known to all on the Operation Relentless team as Ricardo and El Comandante.

			Pierre Villard: French former bush pilot turned aircraft dealer and DEA confidential source, known to all as Pierre.

			William Brown: former US Marine (reserves) and one of the two main DEA Agents on Operation Relentless, known to all as Wim or Dutch.

			Robert Zachariasiewicz: former US Navy and one of the two main DEA agents on Operation Relentless, known to all as Zach or Polski.

			Louis Milione: former actor and the DEA’s Supervising Agent on Operation Relentless, known to all as Lou.

			Rómulo Ramirez: former Venezuelan Air Force pilot turned drugs trafficker and money-launderer.

			Louis Stavros: US citizen of Greek extraction who works as an undercover source for the DEA, on financial and money-laundering operations.

			Andrew Smulian: British-born former South African Air Force officer and bush pilot, known to all as Andrew or Babu (Swahili for grandfather).

			Mikhail Belozerosky: Viktor Bout’s longstanding Russian bodyguard.

			Viktor Bout: former Russian Air Force and alleged Soviet intelligence officer, turned global airfreight operator, known by a number of nicknames and aliases.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Highveld east of Johannesburg, South Africa, May 1995

			He came to with a start. His limbs were stiff and cramped with the cold. For a brief moment he tried to work out what had woken him. Then he heard it: the squawk of radio static reverberating around the bare and echoing hold.

			With bleary eyes Mike Snow checked his alarm clock: 3.15 a.m. Who in the name of God was calling at this time? Of one thing he felt certain: it couldn’t be good news. He was still weak from a bout of malaria, and he wasn’t feeling on top of the world.

			Mike had slept the night in the aircraft. It was a crazy thing to have done, but he’d just felt too tired to drive home after a long day working on the engines. An icy wind whistled through the open-sided hangar, rattling the tin-sheet roofing. It was one of those bitter nights for which the South African highveld – the high-level inland plateau – is famous.

			He swung his legs off the fold-up camp bed. His throat felt parched, his eyes smarted and he was frozen to the bone. He forced himself to focus on the caller: ‘Can you send a taxi to Northgate ASAP?’ the voice intoned.

			The message was from the UNITA representative then living in South Africa, UNITA – the National Union for the Total Independence of Angola – being a US-backed guerrilla movement fighting the leftist government of Angola, an oil- and diamond-rich nation set on the west coast of Africa.

			The message was code for: ‘Depart for Charlie Two right away’.

			Charlie Two was a rich alluvial diamond mine set amidst the rugged folds of the Kwango River valley, in north-eastern Angola. The Kwango River’s diamonds were UNITA’s chief source of revenue right then, but for Mike it was a punishing eight-hour flight away.

			For a moment he considered replying: ‘Taxi out of order.’ But he didn’t want to ruin his reputation for prompt and reliable service. Instead, he replied: ‘Will be there shortly.’

			He sat on the bed, head pounding and throat rasping. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt this bad. Coffee. He needed coffee. He sent a second message, this to his co-pilot: ‘I cannot sleep’. Standard code for: ‘Get yourselves here; we have a flight.’

			That done, he wrapped his sleeping bag tighter around himself and shuffled out of the aircraft, reaching for the camping stove.

			The hangar lay on the edge of a dirt airstrip that had once served a remote farmstead, both of which were now long abandoned. It was still perfectly usable, if freezing cold and unwelcoming at this time of the year. The early highveld winter had proved harsh: frost had already burned the thick bush grass an anaemic yellow.

			From the far corner Mike heard bodies stirring. Kema and Zorro, his trusty Congolese flight mechanics.

			A figure made his way through the darkness. ‘Bonjour, boss. Do we have work?’

			Mike nodded. The way he was feeling right now, he wouldn’t be up for speaking much until Kema had made him several cups of his signature strong black coffee. Snow could be blunt-spoken and abrasive, and he was known to rub people up the wrong way, but his Congolese aircrew were fiercely loyal, as he was to them. Wherever Snow went across strife-torn Africa, Kema and Zorro followed.

			Kema squatted, reaching for the percolator. ‘I will make café,’ he announced, quietly.

			Zorro joined him, lighting the Petromax paraffin lantern and setting it on its hook. They settled back to watch the coffee brew, chatting softly in Swahili – their native tongue – while Mike contemplated the journey ahead.

			The wind gusted, setting the lantern swinging and sending ghostly shadows dancing through the hangar. Somehow, he found the hiss of the burner and the familiar smell of kerosene fumes comforting. Despite the state that he was in, he felt sure they’d be all right. Joe Reilly, his first officer, had just had three days’ solid rest. He was sure to be raring to go.

			Mike, a former SAS soldier turned bush pilot, known to all as ‘The Bear’, was short, squat, shaven-headed and massively barrel-chested, with rugged, weather-beaten features. Everyone presumed it was his physique that had earned him his nickname. It wasn’t. As a child he’d been something of a rebel without a cause. When he was twelve, he’d been given a cast-off rabbit-skin coat by his father, who’d worn it to fend off the cold when serving as an electrician in the RAF during World War Two.

			Mike had cut the sleeves off, turning it into a body-warmer. He’d taken to wearing it the wrong way around, with the fur on the outside. One day he’d gone to visit a schoolmate. His friend was out, but when the kid got home his father had told him: ‘One of your mates called. He was wearing this coat with the fur on the outside. Made him look like a bear.’ After that, he’d been ‘The Bear’ ever since.

			Mike’s teachers had told him that he’d ‘never amount to anything’. Repeatedly. At age sixteen he’d gone for a stint in the Merchant Navy, then tried for SAS selection, largely to prove them wrong. After a decade or more in elite soldiering he’d struck out for Africa. Having earned his SAS wings in Britain, he’d gone on to win his pilot’s wings in South Africa, and flying had become his passion. It had proved a crazy, highwire ride for the past two decades – a long blast of adrenalin-fuelled adventure.

			No doubt, tonight’s mission promised more of the same.

			The snarl of Joe Reilly’s flame-red Ducati announced his arrival. He swept into the hangar dressed like an Eskimo, trussed up against the bitter cold. A stocky redhead with close-cropped hair, fellow-Brit Reilly was Mike’s long-time co-pilot. A bundle of energy, he made a beeline for the mug proffered by Kema, and with one hand supping coffee and the other stripping off his biking gear he began firing questions at Mike.

			Mike told him the little that he knew about the coming flight: their destination, plus the call in the middle of the night signifying that it had to be urgent. Joe had checked on the weather conditions: they’d have a good tailwind at between twelve and seventeen thousand feet, though it would be minus sixteen degrees outside.

			‘It’s going to be one cold flight, that’s for sure,’ he added.

			Mike stared into his coffee mug. ‘I’m not looking forward to it, to be honest. But we need the money.’

			By now the coffee pot was drained dry, and Mike was feeling marginally better. There were three hours until sunrise, in which time they needed to get airborne and well on their way.

			Mike got to his feet. He eyed Joe. Dressed in his thick sheepskin flying-jacket he looked more like a Second World War fighter pilot than any modern-day sanctions-busting adventurer, which considering the age of the aircraft they were flying was somehow rather apposite.

			‘Let’s do it,’ Mike growled, his thick north-east of England tones overlain by a South African accent, the legacy of the years spent living in the country.

			He clambered into the aircraft. In his mid-forties, his limbs weren’t quite as nimble as they used to be. Still, he figured he had a good few years flying left in him.

			Joe set off on a pushbike to place storm lanterns at the far end of the runway. Mike needed a reference point to aim for in the darkness. Kema and Zorro hooked up the aircraft’s tow bar to Mike’s 4x4, and dragged it out of the hangar.

			Joe returned, and stood where Mike could see him, giving the thumbs up: start engines. Mike felt the aircraft rocking in the wind as he flipped the magnetos for engine one: it coughed into life almost instantly. Those three days on maintenance had been time well spent.

			The roar of the lone engine shook the entire airframe, as all fourteen cylinders began to fire smoothly. Mike had his eyes glued to the oil and fuel gauges. Once those had stabilized he fired-up number two engine. He raised his eyes to Kema and Zorro and gave the signal to remove the chocks from the wheels.

			They darted beneath the wings, reappearing moments later chocks in hand. Struggling against the back-blast from the props, they rushed around to the rear and handed the chocks inside, before squeezing through the cargo door that battered against them in the wash.

			Several minutes later and with oil temperatures ‘in the green’ – the safe operational zone – Mike taxied on to the runway. He lined up, nose into the teeth of the wind. The buffeting tugged at the flight controls, making column and rudder pedals judder back and forth, as he fought to keep hold of them.

			Joe glanced at Mike from the co-pilot’s seat. ‘The sooner we get airborne and out of this wind, the better.’

			‘Thirty inches manifold pressure,’ Mike ordered.

			‘Thirty inches,’ Joe confirmed, nudging the throttles forward. ‘All temps and pressures in the green.’

			Mike reached out his hand and eased the throttles to take-off power, keeping his eyes glued to the two marker lanterns twinkling in the darkness up ahead. He felt Joe tap his hand, to indicate they were at max power, and he released the brakes. As the aircraft surged forwards, Mike felt that familiar buzz of being poised to take to the skies.

			‘Forty knots, temps and pressures all in the green,’ Joe intoned. Then, as they gathered speed: ‘V1! Rotate!’

			Moments later Mike felt the wheels lifting free of the dirt strip. It had taken a bare few seconds and six hundred feet for this ageing war-bird to claw her way into the stormy skies.

			You didn’t find many DC3s flying commercial operations outside of Africa these days. The military cargo version had proved one of the most iconic aircraft of the Second World War, but it had been quickly superseded by more modern airframes. Yet its rugged construction, ease of maintenance and ability to land just about anywhere made it a regular in some of the remoter parts of Africa.

			Mike loved the aircraft. Everything about it thrilled him, not least its classic lines. This morning, as they pulled away from the airstrip he could tell that she was flying beautifully.

			At two hundred feet he levelled off. They would steer a course north through the hills, keeping low to avoid detection by the nearest radar station at Johannesburg’s international airport. Joe spread a chart across his lap, showing the altitude and direction they needed to fly between each marked waypoint.

			Some legs required Mike to lose altitude; others to climb to avoid a small hill or power cables. It had taken hours of daylight flying to plot this route, ensuring they could execute it in pitch darkness. Still, there was little room for error. One moment’s lost concentration, one wrong move, and the DC3 would plough into the highveld.

			As they thundered onwards the atmosphere was thick with tension. This was flying at its most challenging and there were no words spoken, except for the turn and altitude instructions from Joe and Mike’s terse verifications. Two sets of eyes scanned the night, not that there was a great deal to be seen. Outside the glow of the flight deck it was a sea of inky black.

			They pressed northwards towards the Magaliesberg Mountain range. Rising to some 6,000 feet, the Magaliesbergs formed a natural barrier where the highveld gave way to bushveld – lower-lying semi-tropical plains stretching north. The passage through the Magaliesbergs presented Mike his greatest challenge.

			The twists and turns and heart-stopping plunges became ever more extreme as he threaded the DC3 along a thickly wooded pass between knife-cut peaks, the snarl of the engines reverberating off sheer rock walls. Mike kept one eye glued to the oil temperature and pressure gauges; the slightest change might signal danger, and in such terrain disaster could quickly follow.

			He threw the DC3 through the last of the split-second manoeuvres, and they left the peaks of the Magaliesbergs behind them. Mike would have to stick to tree-top height until they reached the vast expanse of the Kalahari Desert, to avoid detection by the radar base at Botswana’s capital, Gaborone – the next major airport on their flight path – but at least it was mostly flat terrain.

			The first streaks of silver-blue rent the distant horizon. So far it had all been perfectly timed: all any observers on the ground might have seen was a flash of blue exhaust flames as the DC3 roared overhead, but no one would be able to identify the aircraft.

			They pressed on for thirty minutes, flying at one hundred feet across flat grasslands dotted with acacia trees, before Mike figured they had to be well out of radar range.

			He handed the controls to Joe. ‘Configure to climb at fifty feet a minute, target altitude 12,000.’

			It was a slow rate of climb, but deliberately so, to conserve fuel. Once they reached 12,000 feet they’d accelerate to the DC3’s cruise speed of 200mph, for the air was thinner at altitude and made for faster flying.

			Mike ducked through the doorway leading into the hold and was hit by a blast of freezing air. The aircraft’s bare metal sides acted as a cold sink, sucking the chill through to the inside. Kema and Zorro were busy strapping down camp beds to lugs set in the floor.

			Snow busied himself over the stove, frying bacon and brewing coffee to ward off the chill. They needed it: for every thousand feet of climb, the outside air temperature plummeted by three degrees centigrade. The men perched on the camp beds and ate and drank in silence, as the aircraft continued to gain altitude.

			They were flying over one of the harshest lands in Africa – the 360,000-square-mile Kalahari Desert – where it is terribly tough to survive. Likewise, the African airfreight business was a cutthroat, dog-eat-dog affair. Mike had resorted to stripping out the DC3’s heating system, to save weight. Removing it meant that more cargo could be carried. He’d replaced it with a simple but well-tested system: blankets, plus Second World War sheepskin flying jackets.

			Mike felt confident they’d slipped through invisible to any radar. Once they crossed the border into Angola there would be few such worries, for that country possessed no radar facilities whatsoever. But the Angolan government did operate a Beechcraft King Air, a fast turboprop aircraft packed full of electronic warfare equipment. It could detect electromagnetic emissions from aero-engines at up to 26,000 feet, and would have little problem finding the DC3.

			Mike had one card up his sleeve: the Beechcraft was flown by a pilot who was an old acquaintance of his. Mike had warned him that if he ever interfered with The Bear’s operations, he should expect long and lasting retribution. The pilot has assured him that he’d turn a blind eye, for Mike was ‘one of the boys’. In due course he’d even telephoned to warn Mike of Angolan Air Force operations in his area.

			But Mike still didn’t trust the guy entirely: once into Angolan airspace they’d need to keep a close watch on surrounding skies. As they alternately munched on bacon and took a sniff of oxygen – you needed it at such altitude – they chatted away about why they might have been called to Charlie Two at such short notice.

			‘Maybe Savimbi is sick and needs to get to hospital,’ Zorro suggested.

			‘Nah,’ Mike replied. ‘If he’s that sick they’d have called for the Learjet.’

			Jonas Savimbi was the UNITA leader. A man of that importance and means would call for a fast executive jet were his life in any danger, not a relatively slow DC3.

			‘Yeah, I guess it’s got to be something more . . . interesting,’ Zorro conceded. ‘But what?’

			They threw the question around for a while, but no one seemed to have any answers. They’d just have to see what transpired upon arrival at Charlie Two. They were making excellent progress and Mike figured they’d complete the entire flight within seven hours, a record for the DC3, which was normally laden with cargo.

			Beer, cigarettes and whisky were the commonest loads, hence the need to keep below any radar cover. The deal with Savimbi was simple. His miners needed feeding and watering, and Mike had to show his purchase receipts upon delivery. He was allowed to make twenty-five per cent on top, to cover his expenses, but if he was ever caught messing with diamonds he was out.

			One hundred miles out from Charlie Two the DC3 began its descent. Mike was back in the pilot’s seat, and he was scanning the Angolan air traffic control frequencies. He’d detected no other aircraft, but there was always the chance that another operator was ‘silent running’, so they’d need to keep their eyes peeled.

			Mike waited until he was executing his final turn, before making contact with UNITA’s air traffic control. If the King Air pilot was out flying search patrols, he’d be monitoring the UNITA frequencies. He could warn ground or airborne units to intercept Mike’s aircraft, but not when he was this close to landing. In active war zones like this, it was such precautions that kept you alive.

			As he neared Charlie Two, Mike searched the long expanse of red dirt, checking for any recent deliveries. The real player when it came to jetting in supplies to UNITA was a somewhat mercurial Russian called Viktor Bout. Bout was former Russian military, reputedly former Russian intelligence, and a serious contender in the airfreight business. In contrast to Mike’s lone DC3, Bout operated a fleet of gnarly Eastern European cargo planes, including dozens of giant Ilyushin and Antonov aircraft.

			He had a reputation – hard won – of being able to fly just about anything anywhere. It was an open secret that he was shipping in weapons and victuals to both sides in Angola’s civil war. The UNITA high command’s attitude seemed to be ‘better the devil you know’, plus there was no one else with anything like the capacity, the connections or the clout of Viktor Bout.

			Mike did what he did for a love of flying, of Africa and adventure. Bout, by contrast, was a skilful and clever businessman with truly global reach. He’d made millions – some said billions – of dollars from his airfreight operations, and his mantra was never to fly empty. He’d even furnished Savimbi with a training force for his fighters, led by Slava Grinche, a friend from Bout’s military days, leading a force of Russian military veterans.

			Mike and Bout knew each other, of course. Your paths couldn’t fail to cross in this kind of business. Over the years the two men had developed a wary respect for each other, and it made sense for Mike to keep an eye on what the big guy in the airfreight business was up to. But he wasn’t naive or deluded enough to ever consider himself a competitor. They were in totally different leagues.

			Mike couldn’t see anything strikingly new at Charlie Two in terms of deliveries. The touchdown went without a hitch, and he taxied to a standstill on a dirt airstrip fringed with thick bush. He powered down the engines and hurried aft to greet Americo, the UNITA Chef du Bas – the chief of operations at Charlie Two.

			‘Mark, Mark, how are you?’ Americo asked, thrusting out a hand in greeting. He pronounced Snow’s first name as ‘Mark’, Mike seemingly beyond him. ‘We are so happy you could make it today.’

			Mike shook his hand. ‘Always happy to oblige, Americo. And how is everything right now?’

			Americo rapidly dispensed with the pleasantries, leading Mike towards his headquarters. ‘Come. I explain everything.’

			Mike was doubly intrigued. Such directness was unusual with the UNITA crowd. Normally, there was plenty of time for swopping news and stories.

			Americo’s headquarters hardly warranted the name. It was a tin shack with a dirt floor about the size of a single garage. Inside it was furnished with a basic wooden desk, a gaudy red velour sofa and a fridge. That was about it. Americo waved Mike towards the sofa, and asked if he’d like tea or a soda.

			‘Tea please. I’m still cold from the flight.’

			It was stiflingly hot here in the Kwango River valley, but Mike had yet to warm up. Americo ordered his batman to fetch tea, then settled behind his desk.

			‘Mark,’ he announced, leaning forward, ‘this is a very, very, very important job you have to do for the boss.’

			Mike nodded his reply. The floor was uneven, and he noticed that the desk tended to wobble back and forth as Americo talked.

			‘You have to fly one of our Special Forces officers to South.’ ‘South’ was coded slang for South Africa. ‘You will fly him to a grid reference that he will give you, and there . . . he will parachute from your plane. Do you understand?’

			Mike’s mind was racing, as images of what he was being asked to do here flashed through his head: a lone UNITA parachutist leaping out over South African territory. For what possible purpose, he wondered? Mike was somewhat taken aback, but there was no sense in betraying that to Americo.

			‘Yes, sir, I understand,’ Mike replied, evenly.

			‘Good. I’m curious. Have you ever done anything like this before?’

			‘Many times. When I was younger I flew a lot of skydivers.’

			Americo smiled. ‘Ah, Mark, that is very, very, very good.’

			During his time in the military Mike had jumped out of a fair few aircraft himself. Indeed, it was that experience and watching the pilots fly the C130 Hercules that had first given him the idea that one day, he’d like to give this flying lark a go. But it wasn’t until he’d reached Africa that he’d finally got the chance.

			The tea arrived, and Americo told the batman to go and call the individual who was going to jump out of Mike’s plane. A lean figure entered, dressed in a military-issue jumpsuit under a thick khaki parka. Strange attire for the hot and sticky Kwango River valley, but not for leaping out of a DC3 into the freezing blue. Mike noted the gaunt face and the obligatory ‘thousand-yard stare’ that most battle-hardened UNITA troops seemed to possess.

			He offered a hand. ‘I am Lieutenant James Bokk.’

			‘I’m Mike. Why don’t you show me what you’re intending.’

			By way of answer Bokk pulled out a map and with a thin grass stalk pointed out the Drop Zone (DZ) where he wanted Mike to deliver him. ‘This is the DZ. It will be lit with good lamps, so it should be easy to spot?’

			‘Let’s hope so,’ Mike affirmed. ‘We can talk more once we’re airborne. No point wasting any more time.’

			Bokk went to fetch his gear. Mike bid farewell to Americo and made his way back to his aircraft. Joe had refuelled the DC3 from barrels of avgas stacked beside the strip, and was busy having a ‘bush shower’ – using a bucket with holes punched in the bottom slung from the port side propeller.

			‘We’ve got one VIP passenger going back to Jo’burg, for a special meeting,’ Mike announced. ‘Get done with your ablutions and let’s get rolling.’

			Kema and Zorro made do with throwing a bucket of water over their heads. The take-off went smoothly, and less than two hours after touching down they were heading back south at altitude.

			Mike handed the controls to Joe, and went aft to speak to ‘Skydiver’, as he’d nicknamed Bokk in his head. Bokk handed Mike a scrap of paper with the scribbled latitude and longitude coordinates of the DZ.

			‘Are you good to drop me from 15,000?’ he asked.

			‘Say that again?’ Mike queried.

			Jumping from 15,000 feet put this into the kind of territory that Mike had trained for, when serving with Special Forces. Sure enough, Bokk planned to execute a HALO – a High Altitude Low Opening jump. In a HALO you jumped at anything up to 30,000 feet, and plummeted to earth in a crazed freefall, triggering your chute at the last possible moment, which gave the enemy minimum time to target you while in the air.

			‘I can do 15,000, but it’s not without its risks,’ Mike told Bokk. ‘I’ve got no way of knowing the wind speed at the DZ, and I can’t exactly get on the air and ask anyone.’

			Bokk pulled out a compact satellite phone from his backpack. ‘I’ll call the reception party at the DZ, and ask.’

			Mike shrugged. ‘I’ll drop you from 15,000. But it’s your funeral.’

			They talked over the details of the jump some more, before Mike’s curiosity got the better of him. Where had a UNITA ­Lieutenant learned to HALO, he asked. Bokk explained that a handful of UNITA high-fliers had received training from Brazil’s Special Operations Brigade – their nearest equivalent to the SAS – and he was a veteran of dozens of HALO jumps.

			Bokk’s explanation had answered one of Mike’s questions. But the big one – the elephant in the room as it were – remained: what exactly was Bokk’s mission? He had hauled a massive rucksack into the DC3’s hold, and Mike figured he had to be delivering some specialist kind of cargo. He just couldn’t fathom what.

			Bokk got his head down and was shortly in the land of nod. Mike studied his maps, matching up the coordinates of the DZ with what lay on the ground. Bokk and his people had planned the drop most carefully. The DZ lay within a vast conservation area, and there were no public roads or human settlements for miles around – no inquisitive eyes to spot the lights marking the DZ.

			Over the years Mike had learned not to pry too much about the comings and goings he facilitated from places like Charlie Two, but with Skydiver he felt he had the right to probe a little. When Bokk stirred he popped the question: what was his mission for tonight?

			Bokk explained that he was meeting with a general in the South African Defence Force. Mike didn’t believe a word. If the SADF top brass needed to talk to UNITA, they would hop on an aircraft and go to meet Savimbi. It was more likely an illicit diamond deal or cash transfer; eyeing Skydiver’s bulging pack, Mike favoured the latter.

			UNITA was paid in cash for its diamonds. US dollars, which could be traded on the black market in South Africa for up to twenty-five per cent more than the official exchange rate. It made good commercial sense to bring cash into the country undetected, but even by Mike’s standards HALO-ing at night from 15,000 feet to a clandestine DZ was a little . . . extreme.

			UNITA would only accept payment in cash for the diamonds they mined, for obvious reasons. Those dollars were in turn used to buy weaponry. Global arms dealers were only too happy to do business with them, and on occasions flights packed with weapons were traded direct for gemstones. Indeed, Viktor Bout was known to have a gemologist that he kept on a retainer, for flying into places like Charlie Two to value parcels of uncut stones.

			Many times Mike and his crew had spotted the telltale tracks left by giant Russian Ilyushin IL-76 cargo aircraft – the ‘Vodka Burner’, to those in the trade – at UNITA airstrips. The massive four-engine jets could carry up to fifty tonnes of cargo, and they left a distinctive signature on the long dirt runways. UNITA kept its own gemologist on hand to ensure that the Russian arms dealers gave them a reasonable price on their wares.

			The going rate was for UNITA to accept between three to six per cent below the prices paid on the bourses of Antwerp, Tel Aviv or Zurich, the main diamond-trading centres of the world. It might seem like a small margin, but with parcels of eight to twelve million dollars’ worth of stones being handed over for a single aircraft’s cargo, there was real money to be made.

			Twenty minutes out from the DZ they removed the para-hatch from the DC3’s main cargo door. A panel two metres high and one wide, it would be a tight squeeze for Skydiver. As Mike went forward to take control of the aircraft, Bokk was busy on his satphone, warning the reception party of his imminent arrival.

			‘Five minutes out,’ Mike informed all, via the DC3’s intercom.

			‘Jumper ready and has given thumbs-up,’ came the reply from the hold.

			At three miles out Mike spotted the lights blinking far below – an isolated L-shape marking the LZ (landing zone). He eased the throttles back, slowed to seventy-five knots and began the countdown: ‘Twenty, nineteen, eighteen . . .’ Far below the lights slipped out of view beneath the DC3’s bulbous nose. ‘Three, two, one, GO!’

			In the DC3’s rear the lone figure dropped into the empty darkness. Bokk’s head-torch plummeted away from the DC3, as he accelerated into the freefall, before being swallowed into the black of the night.

			He was a brave man for sure, Mike reflected.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Sharjah Airport, United Arab Emirates, August 1995

			Figures scurried about in the arid heat, using thick ropes to drag the chocks away from the Ilyushin’s massive wheels. The giant aircraft squatted on the burning hot asphalt, her fuselage painted in the distinctive red, white and green of Airstan, a Russian-based airfreight company.

			To one side lay the sun-blasted, featureless desert and scrub of the Emirate of Sharjah, situated just to the north of Dubai, and forming part of the United Arab Emirates. To the other stretched the single black runway and taxiways, plus the assorted hangars serving the dozens of airfreight companies operating out of Sharjah’s busy global cargo hub.

			Thankfully, the temperature inside the Ilyushin’s massive air-conditioned cockpit was blissfully cool. Designed back in the sixties as a commercial freighter able to carry heavy cargoes to remote areas, the IL-76 had earned a reputation of being a bulletproof-reliable workhorse that was able to brave the most challenging of flight conditions.

			In the left-hand seat, Commander Vladimir Sharpatov, a decorated former Soviet Air Force veteran, was preparing to get airborne. The Ilyushin’s cavernous hold was crammed full of crates of shells and ammunition – including some three million AK-47 rounds – loaded aboard the aircraft in Tirana, the capital of the Eastern European country of Albania. Sharpatov was keen to get his cargo delivered to its destination, nine hundred miles east across the Gulf of Oman.

			Commander Sharpatov and his crew had executed this flight many times before: this should be just another routine delivery.

			Sharpatov began to taxi towards the runway. On his right sat Gazinur Khairullin, his co-pilot, and behind them in the cave-like rear were his flight crew – navigator Alexander Zdor, radio operator Yuri Vshivtsev and flight engineer Ashkad Abbyazov. The atmosphere was relaxed as they joked via the radio with their air-operations manager, situated in their Sharjah business headquarters.

			Behind Sharpatov figures reached back and forth across the dimly lit space, flicking ranks of switches and adjusting illuminated dials. All in their thirties or forties, Sharpatov’s six-person crew were veterans of this kind of work, and he had every confidence in them, just as he had in his aircraft.

			As Sharpatov lined up the IL-76 on the runway, this unassuming, levelheaded man was keen to get under way. Sharpatov had three decades’ experience as a pilot. He lived to fly, and his love of the profession hadn’t dimmed much over the years. Shortly, the 152-foot long behemoth was powering along the runway, her four giant turbofan jet engines howling deafeningly as he eased them up to maximum take-off thrust.

			The Ilyushin climbed to her cruise altitude of 30,000 feet, Sharpatov and crew settling back to enjoy the incredibly smooth and almost silent ride. They were dressed in the spotless white uniforms with golden epaulets of Rus Transavia Export, the aircraft’s operator, a company run by the Russian entrepreneur and businessman Viktor Bout. Sharpatov had flown many such trips, and he found his boss to be a softly spoken, calm, but grittily determined man, and very business savvy. If you worked conscientiously for Bout, he was known to take very good care of his aircrews.

			Sharjah International was perfectly situated for an airfreight business such as this, which covered the Middle East, Africa and south-central Asia. It was made all the more attractive in that the regulation and inspection regime at Sharjah was somewhat less rigorous than that at many other airports, to put it mildly.

			Not that there was anything illegal about today’s flight. The customer was the government of Afghanistan, then run by President Burhanuddin Rabbani. Locked in a bitter and bloody struggle for control of Afghanistan, Rabbani’s forces had lost huge swaths of territory to the Taliban. This cargo of weaponry was desperately needed to repulse the Pakistani-backed religious militants.

			Ironically, Rabbani – a former Mujahideen commander who had fought against the Russians during the 1970s and ’80s – was now reliant upon a Russian businessman providing Eastern Bloc weaponry. At Rabbani’s behest Bout’s freighters had airlifted in hundreds of tonnes of arms sourced from Albania, Bulgaria and other former Soviet republics.

			Or rather, such shipments were more often at the orders of Ahmed Shah Massoud, the legendary Mujahideen leader who was Rabbani’s defence minister. Over the course of their dealings, Bout and Massoud had become good friends. Indeed, Bout believed that Massoud and Rabbani offered the only hope for Afghanistan. Of Massoud he remarked, ‘You could see the flame in his eyes.’

			Privately, Massoud and others railed against the high prices that Bout charged for his services. But who else had the capacity and the connections – not to mention the appetite for risk – to fly such missions?

			Commander Sharpatov’s flight had been airborne for around an hour-and-three-quarters when a harsh alarm started blaring through the cockpit. It was the air-collision warning indicator. The seemingly inconceivable had happened: Sharpatov’s plane had suffered a close brush with an unidentified aircraft.

			There was precious little air traffic over war-torn Afghanistan, and Sharpatov and his crew could barely believe that this was happening. But before they could check whether the warning indicator was malfunctioning, they caught sight of the aircraft. The dart-like silhouette of a fast jet – military, undoubtedly – flashed past just above the Ilyushin’s cockpit.

			Sharpatov ordered his radio operator to check if the mystery aircraft was trying to make contact. As he did so, the jet eased down towards the Ilyushin’s stern, then crept past its port wing, coming to rest just abeam of Sharpatov’s position in the pilot’s seat.

			Commander Sharpatov eyed the unidentified warplane. With its rocket-like nose-cone set within a cylindrical air intake, before sharply raked wings and tail, it was unmistakable: it was a Soviet-era Mikoyan-Gurevich MiG-21 supersonic jet fighter. This one had to be a decade or more old, but Sharpatov didn’t under­estimate its air-worthiness or potency as an attack aircraft.

			After a little dial-twiddling, Sharpatov’s radio operator was able to raise the MiG’s pilot, only for him to order ‘plane 842’ to land in Kandahar. By ‘plane 842’ he had to be referring to the Ilyushin – its tail number was 76842 – and ‘Kandahar’ had to mean Kandahar International Airport, some two hundred miles short of their intended destination, Bagram Airbase just outside Kabul.

			More to the point, Kandahar was Taliban-controlled territory. In a few short seconds the jovial atmosphere in the Ilyushin’s cockpit had evaporated.

			Kandahar was the Taliban movement’s spiritual heartland, and the base from which they had launched an insurgency that threatened to engulf the entire nation. Kandahar Airport was one of the country’s largest airbases, and doubtless where the MiG-21 now sitting on Sharpatov’s wingtip hailed from.

			Any order to land at Kandahar had to be resisted.

			Sharpatov knew that neither his flight nor its cargo were illegal. The Albanian authorities had signed a contract with the Afghan regime to provide the weaponry. Bout was the carrier, and ­Sharpatov had already made two such runs under this very contract: the Taliban had no right to force them down.

			Sharpatov challenged the pilot’s reasons for ordering them to make a forced landing. The answer came back that plane 842 was flying over the territory of the ‘Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan’, and that Sharpatov needed to land in Kandahar so they could inspect his cargo.

			‘You’ve got no right to make us land,’ Sharpatov retorted.

			‘You must land as instructed,’ the MiG pilot shot back at him. ‘It’s an order. It’s not a joke. You have to land. You don’t have any choice.’

			For a long moment Sharpatov eyed his crew. What options did they have? Most, like him, were familiar with the MiG’s capabilities. They certainly couldn’t outrun her, and their lumbering transport plane was hardly going to outmanoeuvre the agile fighter. Plus the MiG boasted a 23mm cannon and heat-seeking missiles; shooting down the Ilyushin would be like hitting a barn door at ten paces.

			As if to underline the threat the MiG’s pilot executed another pass, streaking past breathtakingly close to the Ilyushin’s cockpit and triggering the warning alarm again. Sharpatov had already ordered his radio operator to try to raise their Sharjah head­quarters. Did the pilot really understand who he was dealing with? This was a Russian aircraft and a Russian crew, and to mess with them was tantamount to messing with the Russian state.

			But maybe that was in part what this was about? Sharpatov didn’t doubt that the Taliban wanted to inspect his cargo, and for ‘inspect’ you could substitute ‘seize’, as far as he was concerned. But were the Taliban also trying to force some kind of showdown with the Russian government, the old enemy?

			In a sense it didn’t much matter right now. The MiG was circling Sharpatov’s aircraft, as if preparing to open fire.

			‘I have my orders. I’ll shoot you down,’ the MiG pilot warned.

			Sharpatov had one last ruse to play. He argued that his aircraft had full fuel tanks and was too heavy to risk landing. It might explode upon impact, turning the airbase into a raging inferno. The MiG pilot was having none of it. He repeated his ultimatum. Either Sharpatov turned his aircraft on to a bearing for Kandahar International, or he would blast them out of the skies.

			Sharpatov took a quick poll of his crew. Though shocked and appalled at the unimaginable turn of events, all were in agreement: it was either land, or die. They’d have to take their chances in Kandahar.

			Reluctantly, Sharpatov turned his aircraft onto a bearing for Kandahar International, and with the MiG in close escort he began his descent.

			A short while later Sharpatov saw the blocky form of the ­Kandahar control tower looming out of a dusty, haze-enshrouded plain. To one side the crumpled brown folds of a range of mountains rose in the distance, while the McDonald’s-like arches of the airport’s main terminal building drew closer by the second.

			Designed and built in the fifties by American architects with American money, Kandahar was meant to serve as a NATO-friendly airbase on the Soviet Union’s doorstep. But the years of subsequent conflict had taken their toll. Apart from the odd shrivelled tree and the ranks of tin shacks, the airport looked brown, sun-blasted and bare.

			Sharpatov had a horrible sinking feeling in his guts, as his wheels made contact with the grey concrete of the runway. He taxied to a halt, clouds of sand and dust billowing from under the Ilyushin’s giant wings. A high chain-link fence fringed the runway, with a line of red-painted stones on the far side. Anyone with any experience of the Afghan war knew what that signified: they were placed there to mark the border of a minefield.

			Sharpatov knew he had to show some leadership right now. He hurried aft to be the first down the ladder. Outside, there was a welcoming committee of sorts. A group of around a dozen presumably Taliban, dressed in baggy black trousers and Arabic-style scarves, swarmed around the aircraft.

			The Ilyushin’s captain stepped down to meet them, followed closely by his crew.

			Each of the Taliban sported an AK-47, and the atmosphere was confrontational from the very start. Sharpatov demanded an explanation for their use of force against a Russian aircraft, but the more he sought answers, the more the aggression and animosity became palpable.

			The standoff finally came to an end when he and his crew were bundled aboard an ancient-looking VW airport bus. As they were driven away from the runway, their Ilyushin was left where they’d parked her, isolated on one corner of a concrete apron fringed with scraggy brown grass and war debris.

			The VW bus sped out of the airport, but not before the crowd that had gathered vented their anger and frustration on the vehicle, raining down blows from sticks and from fists, and from the butts of rifles. Word had spread about the new arrivals, and as Sharpatov and his crew were soon to realize, the sins of Russia’s war in Afghanistan were about to be visited very personally on them all.

			The bus barrelled through the dilapidated streets of Kandahar, heading towards the Governor’s residence. Even as it did so, ­Taliban fighters were already breaking open the green wooden crates in the Ilyushin’s hold, revealing their contents. Just as they’d hoped, Sharpatov’s aircraft was chock-full of weaponry.

			Upon the VW’s arrival, the seven men were bundled out and thrust into Kandahar’s version of hell: a dirt-floored compound open to the sky, with a sagging washing line strung across it, plus a couple of wire-framed garden chairs and some battered oil drums piled in one corner. On the walls above, guards toting AK-47s ratcheted back their cocking mechanisms menacingly, as if to open fire.

			Sharpatov – a literature graduate – began noting everything in his diary. Just days into captivity, he wrote: ‘In one week we have all become old men. The courtyard is forty-five paces long and there are two little cells. This is our home . . . On the roof they keep pulling back the bolts of their machineguns. But the most depressing thing is the unknown. The life of each of us is worth no more than a bullet.’

			As the aircrew struggled to come to terms with their new living quarters, none of them would have believed that they were to be imprisoned here for the next 378 days.

			It would be a time of terrible privation, and it would end in the most unimaginable of ways.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Kinshasa, Democratic Republic of the Congo, April 2001

			Five years on from delivering Skydiver without any undue blowback, business was expanding for Mike Snow. He’d acquired some new aircraft and a new base from which to operate: Kinshasa, the capital of the Democratic Republic of the Congo, more commonly known as ‘the Congo’ to Mike and his ilk.

			The Congo was Joseph Conrad’s infamous ‘Heart of Darkness’, if you believed the hype. Mike didn’t. He loved the place. Kinshasa was unique: a city full of energy and spirit, plus Belgian-inspired cuisine and culture. More to the point, the Congolese people were some of the kindest, or so Mike found them. Of course, being Congolese, Kema and Zorro were delighted to be based in their home country again, and to be near their loved ones.

			Ever since colonial times the Congo had been repeatedly ‘ragged, bagged and shagged’, as Mike put it. Rich in resources – diamonds, precious metals and timber – the Congolese people had been robbed by everyone. But in spite of that they remained upbeat, vibrant and loyal to a fault, and they lived in hope.

			This was embodied by their attitude to education: they would bust a gut to send their children to school, proud in their smart uniforms and never missing a day. Hope sprang eternal in the Congolese psyche, and that was what Mike so admired.

			He also loved the sheer unpredictability of the place. Every­thing was ‘fucked up’, as he put it, so you had to think on your feet. He liked that. He liked the open spaces, lack of rules and the pioneering spirit. He couldn’t stand the rigid constraints of Western societies. He didn’t like tick to follow tock the whole time.

			He’d been based in Kinshasa for three years now, and he’d become quite a figure in his own right. Famous or infamous, depending on how you viewed things. The Congo was the kind of place where Mike felt he could be something, and maybe do some good while he was there. Or so he hoped.

			The Congolese climate did take some getting used to, though. It was sticky, hot and humid the entire time. In the ‘cold’ season it was thirty degrees; thirty-four the rest of the year. Thankfully, Mike’s house perched on a hill set a thousand feet above the surrounding city, so it enjoyed a little cooling breeze.

			Now into his early fifties, Mike figured he’d earned the right to a few of life’s comforts. He’d hired Leon, a houseboy to look after him and his wife Margaret, a childhood sweetheart who’d followed him out to Africa. They would sit on the veranda of an evening gazing out over a city fringed with lush jungle.

			‘Leon!’ Mike would call.

			‘Yes, Captain,’ he would reply, in his French-accented English.

			‘Coffee, Leon.’

			‘Yes, Captain.’

			Leon would materialize shortly with a tray laden with refreshments.

			This was a dream job for Leon. It kept him and his extended family in food and accommodation, and allowed him to pay his children’s all-important school fees. As with Kema and Zorro – not to mention Mike’s other Congolese crew – Leon had every confidence that the Captain would treat him well.

			Mike’s new aircraft – a pair of Canadair CL-44s, one of the world’s largest commercial turboprops – had been rescued from an aircraft graveyard in North Carolina. They’d been lying there abandoned for seventeen years, most CL-44s having been retired from service in the seventies. Mike had purchased the two aircraft at scrap prices, no one ever imagining that he might intend to rebuild and fly them.

			With a length of 136 feet and a cargo capacity of some 27 tonnes, the CL-44 had been a serious player in the airfreight business. It was never designed for landing on dirt strips carved out of the tropical bush, but experience had shown Mike that he could fly a CL-44 into just about anywhere, standing on his head and with his hair on fire.

			With his CL-44s, Mike had formed Sky Master Freight ­Services. It was his ultimate riposte to Mr Foot, the form tutor who’d repeatedly told the young tearaway that he’d ‘never amount to anything’. Mike figured he’d led an incredible life; he’d travelled the world as a merchant seaman; he’d soldiered in the SAS; and now he was running his own airline. Mike believed that no teacher should ever have spoken to a child as Mr Foot had done, and every day was about showing people like him just how wrong they had been.

			It was 10 a.m. on 14 April 2001 when Mike took a phone call to alert him that his aircraft was loaded with ‘general freight’ and good to get airborne. As he drove to Kinshasa’s N’Djilli Airport, he reflected upon how he’d heard that same refrain countless times before. He wondered what hurdles he’d have to leap this time before he took to the skies.

			In a bid to curb the sneaking of contraband onto his flights, Mike had banned any loading at night, and it was mid-morning by the time they’d got the aircraft ready. A thought struck him in passing. Something of a history buff, he realized that it was the anniversary of the sinking of the Titanic, 89 years ago to the day. Mike wondered why that had come unbidden into his head.

			He shrugged it off: there was flying to be done.

			By 11.00 a.m. he was standing next to the sleek form of one of his CL-44s, checking the cargo-sheet and trying to ensure that the aircraft hadn’t been too overloaded. Normally, any number of stowaways would somehow have made it onto the plane. They’d be crouched among the cargo crates, and all would need to be removed.

			Nice people though they might be, the Congolese never seemed to understand that a badly overloaded aircraft was a dangerous aircraft. Mike was just in the middle of warning the airport’s Chef du Bas, Gaston, that if there were too many stowaways it was very likely too late to get airborne, when all hell let loose.

			A cataclysmic explosion ripped across the airport, the shock wave practically knocking Mike off his feet. He’d been standing in the shade beneath one of the CL-44’s wings, and suddenly aviation fuel began to gush down from a ruptured fuel tank. At the same time Mike could hear heavy lumps of blasted metal crashing down onto the surrounding tarmac, deafeningly.

			He dived for the cover of the main landing gear, as Gaston took to his heels. Then: boom, boom, boom. A further series of massive explosions rent the air, bleeding into one long continuous earth-shattering blast. As repeated shock waves tore over him, Mike felt the massive fuselage above rocking with the hits, twisted chunks of metal ricocheting everywhere.
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