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Chapter 1


N.W. England
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The hills and mountains, although not hers, had a familiarity of her childhood about them, that’s why she loved to come here whenever she could. The four-hour-plus train and bus journeys were tedious, but the rewards were worth the banality, for once here, her other world, a world of loneliness, loss and other peoples problems, was all but forgotten. Here she could let her mind recall long-ago memories of happier times, replacing paths she trod with paths she was tracing now. And one, in particular, one that seemed a twin of her childhood, stood beneath her now, its grassy covering belying the hidden, cinereal rock below. But now here, now atop Blencathra, as it stood imperious among the northern fells of Cumbria, rising majestically out of the wide green fields of Threlkeld, she could lose herself in the vista of snow-capped mountains, precipitous crags, rolling hills, grass laden valleys and expansive lakes. Below her, some four miles distant south-west, the town of Keswick hugged the lakes edge of Derwentwater, neither yet succumbing to the hordes of tourists awaiting their summers call.

The ascent up Sharp Edge had been a long and arduous one, perilous in places, but it was a familiar route that she’d walked many times. As a city dweller, she kept herself as fit as she was able with exercise regimes and regular gym visits, but none tested her fitness anything like the near 3000 ft climb up to the crest. Normally, she would come here at weekends or holiday times where the paths are well trodden with many a likeminded walker, but this was on off-season mid-week break, taken on the spur of the moment for reasons of urgent contemplation of unfolding events, something she knew just wouldn’t happen in a city, and as such, devoid of souls except her own. But being up here alone, solitary, singular, suited her needs and her mood.  Here she could think straight. Here she could take stock of events. Here she could weep openly and deeply for a memory that she’d coped with all these years. Not a memory that had been ignored or forgotten, but one that had taken many years to be stored amongst the seldom used for its recall was too painful, too traumatic. But now, unasked for and unwanted, it had been evoked and it was never going to go away unless its cause was dealt with. But how? She fell to her knees and directed her thoughts; her pleas to the only one that she felt could offer solace.

“Dear God, please hear my prayer. I need your help to resolve this situation I find myself in. Please show me the way, Lord, to rid myself of these torments and to right the wrongs that have been done. Please help me to find the strength to face this ordeal. Show me the path that I must take to bring about an ending to the torture of my past. Above all, Lord, please give me the help I need to bring justice to the unjust. Amen.”

As she knelt in reverence, eyes tightly closed, hands entwined, head bowed, a mist, unnoticed, was quickly approaching from the far western fells. She felt a sharp temperature drop as a cold wind preceding the encroaching fog alerted her to its nearing presence. She looked up and noticed that the light also was beginning to fade, a sign that she’d spent too long in thought on the mountain, too long in contemplation and meditation and that she needed to descend while there was still light left in the day. 

She quickly began to retrace her steps back towards Sharp Edge but became disorientated as the thickening mist enshrouded her. She found a path that seemed familiar and followed as quickly as safety would allow, knowing that if she took too long then she’d soon be descending in darkness. As she followed the trail it began to drop down away from the mountaintop and her fear of being trapped on Blencathra for the night lifted. But as she walked she noticed the precipitous rock faces falling away either side of the path, much more so than she remembered. She stopped her mind racing, trying to recall in detail the familiar path she’d walked so many times before. Had she gone astray or was it the mist that was playing tricks on her, confusing her, deceiving her? She turned to look behind to see if she could orient herself with the mountain but a turbid grey was all she could see around her. 

Panic now began to take hold. Should she go back? Should she stay put and wait for it to pass over? Should she carry on? Her mind reeled with the consequences of any of those actions, but she had to do something! Tearful and frightened she made the decision to continue. She zipped her cagoule up tight against the dampening mist and took a tentative step as she glanced downwards at the sheer drop either side of the narrow track. Then suddenly the murkiness cleared a little as a momentary shaft of light broke through as if to illuminate her way. And in that instant, all became clear in her mind for she had her answer. She knew now the right path. Her fear lifted and her heart rose as she looked down at the ground falling away either side of her. She looked towards the light, smiled, and took a step.

A person standing at the bottom of the Leviathan would be forgiven for thinking the shrill cry that echoed off the mountain walls in the last of the days light was that of the circling buzzards that soar high above the peaks. 
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Chapter 2


Chechnya
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April 1995

The towering figure stood enshrouded in the early morning mist like a grey apparition, momentarily becoming whole before disappearing in a blink as the haze swirled around in the gentle breeze. So fleeting was its manifestation that they weren’t even sure they’d seen it. So they sat....and waited....and listened....and watched; their breathing slow – their movements inert. Others passed by them without knowing of their existence. Others of little or no consequence. Others whose deaths could wait till later; or some other time in the future – depending on their fortunes today. Words were mouthed silently and deliberately and accompanied by hand movements to clarify their noiseless intent. It was a waiting game they were playing, and they were prepared to play it for as long as it took. If patience was a virtue, then they were deeply blessed.

The warm, spring sun gradually broke through the tops of the trees as it began to rise slowly from behind the ridge to their left. Golden shafts of light streaked through the canopy of pine and birch; the fractured beams cast at gentle angles that cut through the thinning mist, the forest glowing where they fell. Airborne particles of dust floated gently in the light while gnats and midges wove their erratic dances in the new warmth of the morning. The damp, musty earth hinted at life yet to come as decaying vegetation leeched into the soil feeding those that had stood and fallen and those yet to birth. 

They had been stalking since before light, tracking their prey through the forested mountains of the Caucasus. They were as canny and adept as their quarry and probably just as fearful for without fear they would become contemptuous and many a grave bore testament to the contempt hunter. They’d tracked their prey relentlessly through sight, smell, sound and spoor. They’d stayed up-wind at all times, knowing that even the slightest unfamiliar scent would be their downfall. But they were experts in the game. They’d learnt from bitter experience that anything, no matter how trivial, that gave away their position or their intention, would result in costly, sometimes deadly, failure. Their pray wasn’t stupid either. Being a hunter himself, his senses were keen and his reactions swift. Even in that briefest of glimpses before he became swallowed up by the mist that slunk through the forest, they could see he was scanning his surroundings, alert to something he knew wasn’t right. Had they given the game away or was it just an in-bred intuition, an unease he was sensing? Whatever it was, they weren’t giving up now. Bekhan’s whole being was now geared up for the kill. No backing down. No hesitation. No remorse. No compassion. 

They’d heard about the troubles daily on the news reports, the Chechens who wanted independence from Russia. Rebels and terrorists they were calling them. They’d watched as newsreel after newsreel showed Russian troops pouring over the borders with tanks and huge guns. They’d seen for themselves the jets scream overhead on their way to another sortie. They’d watched with horror the fall of Grozny. A once proud and bustling capital now lying decimated and broken by the Russian forces, driven on by a government determined that the uprising should be destroyed quickly. The city was eventually taken but at a cost of 35,000 innocent lives, many of them children. The news reports stated the rebels were being pushed south – south towards their mountains. This worried Bekhan Zakayev and his father Mikail, the troubles that were too far away to involve them was now being driven towards them. They tried to console their family by telling them that a few rebels up against the might of the Russian forces stood no chance. 

“It will be over before it’s begun,” Mikail told them, the words of comfort bringing him none.

“You will protect me if they come, won’t you Big Bear?” Bekhan’s ten-year-old sister asked him as they ate one night.

“Do not worry Little Bear; no-one will ever hurt you while I’m around,” he assured her. “For I would snap them like a twig!”

There were eight years between them but ever since he could remember she’d always affectionately called him Big Bear because of his size. By the age of 12, he was already towering over others the same age. By the time he reached 18, his six-foot frame weighed nearly 17 stone, all of it solid muscle. She never doubted that he could snap a man like a twig.

They’d been on the mountains now for over two hours for they knew that once the forest began to wake up their quarry would go to ground. Bekhan had been hunting with his father since he could learn to carry a gun and had proved himself a damn good shot over the years. In that time he’d bagged himself plenty of roe deer, wild boars, wolves, lynx and even a Caucasian leopard. But this was different. 

They’d been monitoring this one’s movements for days and knew exactly what trail he took and when. And now they were lying in wait. His dad had offered him something special for his 18th birthday but he never expected this. And it was going to be his kill – and his alone. 

The breeze began to pick up more as it swept down the mountainside and the mist began to swirl and dissipate. Bekhan readied himself in the undergrowth and hoped that the target hadn’t changed his habits. As the mist began to clear he focused on his last known position. The round was already chambered so no giving his position away by racking his rifle. He sighted down the barrel, not focusing on the sights themselves but pointing the rifle where his eyes fell. But as the haze finally lifted his quarry was nowhere to be seen. Bekhan didn’t react or curse or even move. Like every good hunter; he waited. Minute by agonising minute ticked slowly past as he scanned the forest from side to side looking for a movement or an unusual shape, perhaps just a noise. A handful of deer ran between the trees ten metres off to his right, leaping something that had fallen, but he wasn’t interested, he had only one thing on his mind. He squinted to sharpen his focus. Then his eyes fell on something barely discernible, camouflaged by the undergrowth. A movement, only slight but, regardless, it was there. As he concentrated on the area he could make out the crouched form. He could have shot it there and then but he wasn’t sure where he’d hit and he wanted a clean kill; a head or a heart shot. Bekhan was pleased with himself for being patient. He turned his head to his father who smiled and winked back at him, he then nodded as if to say “Happy birthday, son!”

Gradually – warily – the figure began to stand. Slowly at first as if unsure to do so, then, after a few tentative seconds, it rose to its full height. And there, towering not 40 paces before them at nearly three metres tall was the colossal form of the beast: The Caucasian brown bear.

Bekhan felt the adrenalin begin to surge through his body at the thought, no, the excitement of the kill. He was only just aware of his father’s hand on his shoulder, squeezing gently as a gesture of good luck. He peered through his sights and made the necessary adjustments. He could have gone for a heart shot but he didn’t want to take the chance, not being his first bear and certainly not on his birthday. No, he wanted to make sure that if he only got one round off, it was going to count.

He brought the barrel up and aimed directly between the eyes. The magnificent creature, still accustoming itself to its surroundings after a long hibernation, stood motionless; its eyes alert – its senses keen. Bekhan knew that he had to be quick but composed at the same time. The pull of the trigger had to be smooth; the butt dug firmly into the shoulder for steadiness; his breathing calm and controlled; his accuracy perfect. When he was ready, he silently flicked the safety off and slid his finger down to the trigger. His vision had now become tunnelled. His focus pinpoint. He took one more deep breath and as he slowly exhaled he began to squeeze. 

The great beast dropped out of sight as the shot rang out. Bekhan’s eyes narrowed to where a few moments ago it had stood in the bead of his sights. His mind raced as it played back the scenario from the moment he’d placed his finger on the trigger to the point when the animal had fallen. But something wasn’t right. There was no flash at the end of the barrel, there was no recoil from the weapon and there was no ejection of a spent cartridge. It took him a few more moments before the confusion turned to anger and he reeled to face his father. How could he do this to him! The beast was his! He’d promised it would be his kill; he said he’d only be there as a backup if something went wrong! Now, on this special day of days, he’d snatched from him his moment of glory. But he was looking at a face that was just as angry and perplexed as his. Then they both realised that the shot had come from neither of them; it had come from down in the valley and the bear, just as startled as they, had bolted to safety. They broke their cover and stood glaring in the direction of the shot when another rang out. Bekhan looked at his father again.

“Probably your brother shooting at rabbits,” he said.

“I’ll give him damn rabbits when I get back!” said Bekhan angrily, turning away. 

Mikail rested his hand on his son's shoulder and was just about to pacify him when a staccato of gunfire rang out. Bekhan turned back to his father with a puzzled look on his face.

“That was an automatic rifle?”

His look of bewilderment then turned to one of horror.

“And it’s coming from our farm!”
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Within seconds the two men were hurtling down the steep wooded slopes of the mountainside. Their own safety played no importance as they dodged between trees and ducked under branches. More than once one of them took a tumble as their footing was misplaced or they were tripped by hidden roots. It took nearly ten minutes before they reached the Toyota 4X4 parked at the top of the track where they’d left it in the dark of the forest. Moments later they were reversing at speed down along the narrow trail, eager to find a place to be able to U-turn the vehicle. Bekhan was being thrown this way and that as they hit pothole after pothole and occasionally glancing off tree trunks with the front end as it swerved and snaked.  His father fought to control the truck as best he could until suddenly they rounded a bend and the trail widened. Without slowing down, his father wrenched on the handbrake while at the same time spinning the steering wheel fiercely to the right. Immediately, the vehicle’s nose span sharply executing a complete 180⁰ turn, a wall of stones and twigs and mud cascading into the forest as it did. Before it had even finished its manoeuvre his father had slammed it into second gear, released the handbrake and they were now careering down the track forwards at breakneck speed. The wider the track became the faster they went, too fast sometimes. Twice the truck left the trail and ended up slewing sideward’s along the grass verge either side.

Eventually, the dirt track turned into a tarmac’d road and within thirty seconds they had reached the rear gate of their farm. They knew it would still be locked from when they last came through it but they didn’t have time to waste with keys. They grabbed their rifles and scrambled over it, running for all their might towards the front of the farmhouse. As they rounded the side of the building they were met by a scene that would haunt Bekhan for the rest of his life. 

From a single oak tree that stood in a large grassed area at the front of the farm which the driveway circled round and in which he and his brother Yunus spent most of their childhood climbing up and hiding in and swinging from, hung the now battered, naked and lifeless bodies of his sibling and his young, pregnant wife, Elita, their pooled blood leeching into the soil beneath them as a group of three men sat swigging Vodka and laughing as they threw stones at the two hanging bodies in an attempt to make them turn in their noose’s. For a fleeting moment, a memory flashed through Bekhan’s mind as he recalled his brothers’ marriage of six months previous like it was yesterday and how the whole family was now preparing to welcome the new summer baby into the family. On the other side of the massive trunk stood the body of Khoza, the foreman, a pitchfork impaling him through the throat to the tree. Two men were dragging Bekhan’s distraught ten-year-old sister Aysha from the house as pitiful screams rang out from an open bedroom window. Aysha looked up and saw her father and brother.

“Bekhan, help me!” she screamed. “Big Bear, please!!!” 

Bekhan raised his gun and the first of the two attackers dropped by the side of his sister, a neat hole through his forehead. He racked another round into the chamber and took aim on the other man. Mikail had his rifle raised also at the men dishonouring the two hanging bodies. Before a second shot could be fired, his father dropped to his knees, then face first into the soil. Before Bekhan could react the cold steel of a knife braced itself against his throat, its finely honed edge digging into his Adam's apple. 

“Drop it or you die!” a coarse voice ordered.

Slowly, begrudgingly, he held out his gun to the side where it was snatched away. A sudden kick to the back of his legs dropped him on to his knees, the sharp blade cutting into his skin as he did so. 

“Not so tough now are we, eh? Big Bear!” 

The mocking voice by his ear stunk of cheap booze and stale vomit.

Bekhan’s hair was grabbed and his head was pulled back roughly, forcing him to watch as four drunken men now stood around his little sister, pushing her from one to the other, laughing as they did so, each man, in turn, ripping parts of her clothing from her until eventually, she was naked. They kept this up until she could stand no more and fell to her knees. As soon as she did the man she was facing cheered shouting “I won!” before grabbing her head by the hair, unzipping his fly and trying to forcing himself into her mouth. When she refused to open he grabbed her tightly round the throat. Reflexively she began to gasp for air and as soon as she did he forced himself into her while the others applauded. Bekhan’s uncontrollable anger overrode his own dilemma and he tried to stand. He managed to rise onto one foot before the butt of the knife was smashed down onto his collarbone before being dug into his neck again. 

“Go on boy, try again and I will slit your throat so deep I’ll be able to twist your head round so you could kiss your arse goodbye!” the vomit breathe growled.

Bekhan could only watch as the four men took turns of his sister before eventually, they pulled her to the ground and the rape began. He closed his eyes to the sickening horror that lay before him but it was still there in all its graphic detail in the blackness behind his eyelids. Then Bekhan felt the stale, putrid breath on his face and realised that his subjugator was now in front of his. He opened his eyes and two black orbs of nothingness stared back. The eyes were completely devoid of anything; no mercy; no pity; no emotion. For a split second, Bekhan wondered if those eyes had ever seen love for all they exuded was hate and death.

“Ah, you must really love your little sister?” the man said laughing. “Tell you what, once we finish with her then you can have your turn.........while we’ll stand and watch.” 

He could tell from his voice that that was their intention, to force him to rape his own sister for their own sick amusement. He turned his head away as he laughed at him and glanced down at his father lying unconscious by his side, a gash to the back of his head witness to the fact that, thankfully, he had only been pistol-whipped, not shot. 

A thick-set man who’d been leaning against a tree swigging from a bottle, detached but amused by events, walked over unsteadily towards Bekhan. He had an AK47 slung across his back, two semi-auto’s in his waistband and an old cavalry sword hanging from his belt on his left side. Bekhan took this man to be their leader. 

“Who are you? Why are you doing this to us?”

The man just stood and stared at him. Bekhan looked past him at Aysha.

“Please, don’t hurt my sister anymore, she’s just a baby. We are just poor farmers. We have nothing!”

The man started laughing.

“Poor! You call this sprawling farm poor! You are no better than our Russian masters who keep us in poverty while they throw lavish parties, eat the best food, live in the best houses and enjoy our wealth; while we answer to them like lap dogs and our people struggle.”

“But we are nothing to do with them; we are Chechens, just as you are. This farm has been in our family for generations and we give work to other Chechens.”

“How kind-hearted of you!” he said sarcastically. “So why do you keep all this land? Why don’t you give it to the Chechen people? Why don’t you share it?”

“Because......it’s ours?” Bekhan said confused.

“Exactly! Well now, in the name of the Chechen people, we are taking it back.”

“Please, take it all, just stop what you’re doing to my sister and mother, I beg of you!”

The man bent down and clamped his hand roughly round Bekhan’s face, his fingers squeezing deep into his cheeks. He tilted his head up and stared deep into his eyes.

“Oh, I can assure you, you’ll be doing plenty of begging by the time I finish with you, boy.”

He stared down at Bekhan’s father.

“Wake him up!” he ordered.
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A bucket of water was thrown over Mikail’s comatose body, rousing him instantly. His head still reeling he rolled over and raised himself up onto all fours. Immediately he was grabbed by two of the attackers and hauled over to a small grove where nylon ropes were tied to his wrists and then in turn round two trees. He now stood suspended and groggy as his mind spun from concussion. The leader, who Bekhan now knew as Abukhan, walked up to his father and slapped him hard across the face a number of times. The effect was instantaneous and Mikail angrily focused his eyes on the man and, unaware of his situation, reflexively moved forward to attack him. Immediately he was jerked backwards as the binds cut into his wrists. He looked at the ropes and began pulling furiously at them.

“Cut me down you bastard!”

“All in good time my friend. First, I want to know where your money is?”

“Money? What fucking money? We’re just simple farmers. We have no money!”

Abukhan shook his head slowly and looked down at the ground.

“If I had a Rouble for every time I’ve heard that then I would be a very wealthy man by now.”

With that, he suddenly lashed out striking Mikail full-force across the face with the back of his hand. Mikail’s head shot to one side but he was determined not to show pain or to kowtow to the bastard. He recovered immediately and fixed his contemptuous gaze on Abukhan, staring deep into his eyes in a show of defiance, a trickle of blood running from his split lip. Bekhan could only watch, frustrated and angry about being unable to do anything about any of what was going on around him. He could still hear the cries of his sister but was turned the wrong way now to see her. 

“Aysha, my Little Bear—”

He tried to call out to her but the knife was dug deeper into his throat.

“I wouldn’t worry about your little sister if I were you,” said Abukhan, “I’d worry about what’s going to happen to you if your father doesn’t come clean about the money.”

“But he’s telling the truth!” pleaded Bekhan. “All the money we had was spent on my brother’s wedding six months ago. We had saved for three years for that. There’s nothing left now!”

Abukhan called one of his men over and said something to him that Bekhan couldn’t hear; the seconded man then nodded and ran into the house.

“OK, I’ll ask you one more time – nicely,” Abukhan said to Mikail. “Where’s the money?”

“We’ve told you, we don’t have any! What my son’s saying is true. Please, stop what you’re doing and let us go, I beg you! Please don’t hurt my family!”

“Like father like son, eh? Looks like you taught your boy to lie well. OK, let’s see if a little persuasion will help to change your minds.”

With that, he looked towards the farmhouse. Both Bekhan and Mikail’s eyes followed and there, standing naked at the bedroom window, was Bekhan’s mother. 

“Marta!” cried his father.

Her once porcelain skin was now scarred with grotesque bruises and welts where she’d been beaten and whipped into submission. Her long, soft blonde hair that he would lovingly brush for her every night before bed was now matted and hung dishevelled about her shoulders. Her gentle face that he would kiss without fail before sleep took them, now bloodied and swollen. The redness and bruising between her thighs that she was trying to conceal with her small delicate hands told him more than he wanted to know. These were just physical scars which he knew in time would heal and fade, but it was her eyes that told the truth. The eyes that always smiled and reflected the deep love she had inside for him, her children, and for life itself, were now fixed and emotionless: the light that shone from them extinguished forever. As she stood at the window shaking uncontrollably Mikail’s sodden eyes reached out to his wife, his Marta, hoping that she would lift her gaze to him and he would see a glimpse of the beautiful, loving spirit that always burned within her. But she didn’t. Mikail’s gaze fell to the ground and his head dropped as he cried for her loss. He closed his eyes trying to purge the image from his mind and replace it with the one that he remembered. 

Bekhans eyes too were filled with anger and tears at the sight of his pitiful mother and the thought of the brutality of her suffering; how they’d defiled his angel. He wanted to shake himself free and run to her. He wanted to wrap her in her favourite pink gown that made her seem as if she were gliding when she walked. He wanted to cradle her in his arms and tend to her wounds and tell her everything was going to be OK, just like she’d done for him when he was a child. He wanted to sing her favourite song to her just like she to him when he’d been distressed or upset. He wanted to kiss her forehead and brush her hair and tell her he’d always be there for her, just like she’d always done. He wanted to dance with her for when she danced her love and beauty radiated through her every graceful move. But he couldn’t; he could only kneel there and let the tears sting his eyes and fall to the earth. Even in her bruised and dishevelled state, she was still his beautiful mother. 

Abukhan turned back to Mikail and took another swig from the bottle, now nearly depleted of vodka. He grabbed his hair and pulled his head up, his face now just inches away from his. 

“So, I’ll ask one last time. Where is the money?”

“I’m telling you the truth, there is no money! If we had any, don’t you think I would have given it to you by now!!” Mikail shouted. 

Abukhan stood for a few moments staring deeply into the man’s pleading eyes.

“Please, I beg you, don’t hurt my beautiful Marta; she’s done nothing to you!” his voice now soft and faltering as he spoke. 

Abukhan released his grip on Mikails’ hair and stood back looking at the desperate face of his prisoner. He exhaled a deep breath and shrugged his shoulders as he looked up to the window and nodded. Suddenly Marta’s head was jerked violently backwards. To Mikail, the next fleeting moments seemed to last a lifetime as a hand appeared from behind her and a large knife was drawn slowly across her throat. His eyes widened in disbelieving shock as the image disappeared briefly in a haze of red, the clear glass now running crimson. Mikail and Bekhan froze at the sight before them, their stunned minds both reeling, trying to find another plausible reason for what they were witnessing other than the truth; but none came. Before they could react there was a sudden explosion of glass as Marta’s body crashed through the window and tumbled slowly through the air into the dirt below. Bekhan began to sob uncontrollably. His head dropped against the blade but he didn’t care, they could cut his throat now too if they wished, it didn’t matter to him anymore. Through his anguish he could hear his dad screaming, his voice breaking with emotion.

“MARTA!!!....... MARTA!!!

His wife’s body lay broken and motionless where she fell, the men at the window laughing. He mouthed her name over and over but no words came forth, his voice stolen by his grief. Her image became a blur as his tears filled his eyes quicker than he could cry them away. Suddenly, another vague image was before him, closer this time: Abukhan. His mouth was uttering unheard words repeatedly in his face. Mikail looked confusedly at the lips as each movement became more and more intense and defined, but still, the sounds were distant. His confusion ended abruptly as a stinging backhand caught him across the face bringing him back to reality with a jolt.

“I said, where’s the fucking money, you ignorant peasant! Or do I have to kill your son too?”

In the blink of an eye, Mikail’s demeanour changed from one of confusion to one of murderous rage.

“You fucking bastards!! You fucking bastards!! he screamed, spittle flying from his mouth like a rabid dog, his face contorted with a mixture of grief and uncontrollable fury. 

“Cut me down and I’ll fucking kill the lot of you!! he screamed as he fought against his binds, kicking out at his assailant.

Abukhan laughed at him.

“Fuck you! Cut me down!!”

Abukhan just sneered and turned to walk away.

“Don’t turn away you fucking piece of shit! Cut me down, now!!”

Abukhan stopped and turned slowly back around. He looked at Mikail straining against his binds, eager to get at him. A smirk crossed his face.

“OK!” he said.

In a blur of steel he drew his sword and with two quick strokes, he severed both Mikails’ arms at the shoulders. Bekhan screamed as his father’s detached limbs thudded dully against the trees, still attached at the wrists by their ropes, the brown bark turning a deep red colour as the blood sprayed from the open wounds, the severed limbs emptying their life force onto the ground around their roots. Mikail stood for a few disbelieving moments, staring at his attacker as if in a trance. His brow furrowed as his mind replayed the last few moments over and over as it questioned the reality of events.  Abukhan slowly drew the sword through the crook of his arm, wiping the blood on his own tunic before re-sheathing it in its scabbard. Mikail, the pumping blood receding in strength as the body emptied, staggered forward a few steps before collapsing to his knees. He looked slowly across to his son who stared back with a mixture of incredulity and love. As Bekhan looked on, the light in his fathers’ eyes began to fade.  

“Nooooo!” cried Bekhan. 

With eyes full of tears he tilted his head as he looked on the face of his beloved father, shaking it slowly as if telling him, begging him, not to die. As Mikail began to lose consciousness, the last thing he heard in this world was his son telling him quietly that he loved him. Seconds later he fell forward and his eyes closed forever.

“You fucking bastard! Why???” screamed Bekhan between his uncontrollable sobbing. “I’ll kill you!!! I’ll fucking kill the lot of you!!!” his voice so hoarse with emotion that he could barely say the words.

Abukhan looked over at Bekhan and held his gaze.

“I don’t think so, boy.”

He then looked to the man still holding the knife to his throat. He gave a little nod. The man smiled and pulled Bekhan’s head back sharply for the kill stroke. 

Before he had time to draw the knife across, the left side of head blew apart, showering Abukhan with blood and brain matter. The man dropped to the ground, still holding the knife. The rebels quickly drew their weapons and looked round in panic. More shots rang out and two more men dropped where they stood. The rebels in the farmhouse began to return fire from the bedroom window where Bekhan’s mother had been brutally raped not 30 minutes earlier. Their demise was hastened by two RPG’s exploding in the room. Abukhan began to retreat back to the safety of the building surrounded by his men for protection. By the time they’d made ten metres all but Abukhan were dead. Suddenly, a swarm of camouflaged soldiers emerged from the tree line and from behind outbuildings, all running in his direction. He raised his gun to cut some of them down but before he could pull the trigger the gun was blasted out of his grip. Within seconds the soldiers were on him and had him down and bound.

Bekhan, still kneeling, both body and mind stunned, looked at the slaughter that lay around him and his home that was now ablaze. He watched as the bloodied bodies of his brother and sister-in-law were cut down. He saw the foreman’s body slump unceremoniously to the ground as the pitchfork was yanked out of his throat. Then he remembered his little sister. He rose quickly and ran to her, still lying on the ground where she’d been defiled. He dropped to his knees once more and scooped her up in his arms.

“It’s OK Aysha, Bekhan has got you now. Big Bear is here. They can’t hurt you anymore. Little Bear is safe now.” 

He said this as he stroked her blonde hair, now matted and dirty. He gently pulled the strands away from her face and looked down into eyes that stared back devoid of emotion and understanding. He sat rocking with his sister in his arms for some time before the leader of the soldiers came over to him.

“Boy, you want to bury her now?” he said, matter-of-factly.

Bekhan slowly looked up and held his gaze for some moments before furrowing his brow at the question.

“The girl – your sister – she’s dead, boy.”

Bekhan eyes gradually looked down at the body that had become heavy in his arms, shaking his head in a mixture of disbelief and unacceptance. It was then that he became aware of a dampness as he held her. He withdrew one hand from behind her back and stared at some length at the dark, red, sticky gore that now covered it. It was a few more moments before the reality sunk in. Then, totally distraught, he clamped her tightly to his breast and cried loudly.

“Aysha! Aysha! Aysha! My beautiful sister! I’m so sorry Aysha! Your Big Bear said he would always look after you and protect you and I failed you! I’m so sorry! I’m so sorry! I’m so sorry!” 

The leader looked down at the pitiful sight as Bekhan rocked back and forth with his little sister clamped tight to his chest, his face now buried in her hair. He’d seen much death in his time, and of every age. This was just one more.

“Come, boy, there is nothing you can do for her now. You need to bury your dead.”

Bekhan Slowly looked around at the carnage that lay before him. His brother and sister-in-law had been placed next to his father, as did his mother. After a few moments, he stared back down at Ayshas’ pallid face, placed his hand over her eyes and gently closed them. 

“Rest now little sister; be at peace and with God.” 

He stood and slowly carried her body over and lay her between his mother and father. One of the soldiers had found a mechanical digger in one of the barns and had begun to dig a hole wide enough for all them. One by one they were laid in the shallow grave and covered over. Bekhan made a crude, makeshift cross and drove it into the ground.

“That will keep the animals from them.” said the leader. “When you have time you can bury them properly.”

Bekhan stood motionless, his thoughts as numb as his emotions, gazing upon a mound of earth that was now his family. Slowly, an anger, a fury was rising up, bringing a warped clarity to his mind.

“Who are you? You are Russian soldiers?” he asked, unable to lift his gaze from the makeshift grave, his voice hollow and devoid of emotion.

“Were!” replied the leader. “Most of us are ex-Spetsnaz fighting the rebels.”

“Mercenaries then?”  

“We’re for hire, yes, but we prefer to call ourselves patriots. Lucky for you we were headed this way.”

Bekhan raised his head and looked long and hard at the man.

“Lucky?”

He slowly scanned what lay around him. He looked at the farmhouse burning fiercely. The bullet-riddled barns already in need of urgent repair, now useless. The bloodstained soil where his loved ones were slain. His eyes then swept over the fields, new life was sprouting through the rich soil where wheat and corn and maize were shooting up to meet the new spring sun. He looked to the mountains beyond where he’d spent his youth learning to hunt and trap and where he would often disappear for days to camp out and walk the trails along the peaks. His gaze fell upon the river that skirted the property – the clean, fresh lifeblood of the farm where many a happy hour had been spent fishing with his brother and where he’d taught Aysha. His eyes then dropped to the shallow graves of those he’d never see or hold or love again. He then turned back to the leader.

“You call me fucking lucky!!” he yelled, his eyes wild with ire.

He stared back down again in silence. Some moments later in a voice devoid of emotion, he spoke.

“There’s nothing here for me now. I will come with you.”

The man laughed at him until he saw the intention in Bekhan’s eyes.

“I’m sorry boy, no. I know you are angry but it’s no life for farmers. Besides, all you’ve ever killed is wild animals, killing men is a different thing. I doubt you’d have the stomach for it. No, best you carry on as a farmer.”

“I killed one of these dogs earlier.”

“Yes, but that was in blind anger and from a distance. When you have to look a man in the eyes as you slit his throat, that’s different. No, this is not the life for you, boy.”

Bekhan said nothing for a few moments before looking over to their prisoner.

“OK, you want proof? Then let me avenge my family’s murders?” he said as he nodded towards Abukhan.

The man’s gaze flicked back and forth across Bekhan’s eyes. He had seen pure hatred before but only in battle-hardened men, but he doubted if he could kill in cold blood.

“OK, he’s yours. Do with him what you will. If you have the guts, boy?”

Bekhan walked over to where they were holding Abukhan. His hands were tied at the front and his feet were bound. He cut the lower binds and dragged him roughly by his shirt collar over to the copse where his father’s severed arms still hung. He made him sit in front of one of one of the trees with outstretched legs and secured them to it by his feet. He then walked over to the digger, its engine still running, and reversed it towards him, stopping just a couple of feet short. He jumped from the cab as the soldiers looked on and strode to the back of the huge machine where he grabbed Abukhan’s bound wrists and pulled his arms up above his head, hooking them over the tow bar. Immediately Abukhan started screaming for mercy, pleading with the soldiers for his life, but they all just stood and stared. Bekhan jumped back up into the cab as Abukhan’s screams and pleadings became more hysterical. Slowly he inched the machine forward just enough until the tension caused Abukhans’s body to raise off the ground. The mercs leader stared at the victim, then at Bekhan. Back and forth the huge machine rocked just stopping short of going too far; each time Abukhan would scream for mercy; his joints straining, his sinews tearing. Bekhan just stared over his shoulder at him as a cat toying with a mouse. 

After endless to-ing and fro-ing, he eased off the gas and let Abukhan’s body fall to the ground. He turned and looked at the leader who returned his gaze with a stare that told him he knew he didn’t have it in him. Bekhan let his eyes fall to the ground. 

“Cut him loose!” the leader said, shaking his head as he went to turn away, smirking to himself. “The boy’s no killer.”

Bekhan lifted his head slowly; his deep-set eyes now full of hatred intent. Their eyes locked on each other and the leader could see that it was far from over. A chilling smile crept across Bekhan’s face. Before he could react, Bekhan revved up again and the machine slowly inched forward. Once more Abukhan was hoisted off the floor, but there was no reprise this time. As the digger crept forward Abukhan’s screams echoed off the walls of the house and the barns as his limbs strained to breaking point. Bekhan’s eyes were still locked on the leader. 

“OK, cut the engine, he’s had enough!” he shouted. 

Bekhan just stared back, a detached look in his eyes. The man had seen that look many times before and knew it was far from over. The other mercs turned to him as if asking what to do, but before he could tell them Bekhan revved the engine up to full throttle – then released the clutch. Abukhan’s gut-wrenching scream could be heard over the roar of the engine as his arms and legs were torn from his body. The huge machine carried on for another ten feet, dragging the man’s bloody, severed arms behind before coming to a rest. Bekhan killed the engine and jumped down from the cab. He walked back to the dismembered torso that lay convulsing in the gore-soaked dirt. Abukhan was barely breathing as his life slowly ebbed away, but Bekhan would not allow him an easy death. He stood over him as the dying man gasped for breath. He knelt down, grabbed his hair and lifted his head, his eyes wide with manic hatred.

“Vengeance is mine said the Lord!”

As he stood he drew the sword from its scabbard that was still tied around Abukhan’s waist and in one swift movement, drove it through his throat, slowly, purposely, twisting as he did. He stood over him and watched as the eyes slowly closed and the last gasp of breath gurgled out through the gaping hole in his neck. 

His anger partially sated, he spat on the Abukhan’s face, turned and walked back over to the Russian, their eyes locked once more.

“What’s your name?” Bekhan asked as he neared.

“Sergei, that’s all you need to know.”

“Well, Sergei looks like I’ll be joining your little company after all!”

He went to walk away before turning back again.

“Oh, and one other thing.” He walked back and stood with his face not six inches from the Russian’s. “You ever call me boy again – I’ll kill you where you stand!”

Sergei stared for a few moments into eyes that were now soulless and dead before Bekhan turned once again and walked away.
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Chapter 5 


Albania
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1999

The darkness of the small kitchen was momentarily filled with an orange-white light where the match head flared as it ignited. In those brief couple of seconds, before it calmed to an even burn, a whole family life was laid bare.

An odd assortment of pots, pans and crockery lay by the side of the sink drying in the warmth of the room. Dying embers lying in the fireplace still glowed red, fanned by the draught that slunk around the ill-fitting door. Small ornaments dotted here and there, collected over the years from friends and family or once or twice picked up in the travelling markets when there were a few coins spare. Photograph’s, one of them framed the others cracked and creased and worn with time, placed on an old dresser, itself a family heirloom that had been passed down through too many generations. Windows barely covered with whatever material came to hand. A rug, threadbare and worn of countless feet, perched under the table covering a small section of a bare stone floor that hollowed by the draughty door.  Under the stairs that ascended to the bedrooms, a door led to the parlour; a seldom-used room that only came to life when guests called or on special occasions. A small television perched on an old coffee table in the corner served as their means of connecting with the outside world, used mainly to remove them from it. The war in Kosovo was now at an end but still, the atrocities were reported daily.

Paint faded walls encompassed these few meagre possessions and keepsakes, none more so than that which took pride of place in the family: the table. A solid, heavy oak affair, scratched and nicked and dented, repaired numerous times, but cherished. Not only was it the focal point of the kitchen, but it was also the focal point of the family. In its history, it had seen tears and laughter; hunger and bounty; marriage and divorce. It had heard songs of joy and words of anger; friendly discussions and heated debates. It had observed love and hate and witnessed life and death. All that happened in the family happened around this table. Now it was bare, except for a half-burnt candle sat solidly in a brass candlestick where threads of melted wax hung from it like white stalactites.

Not three hours had passed since the family had once again gathered around it; laughing, joking, sharing. The candle was lit and a prayer of thanks was offered up before the meal was dished out by Luljeta, a 35-year old whose slimness belied her strength. At two years her junior, Alex, an Anglicised version of his full name, was of stocky build and carried a limp, a remnant of childhood polio. He’d inherited the farm young by most standards, barely in his twenties, and came about through fate more than fortune – ill fate. 

Eight years earlier, his parents and two older brothers had gone to visit relations in what was supposed to be a safe part of Montenegro, many miles away from the Bosnian and Serbian war. The road they normally travelled had been blocked by an old fallen tree so they were forced to divert along an unfamiliar route that would add another 15 kilometres to their journey. It was already dark but this new road was made darker still by the thick forest that swept down the hills on either side of them, stopping abruptly at the roads edge. Even the full beam of the headlights seemed to get swallowed up the inky blackness that engulfed them. Progress was slow as the road twisted and turned its way through the forest and they were glad no-one else was behind them, pushing them to speed up. As they slowly rounded another sharp bend their journey was halted abruptly by a makeshift checkpoint manned by Montenegrin troops. Before his father even had time to take it out of gear the car was surrounded by half a dozen men brandishing AK47’s while blinding torchlight pieced the glass all around them causing each one, in turn, to raise their hands to block the brightness that felt like it was burning into their eyes.  As they sat frozen, shock soon replaced with fear, an eerie silence filled the car; nobody daring to speak. Each one of them could hear their own heart beating loudly in their head as the adrenalin surged through their body. They were now in the fight or flight response – but neither was an option. 

Suddenly, there was a loud knocking on the driver’s window, causing them all to jump and the mother to yelp. The father hurriedly wound it down and their papers were demanded and readily shown to the soldier leaning in through the driver’s window. Dark figures moved constantly in the blackness that surrounded them, indiscernible at times from the swallowing gloom of the forest, their pointing weapons their only giveaway. Regardless of their official Albanian papers, they were accused of being Bosnian refugees fleeing the war.  His father tried to argue that the papers were genuine and that they were Albanian citizens visiting relatives. At this, his door was flung open and he was dragged out by two of the men by the scruff of the neck. As he continued to protest his innocence fervently then angrily, the first man levelled his AK47 and shot him through the left eye, blood and brain matter spattering the windscreen. His wife began screaming and the two sons began to plead for their lives as guns were levelled at them through the glass. All three were dragged out of the car, the sons viciously beaten to within an inch of their lives, their mother hauled away into the trees and brutally gang-raped. When their ordeal ended they were arrested and sent to a Serbian camp in Foča where the mother was subjected to daily beatings and indiscriminate abuse before finally dying of her injuries. The brothers were tortured and executed. 

Alex, of course, knew nothing of this; he was spared the details. All he knew was that his parents and brothers had gone to Montenegro to visit relatives, as they’d done numerous times before the troubles, but had failed to arrive and never returned. Countless enquiries had proved fruitless over the years. If the Montenegrin authorities knew anything of their disappearance, they weren’t saying. When they heard about the death camp at Foča they drove there to see if their names were among the list of detainees; but few, if any, records were kept there. All they ever kept being told was that thousands of people disappeared during the conflict: it was wartime – it happens. It was no consolation.

On that fateful night, ready or not, Alex had become the sole heir to the small farmstead.

Their 16-year-old daughter, Rosafa, completed the family. Fair-haired, large, blue-green eyes and with a perpetual smile. They should have been a bigger family, most farmers would have at least three or four children to help out on the farm as they got older, then it would be handed down to the eldest, as it should have been in Alex’s case. But, due to complications while giving birth resulting in a subsequent hysterectomy, Luljeta was unable to have any more. But they were thankful for Rosafa; she was bright, always happy and full of life. 

She was only eight when the Bosnian war took place but she had fond memories of her grandparents and uncles. And now the war in Kosovo had come to an end there was hope of growing up in a world without fear and hatred. Until tonight. Tonight, fate was holding all the cards and the family had been dealt a losing hand.
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