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Somewhere in Central Europe, late March, 2022

The air was cold but the sun made up for it, a harbinger of Spring. Winter was finally surrendering its hold on the continent and people were looking forward to longer days of sun and being able to get out and enjoy the freedom of doing what they wanted rather than being told they couldn’t mix and go to the theatre, or sporting events, or music gigs or anything they could before the Spring two years previously.

People were out and about, some still wearing face masks, many not, and there were quite a few, especially the young, who were mixing quite happily. Some were sat around the stone fountain in the middle of the great paved square, chatting. Much of their conversations would be about the war in Ukraine, or so the lone man walking past them surmised. He wasn’t wearing a mask, and he wasn’t concerned about catching any virus, for he was immune to it and nearly all others.

His scarred face betrayed no emotion, but his light blue eyes constantly scanned the people around him, watching, wary. He couldn’t afford to relax amongst so many, for there may be one who might be watching out for him with ill intentions. Doubtful, but it was still possible.

This man had been cautious around others for a long time now, for he had a condition that marked him apart from the rest of mankind. If others found it out he would be hunted by those who wished him ill, or by the superstitious or even by certain agencies who might want to examine him and discover why he was the way he was. Not that it would do them any good, for what he had wasn’t transmissible or transferable.

He was immortal.

He was two thousand years old. Oh, and about twenty on top of that. His name was Casca Rufio Longinus, former Roman legionary, fated to be on duty at Golgotha for execution duty when a certain Jesus of Nazareth had been condemned to crucifixion. That day was burned into Casca’s mind, for in an act of apparent kindness, he had tried to end the man’s suffering by driving a spear into the Jew’s side, but had botched it. In return he had been cursed to live until the Second Coming, whenever that would be.

Since then Casca had fought through the ages, for one side, then another. He had never settled or been allowed to, for one who does not age or who comes back to life after receiving a seemingly mortal wound was viewed with alarm and suspicion. So he had to be covert and move on after a while. But he always ended up fighting in some war or other, and now here, in 2022, he was a mercenary, hiring himself out to anyone who had the coin to pay him, as long as he approved of the job. There were some, however, that he just would not do.

So today he was making his way across a very wide and busy plaza to a large building on one side, accessible via a set of wide stone steps and passing a series of fluted columns in the Ionic style. A pair of tall metal doors stood open and he wandered into the hallway that had a reception desk to the right, and security guards stood around looking alert. They were all wearing masks, as were the reception staff.

Remembering it was still compulsory indoors in municipal buildings, he fished into a pocket and brought forth a navy blue mask and put it on.

A young female receptionist with the obligatory welcoming demeanor as per training course 1A looked at him. “Good morning, Sir. Do you have an appointment?”

“Yes,” Casca nodded. “I am to see Sandor Rakosi.”

“And your name, Sir?”

“Romano. Carlos Romano.”

The woman looked on a computer and after a few moments found what she was looking for. Her eyes shot to him, wary now. “Yes, Sir. Ah, a security guard will show you to Mr. Rakosi.” She waved to one of the blue-hatted men stood nearby.

Casca, or Carlos to give him his current pseudonym, turned to look at the guard, who received a rapid set of instructions from the receptionist, then followed him when he gestured politely for the visitor to follow him to the elevator off to the left.

Carlos, a very muscular man, was much bigger than the security man and the guard felt intimidated. A button was pressed in the fake marble wall and after a few seconds the elevator doors opened and Carlos was allowed to enter first, then the guard followed and pressed the sixth floor button.

Getting out at that level, the top one, he was shown along a quiet corridor, past a series of doors to one at the far end. The guard knocked and a voice answered from within, giving permission for entry. 

Shown in, Carlos walked into a comfortable looking room that overlooked the plaza. There was a central rug, a green one, and a desk, two chairs, some cabinets, a couple of plants and side tables. A man with thinning fair colored hair and a smallish head rose at his entry and held out a hand. “Mr. Romano, welcome.”

“Mr. Rakosi,” Carlos said neutrally. 

“Please, sit.”

Carlos did so, and noted a lack of computer equipment on the desk, or anywhere, come to that. How old school. It was a refreshing and welcome change. “What can I do for you, Mr. Rakosi?”

Rakosi leaned back and surveyed the large-framed man. “You are a man for hire, a mercenary. You carry out military tasks that governments cannot, due to their culture of, ah, transparency,” he smiled ironically. 

“How did you get hold of me, and know where I was?”

“I must admit to having been a little underhand,” Rakosi looked a little abashed. “I have contacts in other countries, in the same line of work as I have here.”

“Intelligence?”

“Of a similar nature, yes. I’m not a spymaster, like the CIA or MI6, oh no,” he laughed. “Even here our official intelligence agencies know nothing of me, but I do have contacts around Europe and further afield. I made discreet enquiries and your whereabouts were handed to me through a third party.”

“What third party?” Carlos was worried. He hadn’t thought he could be found that easily. Someone had been careless.

“Oh, fear not, they have your best interests at heart. Shall we say Switzerland? A long-standing, ah, guardian angel?”

Carlos eyed Rakosi sternly. “What are you talking about?”

“Alright,” Rakosi sighed. “Time to drop any pretense, Casca. My real name is Sandor Longini. Does that put you at ease?”

“You? You’re one of them?”

Rakosi inclined his head. “Head of the Family in this country. I have to keep my mother’s maiden name to hide my identity from the Brotherhood. One cannot be careful enough. So, firstly it is an honor to meet you.”

“Why bring me to you? Surely that’s a security risk?”

“Believe me, we wouldn’t normally dream of doing this, but the reason I made every effort to find you and contact you came to my attention two days ago, and is critically urgent, and a job that you must be made aware of. Only you can do this job, and when you hear what it is, I’m sure you’ll take it.”

Carlos tensed. He leaned forward. “Which is what?”

Rakosi pulled out a drawer in his desk, picked something out from it and placed it on the desk in front of Carlos. It was a photograph showing a small badge, a metal object, shaped into the stylized form of a fish.

Carlos looked up sharply.

“Indeed,” Rakosi sighed. “The Brotherhood of the Lamb.”

“Where did you get this?”

“You know all about the Russian invasion of Ukraine.”

Carlos clucked his tongue. “Oh come on, Rakosi, I’ve not been on the moon these past four weeks. I was busy getting a team together to go in and do some work there. Then you call me up and pull me out of the final training session. Now you throw this at me. What the hell has the Brotherhood got to do with the Russo-Ukrainian war?”

“Everything. As you know, they are devoted to bringing forward the Second Coming, and they have interpreted this as only possible when there is sufficient chaos in the world. Where there is mischief, you can rest assured they are probably something to do with it. You yourself know of their underhand tactics through your long association with them. Now they are a multi-national para-military organization with uncountable funds to draw upon, and if they think they can bring about chaos and suffering, they will. They are also hell-bent on getting their claws on you.”

“I know this. So, cut to the chase, Rakosi. What’s this all about?”

“One of the Russian strategic aims of the war was to swiftly capture the Ukrainian capital, Kiev. To do this they had to attack from two directions. But they had one big problem.”

Carlos nodded. “I know this. From the east and from the north. East was from their territory, but from the north they had to come from Belarus.”

“Yes, and they coerced Belarus into allowing Russian troops access through their territory. Then, you know where they had to advance in order to get to the capital.”

“Oh yes,” Carlos nodded. “Through Chernobyl.”

“Indeed. Nobody seriously thought Putin would order it but he did, and a Russian column plowed through the restricted area. Nobody challenged them because the thought of a shooting exchange in that zone was too horrific to contemplate. Even so, the tracks of the Russian vehicles threw up a lot of radio-active dust.”

“They still failed to take Kiev.”

“True, but Chernobyl was occupied. A lot of what went on there hasn’t been told yet, and maybe it never will. It is from there that this badge was found and photographed.”

Carlos regarded the small item again, this time with more interest. “Alright. You’ve got my interest. The Brotherhood was in Chernobyl.”

“They still are. Chernobyl, or close by, was one of their operations.”

“What, the military one, or the atomic explosion?”

“The former. Even they did not foresee the events of 1986.”

Carlos sat upright. “They were caught up in that?”

Rakosi nodded. “They didn’t count on the Soviets reacting so swiftly, and, ah, brutally to the accident, but they capped it very quickly. It cost the lives of the brave men who did it, but to the Soviets it was an acceptable cost.”

“Like in the Second World War,” Carlos said softly.

“Ah, yes, you witnessed that, didn’t you? So. As to why they were there, we do not know, but the area was made uninhabitable for over a century. What we believe is that they had a secret underground facility in the area between the 1950s and 1986, under the guise of the GRU.”

“The Soviet military intelligence arm?”

Rakosi laced his fingers and smiled thinly. “They are a parallel to the KGB, or what was the KGB. They are just as deadly and insidious. And they are still a going concern. We believe the Brotherhood have a strong connection to the GRU, and in particular to the ninth directorate.”

Carlos shook his head. “Whoa, hold on a sec. Ninth directorate?”

“That is the section specifically responsible for military technology. We think this facility near Chernobyl was researching this.”

“So – what happened in 1986?”

“We think when Gorbachev took over and his new era of glasnost and perestroika came in, many secret facilities were shut down or examined much more closely with a view to cutting budgets. The Soviet defense budget was staggering, and Gorbachev wanted to cut the costs and spend it on domestic policies. He was looking into the activities of the GRU when came Chernobyl’s disaster and it made the place uninhabitable, but the Brotherhood hoped to recover what they had in there.” Rakosi sighed. “Up to now it has been impossible, for after 1986 the place was fatal to anyone, and then the Soviet Union fell and splintered, and in the confusion nothing was possible until organization was restored properly.”

“I assume the Brotherhood was keeping a close eye on matters from their covert position within the GRU.”

Rakosi agreed. “They had been sending out agents into the area. Now we have not been slack as far as this is concerned. One of our tasks is to keep the Brotherhood under observation, despite our slim numbers, and we do have an agent working within the GRU. Not a family member, no, but a reliable mole who thinks we are an anti-Russian agency. This person’s family were murdered by one of Putin’s hit squads. Oil, you know how it is.”

Carlos nodded. Such stories were commonplace in post-Soviet Russia. “So your mole went in with the GRU when the Russians invaded from Belarus?”

“Indeed. There was something big going on, and our agent was there when this was found, not too far from Chernobyl and Pripyat.”

“Right in the middle of the bad area.” 

Rakosi inclined his head. “We don’t know too much about this, and we also think the Brotherhood are not entirely sure where the entrance to this facility is, because all those working in it died at the time or a short while later even if they did manage to get out. Nobody was left alive to say where this was. The Brotherhood works on a cell basis and no two cells knows about the other or what they do, just the controller above them. This controller was almost certainly caught up in the disaster, or else the location of this facility would be known.”

Carlos pursed his lips. “Alright, where exactly is this place?”

“The symbol was found here,” and Rakosi brought forth a map of the area, pointing out Chernobyl and Pripyat. “The Pripyat River, Pripyat,” he pointed to the abandoned town, “the reactor.” His finger moved south. “The Red Forest. Now, a little south of this is where the badge was discovered. Right here,” he jabbed a spot not too far from a place marked as Gospodarstwo Rolne. “You will need to go here and pick up the trail.”

“What of your mole?”

“Sadly he fell ill after sending us the photo. People can go into the area for short amounts of time before exposure gets critical. As for you...”

Carlos sighed. “You think it won’t affect me.”

“What do you think?” 

Carlos shrugged. “Probably not.”

“An advantage. The transit of the Russian forces through the area has stirred up radio active dust and people are falling ill. But the Russians are still pushing towards Kiev and the Brotherhood, in the guise of GRU Directorate 9, are making every effort to find their lost facility, and what is in there.”

“So my task?” Carlos asked.

“Find it. Destroy what is within.”

“If there’s anything in there, if I can find it. How do I get in and out?”

Rakosi smiled. “Our organization is inventive and innovative; we have to be against something as huge as the Brotherhood. You will find in the car park behind this building a car,” and Rakosi tossed Carlos a set of keys. “A BMW. Grey. Drive to the airport outside the city and you’ll find a surprise. Here,” he passed Carlos a set of documents. “Your pass into the airport. You will be expected. You will be taken to a restricted area and your means of access identified, along with further papers, weapons, and the route you will take. Any further questions?”

Carlos weighed the papers in his hand. “You’re not hanging around in this, are you?”

“We can’t afford to,” the member of the Longini said. “If the Brotherhood recover whatever is down there, and its almost certainly underground, it could mean an endless set of problems for the world. The only person who is able to and equipped to deal with this unique situation is you, and you have more than anyone else reason to want to stop them.”

“You’ve got that right, Rakosi. Alright, I’ll go see what’s waiting for me at the airport. If I like what I see I’ll take the job, but I’ll want compensation for the cancelled merc job I was going on.”

Rakosi smiled. “Already taken care of, and your mercs, as you call them, have been reassigned elsewhere. Plenty of jobs going in Donbass, and the Ukrainians are desperately calling for help. They’ve sent funds to hire these people.”

“Through yourselves, obviously.”

“Of course. As I have already said, we don’t officially exist, so we’re the perfect agency to liaise with and send funds to.”

Carlos grunted and stood up. “I understand the need for speed. Everything else is at the airport?”

The other stood, too, and nodded. “Good luck – Casca.”

Carlos smiled lop-sidedly and shook hands with the man. “Best not get into the habit of calling me that or else some big-eared eavesdropper might call in and ask you some interesting questions.”

“I have no doubt of that. God speed.”

Carlos turned and walked out of the room, his mind whirling.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER ONE


[image: ]


The last person Carlos had expected to see in the gloomy interior of the massive hangar at the back of the military base was Hayley Landries, but there she was. She was dressed in a white vest and camouflaged military trousers and a pair of black hard boots. She grinned at Carlos’s expression as he came up to her. “Surprised?”

“That’s an understatement. Does Danny know you’re here?”

She nodded. “He sent me over once he knew they were laying on this baby as transport,” she jerked her thumb over her shoulder.

Carlos switched his attention from the redheaded Hayley to a looming grey shape behind her. “And what is this beauty?”

Hayley turned and looked at it with an expression akin to worship. He knew she was a top-notch chopper pilot, and helicopters were her thing. Some women loved flowers, others chocolates, others a moonlit dinner for two. To get Hayley around your little finger give her a big-ass helicopter. She walked up to it reverently, placing a hand on the steel fuselage. “This, Carlos, is an Airbus H225M. French-built, a long-range tactical military transport chopper. Nineteen point five meters long, four point six high. Top speed three twenty-four k’s, range nine-twenty. Designed to carry up to twenty-nine troops and two crew.”

“Not a gunship, then.”

“No. The idea, or so I’ve been told by the chief of ops here, is to ferry in a squad of volunteers to Bazar. Know it?”

Carlos thought for a moment. “No. Ukraine?”

Hayley nodded. “Hmm-mm. Zhytomyr oblast. The Ukrainians need help so our hosts here are sending in volunteers. They’ve got sixteen of these things on order but so far they’ve not arrived. This was the prototype they tested out.”

“So why not use one of their own people to fly it in?”

Hayley pushed herself away from the H225M. “They don’t want to risk the chance of one of their own people getting caught or killed, especially as they are a member of NATO. Things are still in a delicate stage and NATO doesn’t want to be seen to be getting involved at the moment. So this is anonymous.” She swept an arm at the machine. “See? No markings.” 

“It wouldn’t take the Russians long to work out where this came from. There can’t be many countries using this type of machine.”

“In Europe? Only the French.”

“And if the Russkies get their hands on this? They’ll accuse the French of aiding the Ukraine military.”

Hayley shrugged. “Not my problem. We’ve got a contract to deliver twenty-nine mercs to Bazar. Then we get the hell out of there.”

“But something goes wrong, huh?”

She grinned. “You got it. Nav goes awry, I lose power and come down in the wilderness. Or at least that’s what everyone else thinks.”

Carlos looked around. Gun-toting guards were at the entrance, making sure nobody was taking any undue interest in the hangar. It was so out of the way that anyone who was near would automatically be viewed with suspicion. “So what have we got to go in with?”

“AK12 assault rifles.”

“Nice. Got one around?” Carlos liked the thought of using one of the latest Russian weapons. 

“Not here. They’ll be delivered shortly, along with our body armor and supplies.”

“Alright, Hayley, what’s your role in this? We’ll be going into nuclear radiated territory. You’re not me; I can deal with it but you can’t, and you’re a mother and wife. I won’t have you risking your life just to fly me in.” 

Hayley folded her arms. Carlos knew she was going to dig her heels in. He’d known her for too long for it to be anything other. “I’m flying you in, Carlos, and there’s no arguing. I know the risks, I’ve been risking my ass for you for some time now and it isn’t going to end any time soon, alright? I don’t know the full details of why you’re going into a hazard area occupied by the Russians but I know it won’t be an easy ride. You need me watching your back.”

“I appreciate the sentiment, Hayley, but what about little Kyle?”

“Little Kyle will be getting big hugs from his Mom soon. I’ll bring you back in one piece, or in three or four. You’ll knit together and better it be on my watch than anyone else’s.”

“The Brotherhood are involved.”

“Thought it was something like that. I hate those bastards and if I can help in bringing them pain, then I’m in. I guessed it was pretty bad when the manifest of what I’m going to carry in arrived. Grenade launchers, body armor, knives, AK12s, infra-red sights, laser sights, suppressors, you name it.” She nodded at the open doorway in the fuselage behind her. “I’ll go do the flight checks and make sure everything’s working. This is a prototype and its been flight tested all around the country in the past few months, so I want to make sure everything is working how it should be.”

“How long will it take?”

“Thirty minutes, an hour, depends. You’ll be meeting with the liaison officer here in a moment – he wanted to know whether the mission was a go or not and he was told its down to your say-so.”

Carlos nodded slowly. Made sense. “So what about how the contract was handed to us? I was suddenly approached yesterday out of the blue by a third party,” he decided to keep the identity of the Longini out of the conversation, “and you were in the States as far as could tell. So when were you contacted?”

“Danny was approached three days ago,” Hayley said. “He’ll want to talk to you. I’ll go tell him you’re here.” She glanced over his shoulder. “Here’s the liaison officer now. Guy by the name of Artur. He’s a Major in the armed forces of this country.”

“Got you,” Carlos turned. “I’ll leave you to do your chopper thing.”

Hayley climbed aboard while Carlos strode forward to greet a man wearing a beige uniform and a peaked cloth cap who was striding towards him from the door. They halted three paces from one another and sized each other up. “Carlos Romano?” the soldier asked.

“I am,” Carlos admitted. “And you, Major?”

“Major Artur Balajko.” He didn’t salute, for Carlos had no visible rank or insignia as to what he was. Instead, Carlos offered his hand which was taken and the two shook. “I am told that you are the one whom will determine as to whether this mission is to proceed?”

“That is correct.” Carlos looked over the hanger briefly. Nobody was in sight other than the soldiers by the door, making sure nobody came in. “It’s a go, Major.”

Balajko nodded briefly. “This is, of course, highly irregular but my orders are clear, and that is to co-operate with you provided it does not endanger the security of this base or my country.”

“Relax, Major, my hostile designs are not directed here. My aims are east of here.”

“Of course.” He looked at the helicopter. “I am unsure as to how important you are but to take this machine means you must be extremely important.”

“Not I,” Carlos said, “but the mission I am on is. Naturally I can’t speak of it, I trust you understand?”

Balajko grunted. “Yes. I do not wish to know. I have twenty-eight men in an adjacent barracks waiting to be put aboard. I shall be glad to be rid of them; they are getting restless.”

“Go fetch them, Major. Bring them here and tell them to wait until I check them over.”

Balajko nodded and turned away. Clearly he was unhappy about the entire situation, but then this was one that had been suddenly pushed on everyone. 

Carlos walked to the chopper and climbed aboard, under the large rotor exhaust that jutted out above the doorway. He heard Hayley to the left in the cockpit fussing over the controls and headed towards her, sticking his head through the opening. She was in the left hand seat, flicking switches and examining dials. “Everything fine?”

“So far.” She waved at a laptop sat on the co-pilot’s seat. “Danny’s waiting.”

Carlos picked up the laptop and eased himself into the seat, avoiding the stick. The seat was grey and padded and reasonably comfortable. He rested the laptop on his lap. Well, that was what it was for, wasn’t it? Danny’s face peered out at him. “It’s a go,” Carlos said by way of a greeting. No messing about, get to the point.

Danny smiled briefly. “All a rush but glad you’re in agreement to do the job.”

“Who contacted you, Danny, and how?”

“Agency via NATO HQ SACT in Norfolk, Virginia.”

Carlos whistled. “They know who to go to.”

Danny shrugged. “When Russia invaded the Ukraine it sent the military into a funk and they opened an emergency unit to handle requests for volunteers to go fight for the Ukrainians. From what I can tell they’ve been handling dozens of requests a week. This was just one of many and they were keen to throw as many as they could at defense contractors.”

This was normal, Carlos mused. Defense contractors – a polite term for mercenary companies – took up the slack that official military forces of sovereign nations couldn’t handle. Danny had registered as one of these contractors a dozen years ago or so and jobs came his way every so often, and Carlos got plenty of jobs to pick and choose from. “And who were these people?”

“People from the country you’re in now,” Danny replied. “High up in their government. Seems they have a payload of volunteers wanting to go beat up the Russians. It’s a good cover for the real reason you’re going in.”

“They told you all this?”

“Yup. A clique within the military organization working against the Brotherhood of the Lamb. Your friends.”

Carlos sighed. Too much to hope the identity of the Longini could be kept quiet. “Just don’t mention their name, Danny.”

“Don’t worry, I’m not stupid. Anyone wishing harm on the BoTL,” he used their anacronym, it was quicker, “has to be the good guys.”

“And you’re happy Hayley flying into that zone?” 

Danny grimaced. “Don’t start on that. We have a goddamned row over it. She insisted ongoing. Woman’s a maniac.”

Carlos looked to his left and Hayley was grinning. “Danny sends his love,” he lied.

“Tell him to stop being a jerk.”

Carlos opened his mouth but Danny waved at the screen. “I heard. Jeez,” he rolled his eyes, “don’t ever piss her off, Carlos.”

“Redheads, nope not on your life,” Carlos nodded. “She terrifies even me.”

Hayley snorted. “Cut the crap and get out there, our guests are arriving,” she nodded at a group of men they could see through the screens gathering before the chopper.

As Carlos heaved himself out of the seat, passing Hayley the laptop, he assessed the gathering men. Plenty of hardware with them plus three large kitbags bulging with equipment. As he moved back through the fuselage he heard Hayley talking to Danny, and he smiled. She was clearly worried and was telling him how much she loved him and little Kyle. He would make sure she came through this and returned to New York. For now, though, to assess the group of men who had turned to watch him approach as he jumped down onto the concrete floor of the hangar.

One of them, a camou-wearing mountain of a man, stepped forward. “Stand to attention,” he said to the rest who sloppily got into some kind of loose double line. “Lieutenant Jiminez,” he said by way of greeting.

“Romano,” Carlos replied. “Taxi driver for you and your unit. Everyone here?”

The Latino officer nodded, glancing at the rest, then back at Carlos. “You Mexican?”

“Si,” Carlos replied. He’d been in Mexico the most of all the Latin American countries and so had learned to speak American Spanish the way they spoke it in that country. There were slight differences which any South American would pick up. “Mexico City.”

“Monterrey.”

Carlos nodded. He’d fought there during the Mexican War but that was in 1846 and it would have changed beyond recognition these days. “Get your men aboard, and stow the bags evenly down the center. We’re going to be moving in a few minutes.”

He watched as the passengers filed aboard, making themselves as comfortable as possible as they could in the cargo space. They would fill the interior to capacity, but the H225M was designed to take that number. Carlos pulled himself up and swung about in the doorway and waved to Balajko at the entrance of the hangar.

As the guards began to roll back the large doors, Carlos pulled the fuselage door shut, made sure it was secure, then negotiated his way past the mercs to the cockpit. His seat was free so he clambered into it. “All aboard,” he said to Hayley.

“Right. Get your helmet on. I’ll be moving this baby pretty soon.” She gripped the cyclic and waved to the soldiers before them. Now they approached with steel-cored cables that were attached to a tractor outside, a big tractor.

Carlos picked up his flight helmet and slipped it on, adjusting it for his head. He looked at the display before him. Four 6 by 8 inch LCD multi-function display screens dominated the top section, showing a variety of uses. The second one in on the left was a map, the one furthest left was the navigation, piloting and mission display. In the center in between the two middle ones were two smaller screens, 4 by 5 inch, showing a multiplicity of dials and Carlos guessed they were to do with the performance and state of the chopper.

Below these in the middle were three more small screens. Carlos left it all alone; this was Hayley’s remit. If she asked him to press button Z then he would, not knowing whether it was going to eject him out of the damned thing or make a cup of coffee.

The wires were affixed and the tractor pulled them out of the building into the March sunshine, and once the cables were unshipped Hayley pressed the rotor engine button and it whined into life. The rotors began moving after the revs reached the critical point and Carlos was glad of the helmet and the dampening of the noise they offered.

Hayley glanced at him and he nodded. She pulled gently on the cyclic stick and the machine rose from the ground, lurching forward. The trees ahead of them dropped below their sight and then they were banking to the right and she headed east. “We’ve got a short hop to our final refueling stop,” she explained. “We pick up our own equipment there, so I’ve been told.”

“Where?”

She told him. “We need the extra fuel to get to Bazar where we refuel for the return leg.”

“How far further on from Bazar is our destination?”

“Approximately sixty-five k’s,” Hayley said, her eyes flicking from display to screen and back again. All systems appeared to be working fine and she relaxed slightly. There was always that initial worry when taking off in a flying machine one hadn’t gone up in before, and a machine moreover that hadn’t been used for a little while.

“Your flight instructions from our destination?”

“Get out of Ukraine fast. The Russian air force might take exception to our presence. This isn’t a combat aircraft,” she glanced at Carlos. “So I’m not going to mess about.”

“Nor should you. So we fly overtly to Bazar, drop our passengers off, take off and then we, ah, have issues?”

Hayley nodded. “I drop low under the radar and head north-east, right into the danger zone. I’m hoping we don’t encounter any Russian ground forces, but we’ll be on them and past before they have any inkling, so we shouldn’t get shot
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