Special Forces is the epic story of a Scottish SAS soldier and a
Soviet spetsnaz soldier. Two enemies who meet in the line of
duty during the early days of the Soviet Union's last war in
Afghanistan. Behind enemy lines respect and finally love grow
... but that's only the official version.

The reality of these two men is dark, brutal, fuelled by
aggression and insane lust. Steeped in pain and killing, with
death as their shoulder companion, these Special Forces
soldiers meet in 1980. Their intense hatred caused by rape,
revenge and torture turning into fucked-up lust and years of
secret encounters in the rat-infested labyrinth of Kabul and the
Afghan mountains. Time, despair and desolation smoothing
down the sharpness of hatred, its venom drained with each
physical encounter, the lust helping to form an understanding
that only two men of the same kind can share. Enemy Mine
and Brothers in Arms - on two different sides.

This novel spans across over twenty-five years of their lives.
It's harsh and violent, but life is cruel and they just do what
they need to survive.
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1980 Chapter I - The Sum of All Evil

August 1980, Afghanistan

Vadim Krasnorada’s nostrils flared at the smell of smoke on the wind. A whole
lot better than the dust and sand of the open plain, or as open as it ever got in
this place. Standing on his own two feet was better than sitting on a rolling,
grinding, howling tank like a parasite on a bucking animal.

He took a deep swig of vodka and let some drops run down his chin. Fuck,
yeah. They had arrived. Greeted with tea and shit, those goat-fuckers didn't
have the beginning of a clue, but that was how Vadim liked them. Jump them
full force when they didn't expect it. The city was in for a hazing. His lips spread
into a grin, and he hitched a ride on a truck, downtown (or what counted as
downtown in Kabul), where he knew the boys were already setting up a place to
crash.

They had used a tank to smash open a house. It must have been a shop,
Vadim reckoned, they only had to tear out part of the front. Set up some
moonlight vodka, and plenty of soldiers. After the ride, Vadim was itching to
get trashed. The curled up energy, the power, the tension, and he had expected,
no, wanted a fight, more than anything in his life. After weeks of being ready,
waiting for the deployment back to Kabul, his skin was crawling with the need
to do something, anything, but Kabul wouldn't do him that favour. Instead,
Kabul welcomed the reinforcements he was officially a part of. Liberators. And
as nice as it was not to get shot at, he felt like a wild bull that had been penned
in for too long. He absolutely needed a fight, and there was this time-honoured
tradition in the Soviet Army: Where there's vodka, there's trouble.

He headed into the bar, pulled off the rag that covered his head and rubbed
his face. Sunburn. If the sun kept going like that, he'd get skinned alive. What a
shithole.

The din of soldiers having fun. Drinking games, tall tales, everybody had
seen action, been shot at, yeah, right. Losers. If those tales were to be believed,
there was no goat-fucker alive between Tadjikistan and here. Vadim grunted
with displeasure and headed towards the makeshift bar. The sight of his dog
tags and some roubles bought him a bottle. Turning around, he watched the
patrons and started drinking. Back in the corner were some of his boys, he
could see the same itch in their eyes. He headed over, was greeted, and they
drank, warming up. Just warming up for the welcome party.

X %k 3k

Outside, a man was walking through the streets. Civilian, dressed in the usual
combination of sweat-stained military surplus kit, worn shirt, and the tell-tale




paraphernalia of every reporter in any crisis centre of the world. Cameras, multi-
pocket vest, shoulder bag and dusty boots.

The man snorted to himself. 'Dan  McFadyen, Canadian Press
Correspondent’. What a fucking joke. Angrily shoving the bigger camera aside,
the thing kept hitting him square in the chest. The goddamned dust in this
bloody place was driving him mad. Settling into eyes, skin, equipment and every
pore alike. He was just waiting to piss the reddish shit out of his jap's eye.
Clothes covered in this shit, hair dirty, even with a rag around his head. Fuck, he
hated the itching smear of sweat and dust.

Pissed off, feeling vulnerable carrying no weapons except for his favourite
combat knife, while walking through Kabul at night. If they had at least let him
take a pistol, but hell, no, it had to be left at the officially non-existent camp, a
truck ride across this barren piece of shitty land.

“What a fucking stupid mission,” Dan muttered, needing a drink badly.
Parched throat and dried up levels of booze. No decent fuck in ages, no piss-up
in sight. And bored. Abso-fucking-lutely bored. Nothing to see, nothing to do,
nothing to recce in this fucking place.

X %k

Inside, men were fighting and the noise level of drunken soldiers was ever
increasing in the smashed-up shop. One of the soldiers surpassing anyone else
in unleashed violence.

“And here goes a cocksucker!” laughed Vadim, finishing the fight with a
double-footed kick to the other soldier's face.

The bloody conscript went down like a .50cal slug had gone through his
head. “Bulls eye!” Vadim shouted, and his men jeered.

That should teach the bastard to not fucking jump straight out his way.
Granted, the bitch had been drunk as a plane full of officers, but any excuse
would do. Vadim looked down at the bleeding body, and his stomach tensed in
that dark, good way. Had from the moment he had known there was an excuse
to spill blood. It raised the crimson flood in his veins. Raised it. Neatly breaking
point.

He sneered, and kicked the guy again, who didn't twitch. Jaw breaking move.
A good one. But also a finisher. Not so good. He poured some vodka over the
guy's face, hoped he'd get up and maybe have half a fight left in him, but that
was the end of the story. Fuck him. Not enough fun. Not nearly enough fun.

Xk ok

The noise got so loud, it reached the bored man a couple of streets away. Dan
stopped almost dead in his tracks, softly swearing under his breath. Seemed like
he was about to get lucky on this dead-beat mission at last, with action looming
around the corner. That sort of laughing, shouting and yelling could only mean
Soviet soldiers and the Glorious Soviet Army on the loose.
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He hurried to get to the source of the ruckus, re-adjusting the camera once
more, slowing down with hands in pockets, casually strolling towards the
drunken noise once he got close. Perhaps the recce wasn't quite so useless this
time.

He had almost reached the smashed-up building when a multi-voiced jeer
erupted. Light inside, hordes of Russkies. “Bingo!” Dan snorted, “Gotcha, you
bastards.” Fingering for the smaller camera in his trouser pocket, he muttered to
himself. “Let's see who's come to the party.”

The camera slipped out of his grasp first thing, forcing him to stand still and
rummage deeper in the outside pocket. “Bollocks.” Hissed, but grabbed it at
last, hurriedly taking pictures. Shots of the soldiers inside, the mess of bodies,
the meddling of men. Snapping away at all of them, the tall, the short, the
blond, the dark.

He was standing opposite to the building when a vehicle passed, bathing him
for a moment in light.

X %k

Inside, unaware of being photographed, Vadim was tossing back some more
vodka amid the drunken noise. Suddenly narrowing his eyes and stopping to
drink. His comrades were discussing whether Afghani women were shaved
(“Setious, they all are!” - “No way!” - “They are!” - “They are not!”), and he
knew where that discussion was going. By finding one to prove the point. They
said women here fought like cats, but he was in the mood for a tiger. Something
much stronger than vodka. “Fuck it, go and find one, but make sure it looks like
it was somebody else.” Cut her throat afterwards, he added with a gesture, but
his boys knew that. They'd done this shit before.

His boys cheered like there had been a pay rise, as if that ever happened, and
streamed outside. Vadim followed, keeping his eyes on the quarry. Get the
other wolves out of the way.

The man was tall, broad shouldered, and looked like he could pack a punch.
Dark eyes and hair, but no goat-fucker. There was something decidedly
European about him. Press. Vadim thought of taking a handful of those camera
straps, and twist them, choking the man. He inhaled sharply.

There. Hunger.

Vanya was on the way past him. Good old Vanya, his second. Judging from
the quarry, it might not be all that easy. “Stop,” said Vadim, touching the
comrade’s arm briefly. Vanya looked at him, and Vadim saw understanding.
They'd been through a lot at the batracks, and abroad, and anywhere else. Right
hand man. Vanya was always willing to lend a hand. And more, if asked
propetly. Bash this peasant's head in, and he was perfectly willing to give that,
too.
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Vanya nodded; non-verbal communication. He started to move in a circle,
intending to flank. Hunting a prey that seemed to have suddenly become aware
of the attention, because the man was stepping back into the shadows.

Too late. “Fuck.” Dan hissed tonelessly. Sixth sense warned him he'd been
spotted while taking photos of the din. The sensation he got was like a red dot
in the middle of his forehead. He turned slowly to walk away in the opposite
direction of the place full of drunken Russians, careful not to rouse suspicion.

Strolling along despite wanting to run. Had to keep up his disguise of being
nothing but a reporter. Red and white acorn flag crudely stitched on his
shoulder bag. Canada. Yeah, that's what he was. Cursing that sixth sense that
was hitting the pit of his stomach like a sucker punch; this goddamned sense
that had saved his life more than once.

Dan was unaware of the two Soviet soldiers in the alley, who were
exchanging glances between them. Vanya moved to circle, quick hand signals,
which his body covered.

Vadim glanced up at the houses. Made from clay and goat shit. Great. He
slipped into the alley, jumped, caught the rim of the house with his hands, and
pulled himself up. Nothing like a little exercise.

Thinking in the third dimension, his sniper trainer had called it. There's always an
above, or a below. Never forget that. Vadim crouched and moved on the roof, careful
not to make a sound, following the man who was moving away from the
makeshift bar.

Good. People had probably left the immediate surroundings. Or huddled in
hidden places and waited till the ruckus died down. This place was deserted.
Vadim peered over the rim, saw Vanya, saw the quarry. Dark alley. He pulled a
knife, hid it behind his arm, and jumped down, a good three yards in front of
the man.

Dan felt the hairs in the back of his neck stand up before he'd become aware
of the movement in front of him.

Shit! Suddenly danger.

The Russian bastard had come out of nowhere, and he sensed the other
coming around the corner, not knowing that Vanya kept a length of wire near
his thigh. Silent takedown.

Attack was Dan's first instinct, but fears were confirmed when he saw the
second soldier from the corner of his eyes. Fuck. Two. No way back out of the
alley. He needed a shitload of luck to take both of them down. Calm, calm Dan.
Assume nothing. Why should they want to attack a reporter.

Dan opted for the smokescreen, calling out: “Hey mate, you scared the
living daylights out of me. What's up?” Fake grin, pretend ease.

He needed time, his knife and surprise on his side.

The Soviet bastard smelled of menace like a beggar stank of piss. Not a joke.
No play. The Russian cunt was on the prowl. A predator; he knew the look, the
threatening stance, had been there himself too many times. Drunken soldiers,
rulers of a shitty place full of nothing but dust; out for a punch-up.
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Vadim moved even closer, the way the man almost jumped, the tension
about him, he was awake, aware, and Vadim could feel heat trickle down his
back. Up this close, the man was potentially his match, unless the width of his
shoulders was all weight lifting and no fighting. Good, deep chest. He could
take a lot.

The English made some sense to him, but some words didn't. The grin,
anxious, nervous, the man knew he wasn't here to play. Fuck it. Vadim walked
closer, took another swig of the bottle, acting relaxed and slightly drunk, then,
in mid-swallow, hutled the bottle at the man's head, smirking.

“Good evening.” In Russian.

Vanya's signal to strike and slip the wire around his game's head.

Dan caught the sudden movement in front of him, glass catching a glint of
light, ducked while letting the knife slip into his hand. Bottle missed its target.

Vanya's wite missed, too, but Vanya was pretty damn good and changed the
motion into a punch into the man's kidneys, a shott, vicious jab with the left;
right hand still leading the wire.

Dan went down, pain exploding, those Russkies meant business. He lost his
breath, but rolled to the side, gasping. Scrambling back up onto his feet.

Vadim caught the man's expert motion. He had seen it a thousand times and
more, knife fighting lessons, real life, barracks pastime. He moved his own hand
forward, blade pointing towards his elbow, fingers holding the hilt securely,
readjusting it for a quick slash across the othet's face, or a threatening one to
imbalance him. The crimson flood moved up several notches when their quarry
came back onto his feet. Vadim's blood tasted of acid, heart racing like a horse.
He grinned like a maniac as he motioned the man forward with an open hand.
“Come to Daddy,” he said in accented English.

“Fuck yourself, Russkie!” Dan snarled, still breathless from the punch. He
caught himself and spun around, ignored the taller one who spoke while
attacking the closer one. His blade flew upwards, connected with an arm, felt
steel tear into flesh. Pulled out the knife, grabbed his one and only chance, tried
to run past the first bastard.

Vadim's nostrils flared, he heard Vanya's curse and more smelled than saw
the blood. The man was a good fighter. Not taking the bait. But he was
wounded. He saw how their prey staggered, and now was the perfect moment
for the second hunter to strike. The man was still imbalanced, hurting,
distracted, and his synapses had to be burning with pain and fear.

Vadim closed in, followed the sideways motion, when Dan tried to run past
him. Lunged and met the sprinting body full force, a no-holds barred tackle,
smashing him into the nearest wall.

Dan lost his breath and orientation. Crushed between man and wall, air
forced out of him.

Vadim felt the coiled muscle close, smelled the man's adrenaline. He was in
heaven. He grabbed a handful of the dark hair, and smashed the head into the
wall, pressing close, waiting for the other to lose the fight, keeping the arm with
the knife locked and away. He laughed, breathless. “Said: Come. To. Daddy.”
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A voiceless scream tore out of Dan's chest, split-second blindness when his
head hit the wall. Mind racing, engulfed in pain, instinct kicked in. Bones: check.
Body: check. Knife: fucked.

“And I said,” he gasped out, “fuck you!”

Breath going hard, Vadim's body changed gear again, one higher, there was
always one higher, more resistance. It seemed he had never had so much fun.
Not in the last months, not since he had been pulled back after the first mission
of securing the airport and getting rid of the president just last winter.

Dan's head slammed forward in a Glaswegian kiss. Head butting, but no
space for knee jerking, too close, too fucking overpowering.

Vadim turned his neck, reaction a matter of instinct. Still, the forehead hit
his eyebrow with a white, splitting pain. That would have broken his nose. The
fucker. He moved to hold the squirming body, felt the skin as he pressed closer,
could have licked the sweat from the man's upper lip. He was glistening under
the dust, the smell of combat, stress, fear. So intense it did distract him for a
heartbeat, too wrapped up in the raw physical reality of close combat, enjoying
it too much.

Dan was high on adrenaline and the madness of the fight. He knew he was
losing, yet he'd never give up, would never surrender. Twisting his leg as far as
he could, he slammed the booted heel right into the Russian's ankle bone.

Vadim's high boots took most of the impact, but it fucking hurt and that
sobered his mind, cutting through the vodka.

Struggling for breath, Dan smirked. Delivering sweet fucking pain - short-
lived satisfaction.

Vadim snarled at the arrogant smirk, pressed the blade to the other man's
throat, his own pupils widening in appreciation of blade against flesh. Flesh so
alive. Eye to eye.

Dan froze. The Russkie's blade lethal against his throat, no doubt the fucker
would use it. He felt fear, but not panic. Not yet. No fucking chance. Thoughts
racing instead. Judging his chances, slim as they were. No situation was ever
hopeless. He was SAS, he'd show the fucker, he'd ...

Fuck! Dan's eyes caught hold of the other Russian bastard. Remembered.
Two.

Dan's breath rattled, eyes narrowed, sweat running down his neck. “What
the fuck do you want, Russkie?”” Snarled.

Vanya was watching their quarry's struggle and realisation, touched his
shoulder with his right hand, cursing. “Bastard cut me,” sounding more
surprised than angry, then brought out the pistol and cocked it.

Vadim knew exactly what his comrade was thinking. Feeling. The hunt was
ovet. The tension was still there, the man hadn't quite given in yet, but Vadim
listened into the body, listened to the song of tendons and blood and sweat.
Waiting for the shift of tune, subtle as it was. There was realisation. He could
see that in the man's eyes, narrowing as they were. Brown eyes.

Vadim grinned, never answered. Keep him guessing. The fight had made
him hard, the stress. A short, intense burst of energy surging right into his groin,
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transforming him into fire. He needed to destroy, but he was savouring the
moment. The moment of understanding, which still did not change into
capitulation. And as much as he enjoyed that, drawing it out too long was too
dangerous. A trapped tiger. Couldn’t let him go. He moved the hilt of the knife
subtly, then lashed out to knock the butt against the man's temple. Too
dangerous to move him like that.

Dan's eyes widened, more surprise than shock, then sharp blinding pain and
he slumped over, fell lifeless forward into the other's arms. Last thought before
blackness. 'Survive at all costs'.

The way the body slumped told Vadim his quarry wasn't faking it. A heavy,
satisfying weight against him, the moment broken, dimmed, the intensity
reduced, and he was aching to have it back. Be eye to eye with somebody as
quick and as smart as the man had turned out to be. Vanya was no challenge.
Even with a gun in his hand, and Vanya having a hundred reasons to hate him,
Vadim never felt afraid. They were comrades, and that held a world of meaning,.

He nodded to Vanya, gave hand signals. Silent. Retreat. Find safe place. He
hoisted the man up, across and over his shoulders, like a wounded comrade.
Vanya took the knife that had slipped from his fingers, and they retreated
deeper into the alley. Vanya broke, shoulder first, into one of the buildings.

A quick scan and search, but the place was so dusty it had to have been
deserted for months. Up a ladder, fucking primitive cave, dark, but there was
light from outside. The moon. Enough to see by.

Vadim put the man on the ground, patted him down. Money, a rolled-up
wad of filthy Afghanis, but no ID, not even a press ID card, no accreditation. It
gave him pause. Then again, stuff did get stolen, and it was entirely justified not
to take a passport or anything that couldn’t be easily replaced. It was a hassle to
get into or out of the country without papers. He had probably bunked up with
locals, or some press office place.

He took his time with the pat down. Even unconscious, there was tension
and power. Held in check. Warm, firm flesh. He rolled the man onto his
stomach, sat on his thighs and took the scarf off, then tied his hands. Not great,
but it would suffice. “You okay?” he asked Vanya.

“Flesh wound,” said Vanya and took the moment to wash the cut with
vodka, hissing through his teeth. “Fuck. I want to rip his fucking head off!”

Vadim grinned. “Get me the oil from the gun kit.” Nice, round arse. He
would enjoy this, even more so because he was bleeding himself. He could
smell the drying blood on his face, and the itch. Seeing the man under him,
feeling him alive and helpless.

He pulled the knife again and cut the belt, then the knife blade whispered
through the fabric of the camo trousers. Reporter or not, he wore army gear.
Good boots, too, they might take them if they fitted. His own were starting to
get bad, and he didn't mind keeping a trophy. He inhaled sharply when he
realised the man wasn't wearing any underwear, revealing firm flesh.
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Vanya came closer, watching him with wide eyes. Vadim could see his
comrade was getting hard, he was too drunk to hide it or probably even notice.
Oh yes. He already loved Kabul.

Dan was half-waking. Murky thoughts rolling, moving, surfacing before half-
dragging down again.

Vadim squeezed some oil into his hand. Done this before, usually with
somebody who had challenged either of them. Or just somebody random in the
barracks. Sometimes, officer games. Survival training. Play abduction and
interrogation. The young ones never spilled the beans. It was perfectly
acceptable to be terrified of Vadim or Vanya, and nobody guessed how deep
some of that fear ran. How physical it was.

Dan was surfacing more, sensed touches, movement, voices. Warm hand,
cold steel. Comfortable, rare sensation of hands moving over his flesh, warmth
spreading on ...

Sudden jerk. Consciousness returned like a sprung coil, snapping into action
without a moment's grace between muddy darkness and shocking clarity.

“What?”” Dan's voice was strained, dust tickling his lungs and then heaviness
across his limbs. “What the fuck?” Lifted his head, had to try and know and see
and fight. Forced his upper body off the ground, hands tearing against the
restraints. T'wisted within the confines, fighting against the hands on his body,
the blade, the weight, attempting to throw himself onto his back. No one
should be strong enough to have overpowered him. No one, unless they were
killing machines. Like him. The fight wasn't over yet. Survive, by all means.
Victim - never.

“Fuck off you Russian bastards!” Not thinking the unthinkable. Impossible.
No.

Vadim held the man's thighs in a vice, enjoyed the resistance. He opened his
fly as the bastard was starting to move again. Fucking skull of a fucking
mountain goat. The ones with the long horns, bashing foreheads against each
other, recklessly, while climbing in a vertical cliff. Vadim snarled, but Vanya
already moved, knelt beside them and put one strong hand between the man's
shoulder blades, pressing him down, using one knee for additional leverage.

“Pistol,” said Vadim.

Vanya cocked the pistol and pressed it into their quarry's neck, causing Dan
to freeze when the muzzle dug into his flesh. Breathing hard, harsh, forcing
down fear.

Vadim enjoyed the sight. The sudden stillness, the bucking. And it hadn't
even started. He opened another button, took out his cock and began oiling
himself, seeing Vanya's eyes as he did. Vanya knew the sight well enough, and
there was this unspoken thing, the savage hunger that they both shared,
especially after an encounter like this. Vanya would suck him off tonight,
remembering what they had done.

Vadim shifted, enough to bring a slick hand to the other man's arse, trickling
mote oil there. “Now. Pray you'te not virgin,” he said in a rough voice. The
power was heady, the mix of triumph, and the strength of the victim.
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He hoped he would keep fighting. Please, keep fighting.

Virgin? The Russian's mockery hooked itself into Dan's mind. Animal snatls
were torn from him because it was not fucking possible what seemed to be
going on. Never believed that kind of shit really could happen to men. Not to
him, not in a dark fucking alley in fucking Kabul in a rat infested shitty place of
a fucking ramshackle deserted house. No. Just ...

No!

He finally understood what was going on. He got the message so loud and
clear, everything screamed and fought inside against that insanity that wasn't
supposed to be happening. Shocked. Terror. Focused on what he knew and
what he had dealt with before. Cold steel. Muzzle of deadly force against his
neck. Had survived it. The rest was impossible. Situation unbelievable. Couldn't
happen, no way.

Dan fought despite the gun. Fuck the recce, fuck the army, fuck the Not-So-
Special Forces. Fought against the impossible; fought until the pistol pressed so
hard against his neck he felt the steel eating into his brain.

Found no words to protest, just thoughts of creeping-crawling blinding-
bloodied violence. Death, destruction, slow cutting of the Russkie's flesh and
skin, the baring of bones. Imagined the bastard's screams of terror and pain.
Had to survive, had to kill, had to destroy. Revenge.

Death to the Russian bastard.

Virgin, Vadim thought, or incredibly spirited. He would have to severely
wound the man to stop him struggling, resisting him with all his soul, all his
strength. He moved to kick the legs apart, used his knees to force them open,
spread the man, fighting him, legs against legs, his cock brushing the naked flesh
every time the man bucked.

He needed his complete weight to get anywhere, spread him open further,
he was impossibly hard from the struggle, thumb digging into the flesh to
separate it, then followed, pressing cock into the heat, the tenderness, the man
bucking, trying to get away, even though his movement was as restricted as
Vadim could make it. Closed, tight, pressing, and he could feel the body yield,
yield only in that place, as the rest of the man was hard as wood with revulsion.
Vadim closed his eyes, forced more in, could hear his own breath, loud, lips
open, feeling the pain and discomfort and the delicious and complete closeness.
Nothing like that, nothing, certainly not Vanya. It was like trying to fuck a fist,
and he was hard enough to do it.

Dan didn't scream. This pain was too complete, too all-encompassing, too
unbelievable to allow any sounds. Still tried to fight, thrashed, fought against the
impossible intrusion; that which could not possibly happen.

But it wasn't enough, never enough against the penetrating force and the
Russian's brutal strength. Dan struggled to buck up and get away when this
'thing' brutally breached his body. Continued to fight against the fucking
impossibility that had no name. It couldn't be happening. He was a man, an
alpha male. He was everything and everyone and owned every hole and he was
not and would not and could not and ...
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No! He opened his mouth as if to scream but nothing came out, not a
sound.

Like riding an earthquake. Vadim could feel the man's ragged breathing,
could feel the tension deep inside, inside that raw heat, still fighting. Some went
limp and started crying, and he sometimes goaded them to see if there was a
fight left in them. Never had one fought him like that, and he needed more
force to get deeper, using his weight, his strength, not out of cruelty, or maybe
that, too, but to savour it the most.

“Leave me some,” whispered Vanya.

Vadim grinned, felt sweat trickle down his face. Finally, something gave, and
he moved fast and vicious, riding his own adrenaline, almost resting on the man
to get as deep as possible.

Dan was only pain. Torn apart inside, raw, bleeding, horror so pure and
intense, couldn't put a name on it. This agony had no name, because it wasn't
meant to be done to men. Men like him.

Vadim's harsh thrusts ran like fire through his own body, each motion of
their bodies intense, the vodka had drained away, he was fully here, fully
struggling and enjoying himself. The force of orgasm seared through his body,
and a few more, nearly desperate thrusts brought that message home.

Dan made no sound; every scream, every moment of terror and hatred was
locked inside in silence. No one would ever know, no one would ever find out -
if he survived, and fuck, he had to survive, had to destroy, had to wreak his
revenge.

Vadim pulled out, panting, resting for a moment, kneeling, then drank some
more vodka. The vile stuff burned and cooled, soothed the thirst, and dulled
patt of this. He pulled his own pistol, and took Vanya's position, muzzle in the
man's neck, staring into his face. He wanted to see the defiance, the pain, and
the strength as Vanya mounted him.

It was only fair that Vanya didn't get the best of it. He was left with the
scraps. Vanya actually didn't care much for the whole thing. He did what Vadim
did, emulated him, like something of a twisted mirror image, and Vadim
watched him, then watched the body being moved by the thrusts, the cock
moving in and out and the still struggling flesh. It would take a platoon to take
tighting out of this one.

Dan hardly noticed the change from one man to another, but never ceased
to fight, drowned in images of tearing flesh open, stench of burning skin and
terror from his own hand. With every onslaught of pain the violence in his mind
took on a more inhuman form. Torture, cutting, bleeding and choking.

Killing. He had to survive to destroy.

Vadim looked into that face. Absent eyes, but burning with intensity, only as
if he wasn't even in the picture, like the man was already inside himself, did not
let anything, anybody touch him. The precious moment was gone, he reflected,
feeling somewhat lost now, himself, his body getting heavy and tired, that
pleasant sluggishness of sex and vodka taking away some of the emotions.
Vanya's grunting meant very little, the man underneath him only struggled on
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instinct, like he just couldn't stop. It was gone, that mind-searing flash of
something profound.

Or he was starting to get drunk. Vadim put the uniform in order, gun still
trained on the prone body, and took another deep swallow. After the battle. He
didn't really care.

With a curse that sounded almost tender, Vanya came as well, and remained
on top, catching his breath. “Ah, my little bitch,” he said, something which
seemed almost funny.

It was over, just like that. Gone.

Vadim crouched to put the gun into Vanya's hand. “Finish him off,” he said
in Russian. “He's press. Last thing we want is some lies.”

“Yes, Captain,” said Vanya in Russian.

Vadim smirked at the address. A forgivable mistake. He had the rank on his
shoulders, after all. “See you later.” Vanya stared at him, knowing what that
meant. Burn off the rest of the adrenaline. He shared in the kill, and that was
generous.

With that, Vadim left, and walked out into a clear, starry night, the sounds of
soldiers in the distance.

One hell of a welcome party.

Dan had been listening to the voices, disjointed words, scraps of sound.
Engulfed in the stench of blood, sweat and fear, and most of all hatred. This
smell would never leave his nostrils again, no matter how much he'd try to
scrub the bastards off his skin.

No movement any longer.

Vadim had gone, down the ladder, left the building. That was the Captain:
Moving on when he saw no point in staying.

Dan's thoughts gathered, pulling himself back together. Survive to kill and
wreak revenge. Focus slowly returning, ignoring the pain. Didn't matter. All that
mattered was the voice that trailed off, the steps that were retreating, the man
he was left alone with.

The knife. Remembered with sudden clarity where it had dropped.

Dan breathed slowly through his nose, focussed on nothing but the sounds
in his back. He was ready. Needed to fool the remaining bastard into safety,
first.

Let them believe he was broken.

Vanya got up, prodded the captive with a boot, but the guy didn't move.
Passed out. No surprise. They'd shown him. He bent down and untied the knot
that secured the scarf around his wrists. Nothing but a reporter and out cold -
no danger.

Vanya secured the pistol and shoved it into his belt. Above and first of all,
he needed a piss. A good, long, extended piss. He moved a couple steps away.
The simple pleasures in life. Then shoot the captive and hack off his hands and
head and dump them somewhere outside the city. Medical records, all that shit.
The press didn't like people like them vanishing. Dead press bad press. Kill a
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thousand Afghanis, and nobody glanced up. Manhandle one of those vultures,
and the fucking United Nations came down on you. Or something.

Vanya sighed contently, shaking off the drops. There. Much better.

Dan listened to the sound of steps. Registered every single movement with a
clarity beyond anything he'd ever seen nor felt. This was his chance, he couldn't
afford any more mistakes. Fuck the Army and his mission, he owned that
Russian's life. The bastard's blood would be spilt for no one but himself. One
down, another one to go. He'd get them both.

He moved slowly, forcing his body to comply, remembered where he had
dropped the knife. Good. It was there. Hands moved forward, sensed ahead,
until they curled around the well-known handle, welcoming the familiar steel
like a long-lost lover.

He moved silently, hatred dulling the pain. Crouched, used the cover of
darkness to get closer to the standing shadow. His faint shuffling noises were
easily over-shadowed by the piss that came out of the Russkie's blood-smeared
cock. His blood.

No. Not thinking.

Then, at last, an impossibly fast movement, Dan's arm around the fucker's
neck, hand firmly clasped over the mouth. Cold steel pressing against flesh.

Hissing into Vanya's eat, “Fuck you, bastard,” in Russian.

Vanya had been just about to turn around. Being grabbed, he thought, for an
almost painful heartbeat, it was Vadim, and he'd come back to punish him for
pissing first and killing later. Fucking Captain had the self-control of a fucking
robot. But then, he could clearly feel it wasn't Vadim. Taste, smell, presence.
Vadim had done all the other shit, knife and grabbing him from behind.

He was disoriented for a moment, vodka had dulled his responses. Then
suddenly realising who it was. The Russian more than anything gave it away. He
didn't sound anywhete neatr Vadim.

The pistol in his belt. Too close to shoot and even hope to hit. Heart and
mind racing. The garrotte. In a pocket. Nothing to say. He expected the knife to
go through his throat, and wondered if it hurt much. How long it would take
him to bleed out and lose consciousness. He knew that he had known, in
theory, but it was blanked from his mind. A shudder went through his body,
nerves and fibres firing into overdrive. It made him nauseous with stress.
Breathing hard, knowing he might not be breathing through his nostrils with the
next one. Fuck.

Dan didn't feel the pain anymore, not right now. He felt nothing. Nothing
other than his blade pressing against the throat. The embrace of the othet's
body almost tender, loving, if he weren't burning with so much hatred. Gently
whispering the words in Russian.

“Go to hell.”

With a rapid, precise movement he slit the throat open from one ear to the
other, pushed the body forward and away from him, avoiding the worst of the
blood that erupted from the severed jugular. He needed the trousers, after all.
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Dan watched the twitching body on the floor dispassionately. Wouldn't that
bastard die already. He had to get back to camp, as fast as he could, and
fabricate a believable lie about what had happened this night.

Fingers stiff, he struggled to get rid of his boots and the cut-off clothes.
Crouching beside the body and avoiding the pool of blood, he hurried to take
boots and trousers off, putting on the latter. They were too wide and made
from Soviet camo, but they'd do.

Hissing between his teeth, how the fuck was he going to pretend he was
physically unharmed. Couldn't possibly ask for medical attention. No. Fucking.
Way! Had to pray he hadn't caught a disease from those Russian perverts.

Haphazardly wiping at the sticky shit that was running down his legs, before
pulling the dead man's camo trousers up. Fumbling for the small camera, he
stuffed it into the shoulder bag, tightened the trousers with the brass-buckled
belt, and laced his boots. He'd make up a good lie about the Soviet Army
uniform trophies.

Dan looked around, waited, didn't hear a sound. Good. Moving into the
shadows before forcing his battered body to run.

One down. Another one to go. He'd get the Russian cunt, he'd make him

pay.

Xk ok

Vadim had trotted back to the barracks. Taking in the night air, not a care in the
world. The tension was gone, gone in the best way possible. Much better than
anticipated. He might get shouted at for general conduct of himself and his
men, then again, the senior officers didn't give a fuck; if somebody threw a fit, it
could just as well be him.

He sorted out his kit, his bunk, the space was faitly limited. They'd build
more barracks for all the troops being moved here. Tens of thousands. The
juggernaut that was the Soviet Army in motion. Not elegant, not pretty, but he'd
be fucked if he cared right now.

He stored his kit away, sorted out Vanya's stuff as well, debating half-drunk
with himself about how to set up routine in this place, keep the men sharp and
focused. He'd had to work out how the senior officers ticked. Who was a medal
hound, who was a braggart, who was a complete waste of space, and who didn't
get out of the bottle. The usual stuff.

He had a wash, the water was rationed, fucking waste of map, this country,
and returned. No Vanya. Fuck him. Had probably got wasted. Vanya just didn't
know when enough was enough. But Vadim was growing restless. Vanya was
his second, and they had served for quite some time together. He had ordered
Vanya to be here, and he wasn't. That was unlike him.

He woke a driver, who took him back. He found the house with no
problem. The grey light of beginning dawn made Kabul the most joyless place
in the universe, and that included the barren expanse of the moon. Vadim told
the driver to wait, and entered the house. Careful, even though he didn't know
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why. He half expected Vanya to have passed out before the job was finished.
Stamina of a horse, but couldn't hold his vodka.

The smell of blood sent his hackles up. Proceeding, pistol out and ready.

Upstairs. The place reeked of blood. He saw Vanya. Bootless, trousetless.
Boots lying close, cast away. That told him everything. There was only one
person who had needed trousers badly enough to take those of an enemy. He
crouched, checked the body for booby traps, by instinct. Numb inside.
Tiredness, and there was the thought that Vanya would never snore again.
Never taunt, mock, never imitate him again. It used to annoy the hell out of
him, and he had meant to break a couple of his ribs for it.

He saw the tracks in the dust, bloody footprints.

Good seconds were hard to come by. And Vadim would have to write a
report and send a letter to the family. Accident. Vanya had fallen off a tank,
whatever. Nobody ever questioned those anyway. Vanya would go home in a
metal tin. His war was over.

Vadim had the feeling his own had just begun.

Xk ok

A trek back to base camp for Dan unlike any before. If his stiff movements
weren't so fucking pathetic it would be sickeningly funny. Could hardly walk
from that searing pain.

Dan caught a ride on one of the ramshackle lorries, crouching on the back,
grinding his teeth. In agony at every pothole on the dirt track; each jarring thrust
tearing into his insides. Reminding him that nothing had ever happened.
Nothing that made him want to scream in pain. Nothing that required most of
his willpower to shut up and remain silent. Nothing that made him swear he
would get back to Kabul as soon as he could to kill that fucking cunt. He would
find that bastard, maim, then kill and pay back slowly, with extortionate interest,
what he had not done to him, for what had never happened.

He'd killed a man tonight, would hunt and take down another. None of the
faces he'd ever killed were haunting his sleep, even up close and personal. His
only remorse that he could feel no guilt.

This time it was for revenge, not duty.
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1980 Chapter II — The Wasteland

August-September 1980, Afghanistan

The next two days saw Dan reaping the rewards of his iron constitution, his
body fighting an infection that never fully materialised. Remaining silent with
gritted teeth, visions of death and destruction, and pretending to be fine. He
smirked and swore with the other guys, just like he'd always done. Taking a shit
was the hardest, even the coke he had managed to get on the black market
wasn't enough to blind the agony. Biting into his sleeve when he had to take a
dump, almost choking on the fabric, just to keep quiet in the rickety shelter that
served as the loos. Got pissed as a newt the third day when they allowed him
twelve hours off duty. Booze and mates, the only way to exist.

He'd handed the camera in to develop the pictutes, got back images of
Russian soldiers, drunk, out for trouble, sating their appetite for destruction.
Searched amongst the nameless faces until he found the one. Tall, blond, and a
fucking bastard, destined to die. His research was legitimate, setting resources in
motion and the bloodhounds onto the trail of the 'Soviet Hero'. He soon got
what he wanted: Name, rank, and more beyond.

Captain Vadim Petrovich Krasnorada. Paratrooper in the 'Glorious Soviet
Army'.

He'd get the man, sooner or later, to obliterate the memory of Nothing,.

kK ok

A week passed, a body managed to heal untreated. Dan coped until he got his
next briefing. Another task, another mission. Another fucking press conference.

He stuck to the disguise of a messy-haired leftover-leftie hippie reporter with
suicidal tendencies of covering every war torn scrap of shitty country. A far
safer look than the close-shaved, military appearance he could have mustered
had he been in uniform. Instead wearing a crumpled mix of army surplus kit
and civilian clobber, all sweaty and dishevelled, the standard outfit of any war
correspondent.

Dan was late, deliberately so, had lingered outside and missed the Big Heads'
arrival. Couldn't give a monkey's arse about the speeches, was more interested
in scrap heaps and garbage, Kabul's stinking debris surrounding the conference
hotel. He was blending into the crowd, except for his height and built. The
accent fake, doing a passable job as Canadian press by hiding his native Scots
Highland accent, smoothed down by years in the army.

He entered the lounge, quickly checking over the assembled press, seated
like sardines and frying in hot air. Remaining in the back, he stood close to the
doors, casting his gaze to the front.

Suddenly freezing. Couldn't believe his eyes.

The Russian bastard.
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Dan didn't flinch. Nothing. Just a twitch of his hand. Yet the recognition hit
him square in the chest with the full force of a punch that wasn't pulled. Hatred
surged and pooled in the pit of his stomach, but he forced himself to stroll
casually towards the centre of the room, leaning against the wall. Watching.

X %k

Vadim was dressed in his uniform; ranks that were real, unit symbols that
weren’t, the whole regalia of a para captain. He had polished the star on the
peaked cap, then made sure it had exactly the correct angle. Wearing uniform
was a bitch in Kabul. He was sweating, but he was a military advisor, and that
meant keeping up appearances. Just another trick in the book.

This was not an invasion. It was brothers helping brothers. He remembered
the party line, remembered what they’d told the conscripts, about building
schools and getting Afghanistan up to speed, developing it, and, of course,
defending it against the West, most of all against the Americans, who, whenever
they meddled in Asia, made things even worse. And that meant something in
this hole.

Invaders didn’t host press conferences in run-down hotels in central Kabul.
The place swarmed with soldiers on security detail, and more officers, more
senior than he was; he was mostly here for the cameras anyway. He knew the
spin doctors pissed themselves with glee at his presence. His job was to look
imposing and reassuring, maybe answer a question or two.

The room had been packed since before the conference started, and the
Afghani politicians looked exceedingly uncomfortable in their ill-fitted suits.
The General was there and looked hung over, eyes red, meaty face profoundly
dispassionate. Vadim had positioned himself near the Soviet flag, which, symbol
of symbols, seemed very red near the Afghani flag.

Cameras flashed. It was a2 mob with a hundred heads, hundreds of lenses,
and he thought what fucking madness, to expose himself like that. The usual
stuff: We’re friends, united in a big, happy, socialist dream. A new order,
marching towards peace. No talk of confrontation, no talk about how they
showed muscle in the face of the West.

More cameras flashing. Some reporters noted down everything, others, a lot
of long-haired &hippies who looked worse for wear probably because of the lack
of air-conditioning here, didn’t bother writing. Those were the smart ones. They
were bored by the party line and waiting for Questions and Answers.

Such a decidedly non-Soviet pastime.

Vadim had been staring off into the distance, eyes unfocused, deeply bored,
yet he was not supposed to move a single muscle. He was decoration, and
decoration didn’t move. The crowd was one stirring, restless mass of shifting
bodies. People heading for the toilets and coming back, or drinking water, some
were eating, some fanned themselves. A lot of layered movements, following no
order, no necessity. People moved because they were people. The constant,
restless shifting of the herd.
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The memory of a different crowd: Thousands of people, flecks of colour in
the stadium. The sound they made. The roar that almost made his heart stop
when he had heard it the first time.

He blinked and forced his attention back to the present. Began to look at the
crowd, singled people out, assessed them, didn’t bother to store the
information. Had no value. But then. Right in the centre at the back. A tall man.

Vadim’s eyes narrowed. Was that possible? Just as he had convinced himself
that the man had been anything but press. He had put up too much of a fight,
stayed operational all the time. Fought too hard. His stomach muscles tensed,
and he knew it was him. It was like ice on his face. A shock. His eyes scanned
the man for weapons, no way he was a reporter.

That very moment the man raised his eyes, made momentary contact and
smirked briefly. Even across the distance there had been a flash of recognition.

Vadim inhaled, kept breathing steadily. Fuck. Alive. It had been dark, right?
That man shouldn't have been able to recognise him. He’d worn combat gear
without most of the weapons, fairly casual. He was polished now, intangible.

Forcing himself to follow the line of questions, Vadim feigned interest while
he could feel his blood surge. The colours in the room became brighter, much
like on drugs. This was hardly the place for it, but his instincts came back,
powerfully.

The man had looked at him. What, six yards away? Close enough to feel
him, not nearly close enough. Vadim remembered the smell of Vanya’s blood,
and how hot the man’s flesh was, how desperate. Square jaw, dark eyes, tousled
hair. He liked the face, good features, cheekbones, chin, nose, all well-defined.
Judging from his built and stance, the man knew about potential, about
discipline. Knew about war and struggle.

And he knew it had been him. How on earth did he? There were plenty of
captains. Lots of men that were even bigger. Vadim’s chest expanded, as if to
take in more air as he returned that gaze. He should have undressed him, he
reflected. But he had been too drunk. No way to take time. No way to savour
the full potential of that body. Bottom line: What a waste.

Never mind the bastard had killed Vanya — and deprived him of his
favourite toy in the absence of real game, plus forced him to answer questions
why on earth comrade Ivan had been mugged and killed alone in a dark alley.
Resistance fighter. Low level insurgents. Sad, sad story, but it reflected badly on
Vadim as a superior.

Q&A time. One of the Afghans allowed reporters to speak. One after the
other.

Vadim watched the man raise his hand, just like any reporter who wanted to
ask a question.

X %k 3k

At last it was Dan's tutn to join the circus of lies.
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He directed his eyes once more onto the medal-gleaming piece of Russian
shit. Making certain once and for all the bastard had recognised him. That, and
more. A promise, a deadly one.

“Captain Krasnorada,” tiny pause, he had done his intelligence homework
and he cherished the power that knowledge brought, “with all those
reinforcements streaming into Afghanistan and, specifically, Kabul, and with
numbers daily rising, how can you reassure the population that there will be
discipline amongst your men and safety for the civilians?”

He smiled, 2 moment of sarcasm, shared between hunters.

The game had just begun.

As the man said his name, Vadim could feel tension in his shoulders. What
the ... He guessed they had given out his name, as in: Your questions will be
answered by ... and then a long list of names. Spin doctors.

Concentration. The English language had articles, he tended to forget that;
not enough practice, and the language lessons had long since stopped. “We
understand there is concern among the population.” He knew the General
approved of the turn of phrase, the fact he didn’t say “I”” but “we”. He knew his
doctrine. “And we assure you that the soldiers are well-disciplined and are well-
aware of their mission to forge iron bonds of eternal friendship and mutual
support with the Afghan population.”

There. A complete un-answer.

Dan briefly showed his teeth, this sort of answer had to be expected. “Thank
you, Captain. I am confident your reassurance extends to everyone, not just the
Afghanis.”

He slouched back against the wall, feigning renewed disinterest while he
could hardly wait for the conference to be over. He had to shadow the bastard,
needed to know everything about him.

What he ate, where he shat, whom he fucked.

Vadim gave a curt nod, as if it was beneath him to correct himself and
extend Socialist goodwill to the rest of the world. It was about competition, and
not about world peace. Fuck that.

At last the reporters left him in peace. To them, he toed the party line, and
tearing into a henchman when the General was in the room wouldn’t do. There
were some reporters from other brother-states, and they asked all the right
questions. They had official approval to be here, and they made the most of it.

Vadim's eyes moved across the crowd, but couldn’t help resting on the
relaxed tiger. The looks, the power. He wouldn’t mind a repeat performance.
He wouldn’t mind wrestling the man, fighting him. With a knife, without a
knife, epee, fencing, whatever.

He waited until the conference was over, everybody important ushered out,
the press types mingling a bit. Keeping his eyes on the man, who did not hurry
to get out of the boiling room. A quick glance. General, senior officers — they
couldn’t wait to get out of here. He made a half-assed excuse, then moved
towards the man who had stayed at the back throughout the remainder of the
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conference. Careful. He had a pistol. But the main deterrent was that there were
still press people around.

Dan slowly straightened from his slouched position when the Russian came
towards him. Raised his head until it was level, his face showing nothing. Empty
stare, only a man who had himself under as much control as he did could be
devoid of any expression when faced with his rapist. But then Nothing had
happened. Nothing at all.

He kept his hand close to his thigh, at the place where one of the knives was
hidden. He'd come prepared; had made a mistake one week ago, wouldn't make
another. Dan mocked in a deceptively soft voice, “Well, well, I didn't know they
trained up Russian soldiers as circus ponies?”

“Term is ‘Soviet’,” said Vadim, more in a reflex. He stepped close enough to
talk, and far away enough to see any movement that came from the other man's
centre. Shoulders moved first in an attack, it took a master to hide it.

“Soviet, Russkie, who the fuck cares.” Dan delivered the casual insult with a
grin that never reached his eyes.

Cireus pony. Vadim lost momentum. He had felt more like a potted plant, or a
Christmas tree in that show, but he liked the voice. Americans sounded as if
they were talking around a hot stone, every sound washed out the same, but
there was structure in this man. “You, also, seem to be man of many talents.”

Dan shrugged. Alert to the n'th degree, but only his eyes showed it. Awake
and ruthlessly willing. “Talents? Yeah, I'm not just a good photographet, pretty
good writer, too.” Playing dumb, but with little effort. Neither of them was
stupid, hunter and prey, roles undefined. For a moment Dan's nostrils widened,
wondering if he could smell the Russian's blood, long before he'd smashed the
bastard's face in. He'd taste it one day, had to remain patient until then, he'd get
his prize when the time was right. Shifting slightly, he bent one leg and casually
pushed the sole of his boot against the wall. Appearing relaxed, but able to
propel himself off that wall in a split second.

Vadim stood tall, could feel his blood pounding. The aura of danger, of
challenge, the man was giving off heat, heat of a kind that pulled him closer,
into danger. He stood his ground, but felt how his body heated up. One thing
to get hard from a scuftle in a dark alley; one thing to do it because he was half
drunk and bored to random violence. Another to look the man in the eye, in
broad daylight, with press close enough to enjoy an inexplicable stabbing
between an American reporter and a Soviet military advisor. No, Canadian. Not
American. Tree leaf, white, red, not the star-spangled banner.

To be alone. To allow the fire to flare up, no holds barred. Vadim wanted to
press him against the wall, turn him around, fuck him again. Harder. Longer.
And again. Until both their bodies couldn’t take any more, and then cut his
throat.

Vadim said nothing.

Dan smiled coldly at the tell-tale silence, a truly nasty expression on his face.
“All on your own, Captain? Don't you Russkies always turn up with a second in
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command?” The serrated blade of Dan's verbal knife sliced leisurely through the
sticky air.

Vadim recoiled. Vanya. Fuck him. He’d lost a man on a private hunting
expedition. Vanya had borne the brunt of the fire, the raging torrent, Vanya
who fought and resisted and still sucked him like his life depended on it. Gone.
Off to Russia. Vadim tensed, just as if the attack had been real rather than
words. This was getting too close. A fascination for a strong body did not go
together with the same man having killed Vanya, and no way to prove it. He
needed a fuck. Or a fight. Both. If only he could have both. “My second is
inconvenienced.” And grinning a double grin, festering blue and green in a hot
metal tin in storage at Kabul fucking airport. He would probably explode before
touching home soil.

“Inconvenienced?” Dan smirked, the sense of revenge was coiling in his
stomach like a lazy snake, sunning its smooth muscled length in the glow of
hatred. “I'm sotry to hear that, Captain.”

Sorry? That grin was not sorry and his dark eyes were cold. Eyes of a
professional killer.

Dan glanced at his watch, pushed himself slowly away from the wall and
shrugged. “Look at the time, 1 got things waiting. Well, I hope your
'inconvenience' won't be too much trouble.” Shouldering his bag, the Canadian
flag grubby, but still prominent. No one wanted to be an Americanski these
days.

“I'm sure we'll meet again.” Dan's voice had turned even softer, smiling
sardonically. A promise, a threat? Or just a platitude.

Vadim wanted to hit the other, wipe the grin off, then realized that the
bastard had turned the tables on him.

He didn’t step back, followed the man’s motion and almost got chest to
chest with him. Smelling distance. Close enough to feel his heat, and remember.
“I do not want to keep you longer than necessary,” Vadim said in a low voice.
“I am sure your mission is important. More important than indulging me. And
yes, we will meet again. I have feeling I know exact place.” Eyes narrowed with
challenge. Dangerous. Fucking dangerous to return to the scene of crime.

Dan's ugly smile faltered for a moment. The bastard had come physically too
close. The same scent again, the same heat. “Do you? Really?” He got himself
back under control and his dark brows lifted. “Good for you.” Yes, he knew the
place, too, and he would be there, tonight.

Dan turned to walk away after the Soviet Captain had pulled back into a safe
distance, leaving a throwaway comment in Russian, “Until the next time,
Russkie.” A dangerous game, his Russian accented but fluent. Cat - mouse, tiger
and moth. The dance in the flame had begun.

Vadim snarled. The man was full of surprises. Special Forces. He had to be.
Mercenary, most likely, because there were no western troops in the country.
And that made him an enemy. He would do nothing forbidden. Meet with an
enemy, trying to capture and interrogate. He'd return sated, with knowledge.

And ash on his skin.
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He left the hotel, walked into the glare of the sun. He was sweating, he
needed to find a way to get rid of the tension. But then, he needed the tension
for tonight. He knew it was too risky, and he should rig the whole place. Hide
weapons. Prepate the arena. Vadim couldn't wait to get out of that fucking dress
uniform. Back to basics, strength pitted against strength, skin to skin, mad,
intense, snarling rage and power. Intoxicating, just the thought of it.

X %k 3k

Dan got a lift back to his camp that didn't officially exist. How he needed to
smell that bastard's blood; hear the rattling breath of death; feel the steel drive
into muscle and flesh. Tonight the Nothing would be wiped out forever.

He would go back to Kabul and into a rat infested alley. Better equipped this
time and with a deadly purpose.

) ok ok

Vadim picked a fight just for the relief it brought. They knew he was tense, and
somebody said something about Vanya. Something that implied that Vanya had
been too fucking drunk to see what was coming.

Absolutely legit thing to say. And absolutely legit to fly off the handle at that.
Vadim dropped the long bar of the weights, just dropped them, the cast iron
hitting the concrete with a metal thud, and Vadim was already in fighting mode,
just blindly attacking the lieutenant who thought he was tough.

Eventually, it was a bunch of other junior officers that pulled them apart —
after the lieutenant had been losing. Up to that point, people were too busy
betting on the outcome. He snarled, then left the other, blood and death in his
gaze, but of course not for the hapless comrade. He wanted to run down a wall,
wanted to take the energy and do something with it, something outrageous,
tiring, satisfying, something as real and cruel and intense as he could possibly
do.

Still no showers. Hard to clean himself with a rag and a little water, shave,
too. His hands were shaking, as if he was on withdrawal or dehydrated. He tried
to find a moment’s peace, tried to jerk off, but just couldn’t take the spike off.
Not enough. The physical reaction happened, sure enough, but he was on edge,
worse than getting shot full of drugs before a competition.

The country got to him, and the memory of the one perfect moment, equal
powers hell bent on destroying each other. He left the barracks as soon as he
could, wore his camo, and a pistol, knives. Yes, the AK too, but didn’t really
expect to use it. He didn’t want to make too much noise. It was, strangely
enough, also about restraint, cleverness, about control. And that was what was
driving him insane with need.

X % 3k
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Dusk was settling and the approaching night saw Dan dressed in trademark
camo trousers and army boots. Shirt and jumper thrown over it, wrapped in a
well-worn dirty parka. It got cold at night in this hell-hole, and he had covered
his head and part of his face with a dark rag. Not only to protect from the dust,
as was the custom amongst the local men, but to disguise his features, no matter
how dark they were.

By the time he arrived in the city night had fallen. Dan was cautiously
circling the scene of crime, before silently pulling himself up a wall. The bird's
track across the roofs, the safest option at night.

Unaware yet but wary of the Russian who had arrived at dusk, hiding in an
alley with camo paint smeared over the pale features and darkened hair. Vadim
was climbing up a ladder after checking the surroundings for booby traps, while
Dan was still waiting for what felt like an eternity. An impatient man, he had
learnt patience throughout the years. Stakeouts for days and nights, often
impossible to move nor make a sound.

Dan was checking the surrounding buildings, roofs, windows - shit holes
that contained the rotten dregs of human life in a city of fucking dust. Finally
sliding down through the roof into the abandoned building where a scent hit his
nostrils. Sweat and blood, death and decay, bringing back memories of a
physical pain he'd never believed he would ever encounter.

The air was dusty, laden with threats, but the dark rag around his head made
him breathe in his own sweat, not the putrid air. Dan went to crouch
motionless in a corner, hidden in darkness and blending into the shadows.

Waiting, focussed, all senses alert. He knew the bastard would come,
counted on it. For reasons he could not decipher, but it didn't matter jack shit
to him why the Russkie would be drawn back and right into his extinction. All
that mattered was his own reason. Revenge. Inflicting pain and ultimately death.

Finally! The ghostly shuffle of dry wind, but Dan's senses made out the
systematic presence of a human. A faint scuffle, even an expert recce could not
disguise the sheer bulk of a heavy body. The Russian cunt, no doubt. His
personal enemy. He would let him come close, willing him nearer, the knife
firmly in his hand. He'd always preferred the up-close and personal blade;
bullets were for wusses.

Vadim had moved away from the hole in the ground, crouched near it. The
darkness could hold a platoon of men. Eyes getting used to it. He wished he
was a cat, a lion, an owl, or, indeed, a bat, one of the various unit symbols.
Recce. Move silently, see and hear everything. Even if bats were technically
blind. He could feel his throat vibrate, as he sensed like a snake. The instructors
had told him to trust his guts, see with his mind. Sometimes, the animal part of
his brain picked up things that the human part discarded as white noise. He was
wide open, feeling out into the darkness.

The place hadn’t changed much, as the darkness seemed to become less
dense. Vanya’s blood had to still be here. Over there, where he had died. Some
specks on the wall opposite. Cutting a throat was a messy business.
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Vadim moved deeper into the room, still crouching, to be as little of a target
as possible, moving his feet carefully, not shuffling, not grinding bits of rubble
into the ground. Old trick, Vadim reached for a piece of stone or dirt, and
tossed it into the corner, where it rolled, clattering. "Where are you?’

Dan's senses were so overly alert, he felt his nerves strumming against the
confines of his spine, burning lines inside the marrow of his bones, mixing with
the white noise of the blood in his ears. There. A sound. Blood and bones,
sinew and flesh; tonight he'd cut him open.

“Welcome home, Russkie.” Dan whispered in Russian.

Vadim's lips twisted into a smile at his native language. He had trained this
one well. He already spoke a civilized language. Something strange and arousing
about the fact that the man spoke at all. Like speaking during sex, when every
word was more intense and went straight through the skin. He knew where the
other was now, eyes found the silhouette, broken up, of course, and he
straightened a little, as if in greeting. His body shivered from the voice, it was
like breath on his face. Or in his neck, and he was still so far away. Hard to
guess, but he’d say about two and a half yards.

His own voice similarly low. “Your Russian is not bad. You haven’t lived in
Russia, but you had good teachers.” It was the salute just before fencing. He
could be terribly old-fashioned against an equal.

Dan chuckled softly, an eerie sound in the darkness. Deceptively gentle and
strangely amused. Then a soft shuffle, and his body melted in one smooth
motion out of the shadow, into a square of moonlight from a window that
gaped torn and wide open like an eternally screaming mouth.

With all the confidence only a justifiably arrogant motherfucker like him
could muster, Dan casually pulled the rag from his face, revealing teeth,
gleaming in the dull light. A grin like a baring of fangs. “I'm afraid they couldn't
have taught yo# much. Haven't you ever heard of the first maxim? Never leave a
comrade alone, dying like a bleeding pig.”

Vadim studied the way the moonlight traced the man's cheekbone, line of
eat, the darkness of hair. Stubble. Firm, strong skin he wanted to sink his teeth
into. Wanted to draw blood. Vanya. He missed the things he could do to him.
Their silent communication. “If he had followed orders, he would still be alive.”
The absolute, shocking truth. Instructors had stressed the point that sometimes,
some people were too fucking stupid to survive. Like people going out of their
way to find danger. It was possible. And because of that possibility, it was
irresistible.

“Don't be so sure he would still be alive, Russkie.” Smooth words, soft
voice. Dark as a caress, hiding the venom of hatred.

“You know my name.” Vadim moved closer, made sure the light didn’t
interfere with his vision, but also allowed the man a closer look at him. No
dress uniform this time, nothing hid his features. “And I know what you are.”

Dan did not move nor react, only his head followed the movement, studying
the other. Almost same height, same built, same muscles. One dark, one blond
underneath the camo paint. His own body slightly less bulky and perhaps half
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an inch shorter, a negligible difference. Watching the Russian dispassionately.
Just a man, a man who had done Nothing and would die for Nothing. Yet he
could not help being struck by the eyes, glowing in impossibly pale brightness in
the darkness of the room.

He smiled, the only movement in a statue-still body. “I know your name,
your rank, and probably your number.” Dan knew a lot more, only that
afternoon some of the requested research had come back. A sports hero, a
pentathlete, well-well. His brows raised, once again the amused chuckle, as if
they were having tea in Ascot on the lawn. Civilised conversation, not two
deadly enemies; two beasts on the prowl. “You know what I am, Russian cunt?
Go ahead. I'm all ears.”

The voice. The kind of voice Vadim could listen to, whatever it said. Even
better when it was a challenge. He had the feeling the man was not reluctant to
start, it was more like he thrived on the same energy that coursed through
himself. He knew, he could taste the quality of time. It made him ravenous with
desire, the same dark flood he had unleashed before. But this time, the tiger
knew what he planned.

Vadim saw how the silver light tore one side of the face out of the darkness,
the rest remained in twilight. Petfect. 'Don’t move', he thought. 'Stay there, right
here'. Magnetic fields, pulses he could feel everywhere in his body. It was an
effort to breathe. He shook his head, even at the insult. Enough to draw knives
in the barracks. It seemed like twisted tenderness to him, especially with that
voice. Like Vanya sometimes called him bastard when he had jumped him and
fucked him in the night.

"What you are', thought Vadim. A merc. A soldier. He was the heat Vadim
wanted, needed, to burn, to turn the world into ash. He was the glint of a blade
at midnight. Vadim breathed laughter. “You are a memory. A perfect moment.”

Dan raised one brow, higher than before. Perfect dark arch, one side of his
face illuminated by moonlight. “What?” The Russkie was fucking insane. Then
sudden anger, the smooth amusement gone in a flash. Perfect memory? Perfect
fucking memory of fucking what? Of the Nothing that still burnt deep inside?
That perfect fucking violent memory. Dan’s eyes caught fire, even in the low
quality of grey-dead light, the burning was overwhelming. Anger, too much
anger waiting to be unleashed, but he had to remain focussed.

“You can stuff your memory down your own throat, motherfucker.” Even
when snarled, Dan’s voice retained the darkness. No softness, now, but the
pulsating energy of hatred and anger. “It's the last thing you'll take with you.”

Old rule, Vadim thought. If you fight, don’t talk. The shift in the man’s
voice gave away the shift in his intention. Vadim jumped back, feeling the
othet's blade rip through the air and slice across his chest, just catching the shirt.
'Good one', he thought, that guy knew how to fight. He pulled back, one hand
sliding to the sheath against the small of his back. If he could incapacitate him.
Once more. If he could only taste all that strength just once more. That had to
be a mistake, fighting meant being willing to kill, but a dead body could offer
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only relief, never strength. Before he fucked a corpse, he preferred his hand.
Much saner option, too.

“Yes. And I’'m your memory, too,” Vadim snarled, waiting for the next
attack. “You won’t forget me. Never.”

Dan laughed coldly. “You're Nothing, Russkie. Nothing.” He didn't want it
to be over soon, he could have killed the man before he had ever entered the
building. More deaths from his hand than he cared to remember and none of
them meant anything. Except this one.

His eyes taking in the movement of the Russian's hand, certain it held a
weapon. Dan guessed the movement that would follow, judged the distance and
his booted foot sped upwards, straight towards the othet's chin, before he could
use the weapon for a sufficient attack. Hell, yes, his body was a killing machine,
and not a victim of Nothing.

Committing too much into the attack, while part of Vadim’s mind was not in
it, and he pressed into it, overbalancing. He had anticipated a lunge, and wanted
to meet it half way, playing strength against strength. The kick hit him in the
face, rattled teeth, bruised his lips and split them in several places. That man had
a talent to make him bleed. Vadim staggered back, trying to catch his balance,
and wasn’t quite sure where the knife was, but he tasted his own blood. That
sobered him for a heartbeat, just in time to hear, close, a sound that turned his
blood into acid. The whoosh of a rocket propelled grenade.

Absolutely everything paled against this threat. “Incoming!” Vadim shouted,
and dove.

“Fuck!” Dan almost missed the sound in his moment of triumph. His head
flew round, body ready to follow, but nearly too late, and he was thrust
backwards with the full force of the impact, losing his balance but throwing his
body weight into the movement. The building a sudden hell of deafening sound,
dirt, mud-bricks and wattle, like projectiles of destitute.

Vadim hit the ground, almost hit his face again, covered his head and neck
and felt the explosion wash over him. Deafened, ears ringing, the world turned
into one high-pitched sound and clouds of acrid dust. Stuff rained down on
him, that explosion must have taken the front of the house clean off, and the
whole structure could just simply collapse right now, burying him in a pile of
stuff.

Dan was choking, wrapped in a cloud of dried goat shit, he landed on
something hard and yet soft and yet hard and ... his head knocked sideways,
hitting a wooden beam. He was disoriented, blinded by debris and dust,
desperately trying to breathe before knocked out for a moment, sprawled on
top of this something ... something.

Vadim thought a beam was coming down, and tensed, using every muscle in
his body as brace against the weight. His ears rang, painfully, the dust bit into
his lips, he moved only a bit to pull the scarf before mouth and nose, still
choking on the dust. Vadim wrestled the panic, couldn’t hear a thing, expected
the ground to give way, but it was impossible to say, or see, or even guess what
had brought the attack. No surprise, this was Kabul, and there were insurgents.
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He only hoped it was more or less unintentional. He coughed violently, felt
close to retching.

Eyes stinging, watering to wash the dust out, and with a groan he could feel,
but not hear, Vadim checked around with his hands. A boot. For a moment he
thought it might be his, and that meant his boot was touching his hip.

The panic was back. No pain. But they said it didn’t hurt at first. Fuck.

He wanted to scream, then, breathing harshly, and choking, he forced his
mind to work. Fuck it. Panic now, and you are fucking dead. Think of fucking
Vanya.

Vadim turned around, tried to move under the log, assess the damage and
his position, he felt like he was in water, needed to work out where the rest of
his body was, relative to the other parts, and finally understood that he was in
one piece. Fucking piece of engineering genius. Small wonder he was shit at
demolitions, unless it involved rigging a hand grenade.

He rolled, feeling the weight on top of him shift and could feel it had a
pulse, that it was choking, and that it was his enemy. Vadim wiped the tears
from his face with his arm, and forced himself to breathe as little as possible,
tasting nothing but blood, dust and all the shit his body came up with to cleanse
his mouth and nose. Spit, more blood, tears.

Vadim reached up for the other body, felt his chest heave, and despite the
situation, that weight and that closeness, fucking dangerous as it was, he was
hard, he was alive, and the guy’s leg pressed against him just right. He had
hardly enough oxygen to think, let alone straight, as if that ever had been an
option, but the lack of air made his body tingle. The enemy was so fucking
close. Maybe wounded, maybe unconscious. Clearly alive. He took the leg and
pressed it against himself, baring his teeth at the feeling. Fuck, yes. He didn’t
care about control just now, he wanted, needed to take advantage.

Vadim’s hands moved to the othet’s belt between their bodies, pulling it
open. Hump him, anything, just needed to purge that madness. Starting to pull
down those trousers, moving underneath to get some friction. The very fact he
was still alive and all the stuff that was pent up inside made him insane with
need. He was aware what he did, but he didn’t care.

Dan was still caught in darkness, but started to fight for air, lungs hurting
like fuck. Dark and gone, and who was he and what the fuck, and choking,
retching, fighting. Unable to breathe, Dan forgot about the Russkie; about
explosion and insurgents; about anything at all. Nothing mattered, except for
the burning, blinding fire of pain in his lungs. No oxygen, couldn't gasp for air,
couldn't get anything in nor out of his goddamnedmotherfucking lungs.
Couldn't orientate himself, couldn't see nor hear, nothing but the deafening
sound in his ears of explosion, hammering heart and screaming lungs. Fuck.
Fuck!

Surfacing, he could feel manhandling, unable to fight it. That fucking
Russian bastard!

Eye to eye and face to face, staring straight into the ice blue insanity. The
sensations of hands on his body, once more roughly handling him. The same
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shit again, violent grinding and pushing against him. That was it, enough to give
a surge of strength and the pain in his lungs exploded as he bucked upwards,
throwing himself away from the other. Dan opened his mouth and drew in a
breath, forcing in more of the fucking dust, before breaking down on his knees,
convulsing violently, throwing up shit from his lungs and crap from his
stomach. Coughing up dust and hatred.

Vadim went right after him, wanted to finish it, grab the man, have him, take
him, rip him apart, fight. Just going straight after him, keeping close, not
allowing any distance, no respite from the intensity. No way. The other was in
no state to fight, but he would resist. Vadim grinned, still hardly breathing, he
was a swimmer, he could control breath.

Dan was still mindlessly retching and thrashing blindly, even vomited which
should get anybody's mind off fighting. Vadim grabbed him anyway, crashed
into the ground on top of rubble, which hurt in several places, then a
completely instinctive, no way that was planned, meditated or anything, punch
hit him right in the groin. The force enough to stop breath, stop heart, stop all
thought. Fighting what was not pain, but the fucking sky coming down.

The punch didn't register in Dan's oxygen starved brain, still blind,
struggling to survive, frantic gulps of dusty, at last stale air getting back into his
lungs. Finally breathing, painfully, doubled over on his knees in the rubble.

Knees. Rubble. No one touching him. No force keeping him down.

Dan was still coughing, eyes watering, hardly able to see, but there, a shape
writhing in pain on the ground. Increasing sight with every lung wrecking
cough, wiping a sleeve across his eyes, he was smearing blood, sweat, tears and
dust into a camoutflage of pain, and then yes. Fucking yes!

“Fucking bastard!” Hardly human sounds, scratching-croaking from shit-
filled lungs and tortured vocal chords, but Dan staggered to his knees. Full-on
hatred for the cutled-up man on the ground, he could hardly keep his balance,
but the strength he managed to get behind his first lunge was born out of
seething anger.

“Fuck you! Fucking Russian cunt!” Dan kicked towards the bastard's ribs,
once, twice, harder, kicked his army boots with a ferocity born out of greed for
revenge, putting all his weight behind the attacks.

Vadim tensed his body, tensed what little wasn’t taut, and needed to get
away from the rain of kicks, as they pierced through his consciousness. The
man could kill him right there. Getting up was impossible, as if every tendon in
Vadim's body had shortened, halved. He sometimes fucking did this himself,
sometimes pulled a guy up by his shoulders, tripling the pain. He saw the ripped
open wall, decided he could easily make that fall, but needed to move at least
another three yards.

Dan would have laughed if he had had the air in his lungs, watching the
motherfucker getting smashed like a beetle on its back. This satisfaction was
better than any dripping cunt he'd ever stuffed, and more intense than any fuck.

Vadim saw the boot coming for his face, and with more strength and control
than he thought he’d had, moved. It made him almost scream with pain, but
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while he suppressed the sound, Dan was howling in agony when the Russian's
boot impacted with his shin. “Shit!” He flew backwards, managing to cutl up
just enough to prevent the worst damage when hitting the pile of rubble
opposite the torn open wall.

Dan shook his head, fuck, it hurt, but he had to continue, had to kill, to
maim, to bring pain to that cunt, and how fucking good it was, how all-
consuming, he'd never felt anything like it. He needed to smash that face in, so
badly, he could feel the need in his throat. It tasted of blood and sweat, of anger
and hatred. He was crawling on all fours, needed to obliterate that fucking face,
cut out the goddamned eyes, smash in those mocking bastard lips! With a
hoarse cry Dan lunged forward again, throwing himself onto the other,
managing to straddle the bastard.

Dan’s first punch slipped its aim, hitting Vadim's jaw, but the next ones
came in rapid succession, hitting that mocking face as often and fast and hard as
he could. Intend on smashing the nose, maiming jaw and cheeks, and tearing
open those fucking lips and blinding-bright eyes, turning them into a bleeding
pulp.

Vadim couldn’t find enough breath, his ribcage hurt, even though that pain
was nothing near the pain that was searing his groin. The weight was too much
to drag with him to the hole in the wall, he needed to get away, absolutely
needed to retreat, because winning wasn’t even a possibility any more. There
was a cold, white blue feeling. Fear. Fear so intense he hadn’t felt it in a while.
Especially as a somebody caused it, not a something. It was like drowning,
drowning with his hands tied on his back.

He defended against the blows as good as he could, but he was too sluggish,
too damned hurt to threaten his enemy’s life. Knife. Where was the fucking
knife? The enemy rolled over him like a tank, the fear became madness, struggle
again, fuck the pain. He could hurt later. Vadim’s hand found a piece of rock,
nice, shatp, pointy end, and, gripping it like a caveman that had just invented
murder, brought it down with all the force he had left on the enemy’s kneecap,
twice, and hoped it was the kneecap, rewarded by a howl of pain. Blinded by the
blows to his face, another jab at the tense thigh muscle, suddenly free, and with
an effort as if he had to lift a car, pushed himself up, and began to crawl, belly
crawl] over the rubble, towards the torn-open wall.

It looked like a dragon had taken a bite right out of the side of the house,
and before Vadim could even consciously decide whether he could risk the fall,
not that there were any other options, the much tortured floor gave way and he
fell, hitting the ground so hard he almost passed out.

The patter of feet. The next thing he could see with his blood encrusted
half-blind eyes was a bunch of goat-fuckers moving up towards him. And he
knew with absolute certainty that those were not the guys that had invited them
into the country.

No pistol. No strength.
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Dan had forgotten everything but the utter satisfaction of smashing in the
chiselled features of this fucking face, until pain hit like a steel rod through his
kneecaps, and he screamed like a wounded animal. Losing balance, tossed aside,
he held his knee, his thigh, cutrled like a maggot, barely noticed the other
crawling towards the opening. Both worms, both lost in pain. Then nothing.
Silence.

Minutes to fight the pain that was consuming him, throbbing in legs, joints,
everywhere in his body alike. Some parts on fire, others dull and torturous, but
then voices. Steps, Sudden kerfuffle. Shit. Insurgents? Fucking goat-fuckers?
That Russian bastard was his. His! No one else's. He'd kill him, maim him,
destroy him and he'd laugh while doing so.

Crawling towards the open wall, Dan didn't lose balance, gripping with torn
and bloodied hands on wooden rafters that stuck out from the tormented
building like an old hag's rotten teeth in a collapsed mouth.

“Fuck.” The Russkie wasn't going to cut it. Afghans. Four of them, no
fucking chance, the hated bastard lay helpless on the ground.

“Fuck off!” Dan shouted, “his death is mine, fuckers!” He let go and jumped
onto the street below, hardly keeping balance at the impact with his knackered
knees.
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Fuck no.

Amid the curses, the rocks they picked up to pelt him with - a fucking
stoning like in the fucking Middle Ages - and all Vadim could do was wish he
had his pistol, or could properly move. His ribs were on fire, he felt completely
fucked up, couldn't even scream, only felt blood run from his face, blood and
spit, both eyes starting to swell shut. If he didn't get away soon, he was dead. He
was already halfway there. And one thing they had told him: Don't let the
Afghans get you alive. Stoning was apparently one of the nicer things they did
with the enemy, and even that fucking hurt.

Curses. Son of a dog, dog, swine ...

Stones, hitting, less painful than the blows he'd received just a minute ago.
Vadim spit out a mouthful of blood, and began to crawl, favoured his left side,
because something was seriously wrong with the ribs on his right side, every
movement, every breath was fucking agony, and he didn't even want to check
his teeth.

As he started to move, they began kicking him. Always count on the enemy
being cruel. Somewhere, he heard shouting, then he grabbed one filthy skinny
brown ankle, pulled the Afghan towards him with what strength he had left, had
the holdout knife out and sliced through the man's Achilles heel. Take that,
goat-fucker.

The answer was a howl, and Vadim hoped it would attract attention from a
Soviet patrol. He would get shit from them for the rest of his posting here, but
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fuck, did he want to see some MPs or just a bunch of groundpounders, fucking
conscripts would do, as long as they were fucking armed. He kept the foot in
his grip, and stabbed it, piercing the bastard’s foot with so much force that the
blade hit the dirt road underneath.

Fuck yeah. And if he had to fight with his teeth, he would. He fucking
would.

Nobody would take him alive.

)k ok

Dan panted, worried, would he fall over or would his knees hold up. Thighs in
agony, kneecaps on fire, fists bleeding, he had to grab the next best wall to
steady himself for the time it took to catch his breath. Immediately scanning the
surroundings. Fuck. It was dark, too much movement, too many men and one
body crawling on the ground, but then ...

The howl of pain. That Russian fucker wasn't dead yet. Good.

This time Dan hadn't come without a weapon. Not the rifle he would have
preferred right now, but a knife and a pistol was better than nothing. He
reached for the pistol in the bulky folds of the grubby parka, aimed at the
Mujahideen guerrilla closest to the Russian bastard. He wasn't supposed to kill
them, but he'd be fucked if he let them kill his prey. That Russkie was his and
his alone.

The one being stabbed still screaming, another one shot, letting out the cut-
short sound of a man dying, hot square where it killed the fastest. Dan didn't
bother with the one that the Russian was dealing with, he trusted the
motherfucker to know how to kill - even when left crawling in the dirt.

Three more, and he almost laughed when one brought an AK-47 out, as he
threw himself behind a pile of rubble. “That Russian fucker is mine!” Crawling
towards them, unseen, ignoring pain and exhaustion, keeping up his speed, he
could see the one with the automatic close enough and smirked. The throwing
knife was in his hand, whistled through the air and embedded itself in the
Afghan's throat, before he even bothered to think about what he was doing.

Simple task: take out those men between him and his ultimate target. He was
damned good; he was fucking SAS.

Two left. Thank fuck for their poor equipment and the lack of suitable
weapons.
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Vadim was reacting with only his brain stem clear and intact, everything else
hurt too much. The adrenaline helped him deal with the pain and stun, his
whole body felt one bloody, bruised, sctewed-up mess, and he still wasn't home.
The guy with the AK shot in some other direction, had sense enough to not
shoot his still squirming friend with the unpleasant hole in his foot, who would
find it very hard to get up. Now, or even ever.
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Vadim pulled himself along the man, an obscene crawling/mounting
motion, rested on the squirming body and punched the knife straight into the
Afghan's neck, from the side, then fumbled around for a gun, and found
something even better. He pulled it off, counted, cooked the fucking grenade,
because he was just that side of insane, because it was Russian make and
therefore the timer was everything but reliable. It was like holding a world in his
hand, death, madness, and the inevitable hammer of a Norse god. He sweated
like an animal, then tossed it amid the enemies, and rolled off the body he was
lying on, pulling it between himself and the grenade splinters. Another
deafening sound.

Stuff rained down around him. Just stuff. Smell of dust and raw steak.
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The explosion was deafening, Dan felt it was almost worse than the RPG, thank
fuck he had been behind cover. He'd laugh if his ears weren't ringing so loudly
and if he weren't covered in fucking debris again, this time with the added
pleasure of scraps of flesh and bits of bone raining around him. That Russian
cunt was even better than he had thought. It would make his revenge that much
better.

Dan was peering out from behind the rubble, he scanned the alley, but none
of them was alive. Except for that big pile of blond arsehole over there, but he
wasn't going to allow him to die. Not yet. No fucking way.

He didn't have much time, patrols would soon be there and he couldn't get
caught. No Soviet soldier would buy the pretence of a reporter, not the way he
looked; not in the middle of carnage.

Vadim was breathing, gathering strength for the escape. Hoping the merc
would lose interest, was too wounded to give chase, and maybe, maybe, attract
some positive, helpful attention. He could use backup, now. His eyes felt sore,
were throbbing, and he could feel the blood run out of the corner of his mouth.
He just turned the head enough so it could drip out. He didn't have enough
strength to spit.

Dan came out from behind his cover, limped as fast as he could to the
Russian, who sensed something draw close, a motion from the corner of his
eyes. The merc was still around. Oh fuck. Vadim had tricks up his sleeve, but he
was exactly one trick short. The merc shouldn't be able to walk, he thought,
with misgivings. He should be just as fucked up as he was.

Dan looked down at the bleeding mess, half-covered by the dead body of
the Mujahideen. “Good.” He delivered another kick, not giving a shit that his
fucked knee was trying to kill him. He needed one last time the satisfaction of
destroying that face, directing the force of his boot against the jaw. “You're still
alive.”

The force spun Vadim’s head around, his neck protested, one of five
hundred voices in his body, riling against what had happened and that he hadn't
taken more cate. The pain was blinding. He wouldn't fucking give up. He
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wouldn't fucking pass out. Stay there, he pleaded with himself. Stay focused.
Couldn’t hear a thing.

Dan turned, the sound of soldiers on patrol coming rapidly closer. Even in
Kabul it wasn't a daily occurrence that grenades were thrown in the streets. He
sneered, once more in Russian, “Until next time, cunt.” Limping as fast as he
could into the opposite direction of the patrol. Getting away, back to camp and
some medic's attention. His OC would welcome the information about the
insurgents.

Something hoisted Vadim up, he felt hands, and then he felt a car around
him. He thought he saw Soviet uniforms, then he let his head fall back.
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When the adrenaline started to wear off, Dan became rapidly aware of the real
extent of the pain his body was in. Didn't matter. He had to run, getting back to
camp wasn't the easiest of tasks, but he managed to find transport with some
witless goat herders. Whatever they really were, he looked down on those
leathery Afghanis, all goat-fuckers and dimwits to him. He couldn't give less of a
shit about any of them, but then he didn't give a monkey's arse about the whole
conflict, even genocide. He did what he did and he was goddamned
motherfucking good at it.

To kill.

Not this time, though. Would have been too fast and damn, that Russian
was good. Seemed the Soviet paras were at least as good as their own, if not
better. As good as the SAS, though? That had to be seen.

He attived back in the 'nonexistent' camp before the light of dawn. First a
debriefing, then a medical check-up. He'd never get it the other way round
unless they'd declared him dead. At least.

Dan had already had the debriefing with his direct superior, and was sitting
in a plastic chair beside the operating table, just in his skivvies in the medic's
tent, slightly better equipped than the rest. One arm on the table, cleaned with
spirits and numbed, while the doc was suturing a cut. He'd managed to miss in
the adrenaline rush that one of the explosions had cut his arm far worse than he
had thought. In the other hand a bottle of whiskey, the paint-stripper kind,
swigging mouthfuls while chatting away with the medic about the joys of rear
action with a willing bird.

A sudden presence entered the tent while he was in the middle of describing
that enormously fat arsed bitch he had fucked on his last day in Blighty. The
presence coughed and stood with his brows raised. “Staff Sergeant McFadyen, 1
am duly impressed.” The upper-class voice and demeanour of one of the most
senior ranks.

Oh shit. Holy shit, but in fact, also fucking funny. At least in Dan's world.

“Sir!” He couldn't stand up but saluted with the bottle in his hand, hit his
jaw instead, right at a tender spot and cursed under his breath. He was officially
off duty right now, was drowning the aches and pain legitimately with booze,
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but the failure of proper decorum could still bust his arse. Even his. As unlikely
as it was. “My apologies, Sir.”

“Accepted.” There seemed to be a slight hint of amusement in the cultured
voice. “McFadyen, I need to talk to you.”

Dan's eyes narrowed, this was a novelty. Something big and something
different and something entirely suicidal. “Of course, Sir. I should be stitched
up in a few minutes.”

The Colonel nodded, “See me in the Captain's tent.”

“Yes, Sir.” Dan raised his brows and shrugged his shoulders at the doc,
when the top dog had left. He didn't have a fucking clue what that one was
about, but he'd find out. Best get another swig down his throat before it all
became official once more. He needed action, not duties.

Several mouthfuls of cheap whisky later, Dan's arm had been stitched up
and bandaged, struggling one-handed to get back into his clothes. Not uniform,
no need to, not here, not right now, no matter the decorum 'Her Majesty's Men'
usually preferred. A pair of clean trousers and a polo shirt later, he turned up in
the Captain's tent, where they were already waiting for him. A Colonel. He had
been right. This was the big one.

“Please sit down, McFadyen.” The cultured voice again, and he did as he was
asked to. Not that he had an option. “You have shown considerable skills and
knowledge, and we are aware that you are the most experienced personnel of
the Special Forces when it comes to this kind of mountain region and, I must
add, to this kind of warfare.”

Dan's brows rose but he said nothing. At last, at fucking last someone was
putting into words what he'd known long ago. Goddamned 'Friendly Brothers',
yeah right. Those bastard Russians wouldn't know what a brother was if he
fucked them right up the shitter.

Good metaphor. Not.

“I don't want to talk around it but I'm getting straight to the point. We want
you to link up with the Afghan Mujahideen resistance movement inside
Pakistan, and then return, if need be, to the Afghan mountains, to make an
assessment of what training and material help is needed.”

Dan's brows rose even higher. Surely, that was the greatest fucking lie of
'straightforwardness' he had ever heard. “Sir, with all due respect, are you saying
you want me to round up Mujahideen insurgents, train them, equip them and
organise them to fight against the Soviet Army? I assume the West is less than
happy with the way the Soviets are piling into Afghanistan.”

A perfect example of what no-nonsense and straight to the point really was.
The Colonel nodded slowly. To his credit he didn't allow himself to be visibly
taken aback. “Yes.” At last to the point. “These are your new orders.
McFadyen, you will be flown into Pakistan in ten days' time and in the
meantime, you will stay here. Is this understood?”

Dan realised he had one chance, just one, to refuse the duty. It was asking a
lot, even for someone from the SAS, but he'd be shot to hell and back if he'd
rejected such a chance. “Yes, Sir. Understood.” He grinned.
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Just one spanner in the works, one thing that pissed him off - he'd miss his
chance to destroy the fucking Russian.
He'd had part of his revenge, it would have to do.
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Vadim woke up due to the absence of pain, then stared at the white wall, feeling
blissfully unpained. It was still all make shift, gear hadn't all arrived yet in
sufficient quantities, then again, there was not a flood of wounded or dying.

There were some guys parading around. Afghani politicians, he gathered
from the way they acted as if they were still the bosses in this blighted country.
Vadim got to shake a hand, mumbled something, was patted on the shoulder.
Poor man had walked into an ambush. Let him rest up.

The gear people didn't like the fact that he had lost the assault rifle. He
couldn't remember where it was gone, and they took it out of his 'pay'. Which
meant that back home, his family would be in trouble.

One day, a medical officer showed up. “You are one lucky comrade,” he
said, cleatly avoiding the 'bastard' or whatever he wanted to say. “Found
something in your uniform.”

Vadim glanced at him, tired against the afternoon light. “What? A pack of
weed I go to the brig for?”

The doctor shook his head, stepped closer and dropped something onto the
bed sheet. It was a lump of reddish metal, and Vadim recognized the shape.

“Human molar. This is gold.” The doctor grinned like Vadim had managed
to somehow rob a bank while unconscious. Teeth were flying everywhere in an
explosion. They sometimes had to be peeled out of the living flesh. The thought
that one dead insurgent had tried to bite him and failed even in this made
Vadim laugh. “Yeah, thanks.”

Fucking gold tooth. What a twisted reward. His family would freak if he sent
them that.

A week later, there was a blue ribbon for the Christmas tree.

‘For valour.’
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1981 Chapter III - Hatred and Hell

May-June 1981, Afghanistan

Skirmishes, Hind helicopters and plenty of firepower. The Afghans were still in
the stone age, speaking from a military perspective. Vadim relished the
slaughter. Come low over the hilltops, blow the shit up, then go in to kill the
survivors. Men, women, children, fucking goats and sheep, nothing moved nor
breathed when he was finished with a place. Tossing the poison canisters into
their precious wells after the deed.

Those places would be forgotten, nobody would return there, and nobody
could survive there. Another marking on the map: We encountered enemy
forces, here, there and there, and he was being generous with the term 'forces'.
Vadim drank moonshine, every now and then, there was no other way to wind
down, no other way but to fall over from exhaustion after the slaughter. The
occasional interrogation, their Afghani translator did a good job of not showing
how much he was scared. Too bad he couldn’t kill that fucker — he annoyed
him, the polished Russian the man spoke, and then the Pushtu in the next
heartbeat. The beast inside raged, and it was a lot of fun, the mindless raging
and destroying, making sure these places, these people were wiped out.

Take the war into the mountains; create secure zones for transport, troop
movement, and demonstrate superior strength.

One day they acquired a new target, another village, half nestled into a valley,
and the military machinery once more sprang into action. Vadim took a sniping
position, and everybody was ready for carnage. It grew on a man. It was better
than being penned in at the barracks. He’d come to fight a war, not to jerk off
in the toilets in Kabul.

Vadim signalled. The radio guy relayed the order.

Then, like something impossibly beautiful, and at the same time dreadful in
an insectoid way, the Hinds closed in, gunships, flying tanks. Unleashed
technological might. The village was protected enough down in the valley that
not all rockets would hit. That was what gas was for, and Vadim’s men.

Vadim remained prone, watched the stage play down below. Fucking place
couldn’t be reached with tanks. And those villagers were helping the enemy,
providing food, water, and above all, rest. Courage. "The partisan needs to swim
like a fish among fish to thrive'. What the Kremlin was trying to do was to dry
up the ocean. And this was yet another drop. Increasingly, his superiors were
starting to get interested in intelligence. If he could provide any - and that was
why he was here. Paratrooper Vadim Krasnorada. Directly reporting to the
KGB.

Vadim‘s body armour constricted his chest, his heart beat so hard. Radio
signals, his men advancing, quickly, everybody pumped up after the waiting. He
was ready.
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Dan had been training those goat-fucking losers, been fighting with the
frustration of setting up a guerrilla force without the resources of an organised
military machinery, but he thrived on the job. It was a challenge, and he fucking
loved a challenge.

He'd seen what the Soviets had done in too many villages already. Not just
killing the men, taking out the Mujahideen, he accepted that. Bloody necessities
of war, just one of these things. Death and destruction. He'd seen it many times.
Not so for those bastard Russians. They couldn't be satisfied with brimstone
and fire, they killed every living soul. Women, children, poisoned the wells and
slaughtered the livestock. He had seen the burnt earth, and the stench of rotting
flesh remained in his nostrils.

Fuckers.

The last two days had been fairly good, at last finding an intact village,
friendly to them and with drinkable water. They were cautious, staying inside
the cradle of houses, watching the women and children and old men go about
their work outside. At last they were able to get some rest, food, water, sleep.
Dan had been going on empty for too long, stamina pulling him through, but
his so-called freedom fighters hadn't been trained enough. Not yet, perhaps
never.

Dan was scanning the horizon with binoculars, lying on the ground while
smoking one of those Russian coffin nails that mistakenly labelled themselves as
cigarettes.

Suddenly the shape of a Hind appeared, the sound travelling far behind.
“Fuck!” Hissed, adrenaline shot into his body like a junky got his cocaine. This
time it was for real.

Dan stayed on the ground, moved as fast as he could while ducking, relaying
the danger the moment he was in ear shot.

“Russian attack! Get them out! Out!”

Villagers. Women, children, fucking peasants, none of them having a
goddamned clue what any of this was about.

“No!” Dan was running, shouting. Rifle in his hands, safety off, ready to kill
if those bastards ever dared to show themselves. “Leave here!” Knew it was
useless, those fucking goat-herders would never understand the way the Soviets
fought their wars. Human life? They didn't give a shit. Civilians? They were
there to be used as target practice. Geneva convention? A fucking piece of
fucking useless jokes. He hated those Russian bastards.

Targets galore, the women now screaming and screeching, running like
headless chickens and black, panicking birds, with their torn wings fluttering
frightened. Children crying, men shouting. Mayhem, panic and hell, he tried
what he could to bring those useless peasants into some semblance of order.

Shooting, running, blindly reacting.

X %k
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They swarmed like a poked anthill. Vadim trained his rifle on a woman —
fucking black crows in their head-to-toe veils. Pulled the trigger. Legshot. They
would try to save her. Bind the enemies’ resources, even if this enemy didn’t
have any. He found a new target, yet another one he’d wound, not kill.

They had killed Sasha. Vadim had received the letter a week ago, and it had
been a bunch of fucking partisans. Sasha who had dared ask him something
absolutely impossible, and absolutely human. And he had agreed.

He had agreed because he knew what Sasha had felt, and Sasha was a
comrade, even more, Sasha. He knew what Katya went through, felt almost
envious for the thing between her and him. And he wasn’t sure which of the
two were more important — his death had made Sasha larger, looming in his
mind.

Please, we need to talk, Sasha had said. Vadim had feared he wanted to talk
about that night, that fucking risk to bring him home, home to meet the wife,
drink and eat together. Ended up in bed, a mass of limbs, a strange harmony,
two men, his wife. Risky as hell, irresistible.

Please, 1 adim, let her go.

The Hind closed in, fited the rockets. Reduce this town to rubble, then
move in and kill everything. The ant hill was on fire.

You know I respect you. But I love your wife. I love her son.

The way Sasha did neither say ‘my son’, nor ‘your son’. Whoever’s son it
was, ultimately, it was her kid, and Sasha would love him just the same.

Much better match than the spetsnaz and the fencer. Sasha was a pilot. He
was far away from the worst of it. Far away enough to not get blinded by dust.

Please, Vadim, let her go. I'll owe you so much more than 1 can repay you, ever.

He squeezed the trigger, purely mechanical. Remembered Sasha’s body
between him and his wife, remembered every motion, every whispered word.
One night, and then another.

He had brought Sasha home do to just that.

Sasha had his blood type.

The attack was like the fucking rifle range. Targets popped up, shoot, reload,
shoot again. It was like shooting rabbits, only that these rabbits moved in
straight lines. The village exploded, rockets sending fire and death, Vadim could
feel the heat on his face, and it warmed him in so many ways. Sasha.

This is for Sasha, and our son. He bared his teeth, while his men advanced
into the village to finish the job, his was to be overwatch, a remote killer, every
bullet a hit, just like in training. He was a damn good marksman, his shooting
much better even than the swimming or the fencing.

Legs spread to stabilize him on the ground, cover behind rocks, much better
vantage point than anybody else had. The Dragunov vastly powerful, but exactly
what saved the day over long distances; he preferred it to the other sniper rifles.

He didn’t have time to watch them or wonder how and where to strike, he
just did, took them down, one by one, especially when they came to help or
rescue the wounded. Sniper games. Hurt one so they scream, and take out
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everybody that comes in to help. Like tying a bleeding sheep to a tree in a forest
full of wolves.
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Horror and death all around Dan, it was no good, they had all lost their heads
when the children started dying, small heads exploding into blood, gore and
splattering brains, sending the remaining Afghani into a frenzy of panic and
shock. He had to leave them, their fates were sealed.

Crouching on the ground, Dan used every scrap of cover the barren ground
could offer, scanning the slaughter and mayhem for the only one constant: the
sniper. Tracing the path towards the cold-blooded marksman.

Dan moved, close to the ground. Rifle in his hands, snaking forward on his
belly. The chaos around him was protecting him.

He stopped. Watched. There. The sniper had to be hiding behind the low
formation of rocks. Dan turned sideways to reach the hornet's nest from
behind.

Unseen, unheard, unlike the Russian killer.

He knew he was getting closer, could sense it, that goddamned sixth sense
that had warned him that night in Kabul but he had ignored it. He didn't ignore
it now and he'd take out that arsehole. If there was one thing he hated, one
thing his comrades, mates and superiors were unified in loathing, it was those
fucking enemy snipers. Humans were nothing but moving targets, a carnage
that was going far beyond anything that made sense in a motherfucking war
acted out along rules he'd never encountered before.

Closer, ever closer he got, finally reaching the rock formation, silently
creeping behind. Heart racing, mind razor sharp, senses alert. Adrenaline
coursing through his body, one false movement and the Russian marksman
would be warned.

Another silent movement, slow, creeping, pulling himself closer, and then ...
immediate recognition.

“You fucking cunt!”

Anger exploded. Dan jumped onto his feet, swung the rifle, butt first.
Movement, words, hatred, all in one heartbeat. No thoughts, just action. The
sniper was in the process of turning, his hand going for the pistol at his side, but
the rifle came down on the Russian's head before he could even taken another
breath.

Dan wasn't thinking. Didn't have a fucking clue why he hadn't just killed the
bastard when he had the perfect chance. Would have rid the world of some
pondlife cocksucking piece of scum. Didn't know, didn't care, was only action.

The mayhem was starting to quieten down, no more lives left to kill. Dan's
rabble unit of insurgents had been wiped out, and so had old men, young
children and countless women. All of them. He didn't feel much for them, he
was just doing his duty with goat-herders who had no meaning to him -
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expendable lives for all he was concerned, but he despised the Soviet war crime.
Genocide. Fucking genocide.

He'd make the Russian bastard pay for this mess, but first he'd get the
arsehole to experience the excruciating moments of fear, feeling the muzzle
pressed into the base of his neck. 'Da-svi-da-niya, fucker'.

Dan didn't have much time, wasn't sure how long his enemy would remain
unconscious, and how long it would take his comrades to look for him. Hastily
checking the prone body for weapons, he grabbed pistol, rifle, knives that were
easily found, secured them on his own person. 'Always prepared’, and he
grinned coldly to himself, while securing the cable tie tightly around the
Russkie's thick wrists, arms behind the broad back, doing the same with the
ankles. He couldn't take any chances, he had to get away for now.

Wrestling the lifeless bulk onto his shoulders in a fireman's grip, he neatly
broke down, staggered, but sheer determination and something sickeningly
cold-sliding slithering through the pits of his stomach kept him upright. He
picked up both rifles and started to walk. Away, to a place where he could let
lose that poisonous hatred and gain his revenge.
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The Hinds touched down while Dan was escaping with his prize, more men
emerged, some of them carried flamethrowers to wash the villagers out of their
cellars and hiding holes under the huts and in the rock. Cleaning out some
places with hand grenades, then continuing to kill the wounded, men, women,
children. They worked quickly, knowing that news spread fast over the barren
wasteland, somehow. None of them wanted to be there by nightfall.

Gathering what they could carry and their kit of course, the fact the Captain
was missing became apparent. No trace from his position, nobody had seen
anything, heard anything. The absence of blood and kit could mean he had
changed position, or was simply gone. Some felt there had to be enemies
around, and they were eager to get back into the copters. They sent out a search
party, but evening fell, and with it the hollow, deep darkness of the mountains.
Eventually, they decided there was nothing they could do. The Captain was
gone.
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Dan didn't have too far to stagger on, thank heaven or hell, the dead weight
across his back was killing him. What irony.

Reaching a ragged rock formation that provided some shelter with its
narrow overhang, he snorted at the sight of a dead tree, still strong. Perfect.
Fucking perfect at last.

The enemy hadn’t even twitched yet, Dan wondered if he had broken the
Russian's skull, he'd be pissed off if he had, he wanted to make him pay and
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understand what it was like to die. Slowly. Inevitably, but not immediately. Hell,
that bastard would see it coming,

Letting the heavy body fall onto the ground, Dan felt a twinge of satisfaction
at the dull thud, doubtlessly causing bruises. He stored the rifles under the
overhanging rock, then it was time to focus on that dead thing he had been
carrying. A hunter, bearing the trophy home. Dan laughed, and it was an ugly
sound.

Time to check over the unconscious man, he couldn't take any chances.
Kicking the body until it rolled over onto the back, he patted the front down,
checking inside every pocket. Packet of nuts in the first, the other brought a
garrotte to light. He stashed everything in his own pockets, since he hadn't been
able to take his bergan, only the webbing he was wearing on his body and that
had to be sufficient to survive. Additions were welcome.

Found spare magazines, Dan slipped them into the pouch at the small of his
back. Opening the Russkie's tunic, he found a map with some yet
indecipherable Cyrillic code, and then a small item that made him frown.
Carefully wrapped up, a pill. Sniffing the thin coating, he frowned even more.
He wasn't going to cut the tunic and shirt off, they would come in handy for
himself in the cold nights if he turned them inside out, the Soviet insignias torn
off. Took the scarf off the thick neck before rolling the body to the side to cut
the ties around the wrists. He had to be fast, pulled the clothes off the upper
body, and found another knife, strapped to the shoulder. Dan smirked, refusing
to acknowledge similarities between the Russian's penchant for knives and his
own.

Soviet Army were Killers and Bad. British Forces were Defenders and
Good. Or some such other shit that didn't have much meaning, just propaganda
in a War that had been Cold for too long.

Dan's eyes fell onto the heavily muscled right biceps. Snorting at the shabby
tattoo of a crude running wolf while checking the Russian's boots and, as
predicted, found another knife. That was it, nothing else. Just belt, camo
trousers, socks and boots on the man.

Dan dragged the man towards the tree, kicked, punched, pulled and prodded
the heavy limbs into position, until he had the Russian half-kneeling under a
low, sturdy branch. Propping the dead weight up against his thighs, Dan forced
the arms high up between the fucket's back, the body trying to automatically fall
forward, but he kept it in position while musing how long it would take the pain
to wake the mind into consciousness. He worked fast. Pushed the arms back
down, sturdy wood between biceps and elbows. There. Crucified on a beam.

Dan smirked, pulled the wrists together in the front as close as he could,
using all his strength and forcing muscles, sinews and bones almost to breaking
point. Man-made rope cut deeply into skin before he was content that the
fucker was not going to move. He stood back and looked at his work, studying
the picture and smirked. That's where the bastard belonged: on his knees.

“Wake up, Russkie!” Dan shouted, before delivering a kick to the bare chest.
Dog tags jarring against bruises.
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A tenseness and tightness that had to do with breathing. Vadim’s shoulders
were taut, hurt, his chest was constricted, his arms felt ... bad. He opened his
eyes, his skull was thudding with a dull pain, and a massive blow to the chest
sent more pain through his body. His head jerked up, eyes opened, and he saw.
Saw the reporter, merc, reporter, merc, whatever, hands raised in fists, just
moving back from a kick or punch. Looked like kickboxing to him.

His hands were immobilized, he couldn’t defend himself. Knees touched the
ground. He coughed, tried to loosen up the tightness around his lungs.

Slowly, ever so slowly Vadim realized what position his body was in. He
looked up again, to the dark-haired man whose face shone with hatred, and
downright glee. The thoughts registered like dripping acid. No way to defend.
No way to fight. He was somewhere else, he couldn’t smell the smoke on the
wind, couldn’t hear the copters. Alone. His arms were starting to get numb, and
he focused his attention on them, tried to take some of the stress off. And
meanwhile, a nameless, unspoken dread crept up inside him. Focus, he thought.
Focus on the situation. Focus on the captor. Thoughts of mutilation, death,
more beatings, even, yes, castration. He’d seen all of those, on dead and dying
bodies. It was a distinct possibility. After all those years.

Focus. Your mind can defeat itself.

He was alive. He wasn’t severely wounded, only dazed, and there was one
human factor in the equation.

But that human factor was the man whose body he had possessed, broken
in, in a fit of vodka and aimless rage. Just for pleasure. The man who’d given
him something he still, somehow, in an odd way, kept close. The memory of
strength, and, ultimately, victory. Vadim looked at him, tried to judge the man’s
intentions, what he was capable of.

Everything.

Put yourself into his mind. Tty to become the enemy and you will know. If
he was this man, he would interrogate, then kill.

Interrogation meant he would eventually talk. Vadim’s main enemy there
was the dizziness. He needed to think clearly, sharply, fast, and flexible. He
would talk. The other soldiers would come back and look for him, tomorrow.
That meant twelve hours of torture. That was a very long time. Only, the enemy
probably knew of these time constraints, too.

These twelve hours would be hell. The question was how he would get out
of it. Would the merc kill him? He would. So, withholding information meant
he would be kept alive. He turned these thoughts in his mind, tried to find other
solutions, ways out. Truth was, he didn’t want to die. Truth was, the man had
every reason to kill him for what he had done. Would kill him for it.

Now, if he could accept the fact of his death — that he wouldn’t see the next
morning — if he could accept that and make it the basis of his actions. Part of
him screamed in terror at the concept of death. He felt his breath accelerate,
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fighting off that wave of panic. Accept you will die, Vadim, he repeated to
himself, and suppressed the thoughts of home that came up. It didn’t matter
where he died, or even at what age. All people die.

But not all people turn traitors before they do. He did know things, and
above all, what his job was. And he needed to keep that secret. And that meant
torture. And that, again, meant, these were the least painless, the most pleasant
moments that he had left. And he cherished them.

“Awake at last?” Dan smirked, an altogether nasty look on his face. The
handsomeness had vanished, hatred was turning teeth into fangs, high
cheekbones into a glaring skull and dark eyes into empty, menacing sockets.

Hatred that had no name.

“Nice to meet you again, Russkie.” He fumbled in a pocket, pulled out a
battered packet of coffin nails, took his time to light a fag. Inhaling deeply, the
smoke curled into the cool evening air, curb-crawling along the edges of sanity.

“I wish ... I could return sentiment,” said Vadim. Not nice meeting him.
Less nice than the other times, and that included the meeting the grenade had
cut short. He tried to sit up straight to get into any position that would take off
even a fraction of that stress, but the truth was, his own muscles made it
difficult. A skinny person would be far less uncomfortable.

“Para, eh? Sniper.” Dan nodded, holding a conversation with himself. “I
have to give you that, you're good. The way the brains of those terrified kids
wete splattering all over their dying mothers' butkhas, that was skill, really.”

Taking another deep drag, holding the nicotine deep in his lungs for a
moment.

Vadim watched the smoke trail into the evening, wondered how many men
he had shot that had lit up on guard. Sniper. The natural enemy of the common
soldier. “Yes, sniper. Marksman. Different target, same skill.”

Dan nodded, didn't try to hide the satisfaction at the Russian's obvious
discomfort. Good. It was meant to hurt. Like he had hurt, like ...

No. Nothing. Nothing had ever happened and he hated the fucking Russian
for Nothing. Nothing but the war crime. Nothing but the unnecessary deaths
during the slaughter.

Nothing else. Nothing.

There was a shift in Dan’s facial expression, but he didn't notice. Too intent
on studying the other and fighting his own thoughts. Cancerous thoughts,
mutated cells eating away at others. The tumour had to be destroyed before it
could grow any further.

“You should be proud of yourself and I guess you are.” Dan shrugged, just a
bloke chatting in a mix of English and Russian. Pulling on the fag again while
his scraped fingers wete searching in another of his parka's pockets.

Pride. Fuck him. Vadim would have been proud if he could have been
positive these people had killed Sasha. He would kill a thousand people on the
chance to get the one killer. Whoever the people were.

Producing a small, wrapped item, Dan stepped closer, holding the pill under
the Russian's nose. He had to lower his hand, right in front of his groin, to be
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on the bastard's eye level. “This, though, tells an interesting stoty, don't you
think?”” Slow gleam of cigarette end turning bright red as he inhaled again, then
let the smoke escape between the words. “Who are you really, Russkie.”

Vadim looked at the hand, the pill he was supposed to take to evade capture.
He stared at the man’s crotch for a long moment, then at the hand. The packet.
Wrapped against the humidity. But it might dissolve if he swallowed it whole.
Nobody could save him, there was no hospital, not even a medic. He relaxed,
looked up, as if to say 'T have no idea', then lunged forward, tried to snatch the
pill with his teeth.

Dan's reaction was fast, a trained killet's split-second reactions that decided
over life and death, and he laughed tonelessly as his fist closed and pulled away.

Vadim’s teeth clacked empty, and at the same time, a tearing pain shot
through his arms. He suppressed a sound of pain, breathed hard against it,
against the stress that flared up. “Am...phetamines,” he murmured. “Drugs.”

“Try again, fucker.” The fist that had pulled back was flying towards the
Russkie's face. Perfect aim towards the nose, knuckles connecting with cartilage
and bone.

The pain shot through Vadim's skull like a bullet, he felt the nose break,
smelt blood, and felt it run out of his nose. He opened his lips, suppressing the
pain, eyes watering, everything turned into a blur of tears, of throbbing red,
metallic pain right between his eyes.

Dan shook out his fist, aching from the impact, while pulling a last drag
from the fag in his other hand. He shrugged and looked down at the glowing
end before moving his hand. “Try again.”

Vadim looked up, saw the cigarette come close, tried to get away, but he
could have been tied to a pillar of cement. His breath accelerated, fast, nauseous
shot of stress, and he screamed from the pain as the cigarette was slowly
stubbed out on his skin, with a sizzling sound of burning flesh and evaporating
sweat.

Blood and sweat ran over Vadim's face. This, he thought, is then the real
deal. Torture. Not a simulation, not a course to determine how suitable he was
for command. His head lowered, blinking away tears, watching how the blood
trickled into the dirt. Nose one agonizing mass. And it was just a beginning. He
had a cover story, but if he gave that up too fast, the merc would know that it
was fake. He could only yield the information when so close to the breaking
point that there was almost no distinction.

“Cocaine. Surface ... analgesic. Just in case I get shot up.” Vadim looked up.
“No morphine.” Body coiled, awaiting more pain from the merc. “I'm para.
You fucking know that.”

“You're as much a pata as I am a reporter.” The evening was getting darker,
but never as dark as that coiled up hatred inside Dan. That thing he could not
see nor understand.

Destroy. Deface. Dehumanise.

He had all the reasons in the world to hate that Russian. A sniper. A ruthless
murderer. A liar. Watching the bleeding face dispassionately, Dan slipped the
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wrapped pill back into a pocket. His eyes were drawn to the angry red mark in
the hollow of the Russian's throat. So many shades of red. Blood, swollen flesh,
burnt skin.

“I know your name, your rank, your number.” He didn't even bother to grab
the dog tags. He knew, he fucking well knew. He'd done his homework before
the press conference. “Sports hero Krasnorada.” Dan snorted mockingly.
“You'te more than that and you will tell me before I kill you.”

A shudder ran over Vadim's skin. Sports hero. It had been ages. He had only
been a tool for the USSR to prove the fact that Soviets were better people.
Worked harder, were more selfless, more devoted. Mentally and physically
sound. If not for Boris, who knew. They might have won that medal.

Vadim shook his head, tried to think cleatly. Swallowing hurt, the small dot
of agony right between his collar bones. The pill was a giveaway. If the merc
knew what it was - and he could certainly guess, not the least by how he had
reacted at the off-chance to get to it — he knew what it was for.

Dan glanced up at the darkening sky; it would get freezing cold over night.
“Let's face it, Russkie, you're going to die. The only question is how long it will
take.” He shrugged, “I have time.” And he would make sure his enemy wouldn't
be able to warn any possible search party.

That he repeated Vadim’s own thoughts to him struck deep. Accept you will
die, Vadim, he repeated, yet again. Accept that there is one thing nobody can
win against. The one, last, worst defeat of every human being.

“You should have killed me when you had the chance.” Dan threw away the
comment.

Vadim craned his neck when his captor moved around him, stepping behind
his crucified body, then felt a hand creeping along his jaw to cradle the chin. If
the enemy took his head with his elbow, he could just break his neck. Vadim’s
shoulders tensed, and he could hear himself pant with stress. The hand felt
good on his skin, menacing, but strong, and sure. He tried to shake his head,
tried to purge the fear. Exist. Breathe.

“I was ... drafted after my career was over. Shortage of men. I became
officer. To pay people back what they have done for me. They made it
possible.” Official party doctrine. He was nothing special, just one that rose,
briefly, carried up by the will of the people.

“You're a fucking liar.” Dan shook his head in the othet's back while
cradling the face with his left. The other hand slipping into a pocket of the
PLCE that was closest to his heart. How ironic.

He needed to know, there was nothing that held him back. Had to know the
truth, to understand how it could have happened that he, Dan McFadyen,
member of the Special Airborne Services, one of the top dogs of all males in the
British Forces, that he, a man, not just any man, but #b¢ man, could have been
overpowered, undertaken and abus. ..

No.

He had to know. Who and what was this Russian, the only one who had
ever won the upper hand, and who ... who ...
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“Who are you.” Once more, so quiet now. Murmured almost. That dark
voice as much a caress as the calloused fingers that lay in mocking tenderness
against the chiselled jaw.

Vadim shuddered hard. The absence of pain made this erotic, he was
beginning to listen, really listen to the madman who had captured him. Felt his
weight shift, smelled his hand. Fucking insanity to feel anything, to not be stone,
but it was the other way round. His body wanted to live, everything was intense,
the voice, rough with hatred, the hand, strong, as strong as he remembered that
body. He remembered that body.

“Who are you really, Russkie.” Dan forced the head back, as far into the
neck as it could go. The other hand holding something, its thumb pressing
against the corner of the Russian's mouth. “Who are you.”

“I swear, I am Vadim Petrovich Krasnorada. I can’t fake my past. Can’t fake
what I did. I have thousands of witnesses.” Vadim tried to see what it was,
anticipated a knife, and tensed. Fear. The other would blind him, cut open his
face. He shuddered, violently, felt his throat being stretched, and he looked at
the man looming over him. His pulse raced, thundered in his throat. Vanya had
died like that. Maybe even on his knees. “It’s standard issue for my rank. They
don’t want officers to get captured. I'm supposed to kill myself. I’d rather kill
myself than fall into their hands.” "Your hands', his thoughts corrected. The
desperate need to live. His body was tense, nervously awaiting the next pain.

A shift of his body and Dan moved even closer to steady his hold. Cradling
the head against his groin, looking down while standing. “That's bullshit.”
Softly, but he had to know. Didn't believe the Russian would be able to
continue to lie to get out of this. On the contrary, he did expect him to say
nothing but the truth when he was done. If he was ever done.

“You will tell me who you really are and what your job is. Your affiliation,
your regiment, whatever you want to call it. You're not a para,” Dan smiled, the
expression so cold, it rivalled the freezing nights in the mountains, “you're too
good to be a para.” Strange compliment, but it seemed to make perfect sense to
him.

Vadim closed his eyes. Oh fuck. What if the enemy knew? What if there had
been a leak, a double agent, maybe somebody had got captured, spilled the
beans. No. Fuck, no. What if they had intercepted communications. But then,
there was no regiment, no codenames that were used, ever. Officially. Fucking
spooks knew their business. He couldn’t be the first one to break. The first one
to confirm. He felt the man close, impossibly close, could smell him, feel the
heat from his body. It was cold, the other man was warm, hot even.

The thumb began to force its way between Vadim's lips and the vice grip of
his head between his body and hand made it impossible to bite. He couldn’t
close his mouth, that was how he breathed with the nose completely swollen
shut.

Vadim struggled, threw his weight against the branch that held him crucified,
but the hand was insistent, holding a rag stained with gun oil. A gag, to keep
him from screaming. As if anybody would listen. Vadim recognized the smell,
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the taste, thought of the merc’s body against him and improvised lube. Oh fuck.
What if the enemy set this alight, burned his mouth, his face? The panic was so
intense that his mind clouded. The fear blinded him, choked him worse than the
thing in his mouth.

Your mind can defeat you, Vadim.

The fabric was being forced deeper and deeper into the mouth, down the
throat. Pushing relentlessly, Dan counted on reflex and sheer brutal force.
Obstructing the throat from the inside out.

Intruding. Entering. Forcing. Breaching a body.

Dan never realised he was getting hard.

Vadim tried to get what air he could, tried to hold his breath, his heart racing
so fast, every fibre in his body in a state of fear that ate the oxygen. He
struggled, the panic forced his heart to beat so fast and hard it hurt. He tried to
swallow, nothing worked, and there was a wordless sound from deep in his
throat as he wanted to scream. He stared at those gleeful eyes, and couldn’t
suppress the tears, his eyes watering, a normal response, but he felt pathetic,
would do anything to be able to breathe.

Dan studied the man, the reactions. Noted every change, each sign. He had
been well trained. 'Interrogation techniques', and he'd been on the receiving end
himself. He knew what it felt like, experience made it all the better. He'd never
thought he would excel in the subject so well.

“I make it easy for you, Russkie.” Dan leant down, spoke close to his
captive's ears. “You tell me the truth and I might let you live. You lie and you
die.” Knew the panic could make rational thought difficult. The body was so
tense and tight against him, the Russian felt like a statue hewn from stone.
Warm stone, hot flesh.

Another push, deeper even. Dan knew he didn't have much time left before
the enemy collapsed. His fingers inside the heat of the mouth, moisture wicked
up by the rag.

“I have heard enough about your so-called Spetsnaz, your Special Forces,
there's no need to pretend they don't exist. Answer me, cunt, are you
Spetsnaz?”’

The panic overwhelmed Vadim, his throat hurt, stretched, raw, but nothing
against the panic.

Spetsnaz.

It didn’t matter, he knew. He fucking knew. His cover story. Spetsnaz. Yes.
That word. Not the other. Vadim nodded, nodded on the verge of collapse,
fought again, struggled to break free, not die like this.

True to his word, at least that - always that, Dan pulled the rag out of the
throat. He'd seen men throw up helplessly at the speed with which the object
was retracted, expected no less from the Russian bastard. His hand loosened the
vice grip, allowing some movement of the head, the other hung by his side, gun
cleaning rag discarded.

Vadim fought the rising bile helplessly, breathing, breathing in short hard
gulps, trying to fight the nausea that came up from his body, welled up. No
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need to suffer, he let his head fall, freed it from the hand long enough to throw
up the bile and what water had been in his stomach. He tried to wipe his lips on
his shoulder, away from that touching hand.

Dan’s legs were touching the other's back, those bound arms digging into his
thighs, and he felt nothing at the confession. Nothing, until the flood of relief
took him by surprise.

“Special Forces. Preparing the offensive.” Dan nodded, his hand still resting
on top of one overstretched shoulder. Something wrong, though, something
nagging at is mind, a physical sensation that was lingering in his body.
“Tomorrow you will tell me to whom you are attached.”

There could not seriously be a tomorrow? Vadim saw no camp, no
provisions, no water. No insulation against the elements. “105th Guards
Airborne Division.” It was close enough. Spetsnaz had moved in to secure the
airport before the 105th arrived. And amidst those people, the KGB branch.
Vympel. Fuck you. Don’t even think the word.

“Airborne Division?” Dan shrugged, took a step back and the warmth of his
body left, exposing the othet's bare skin to the biting cold that was beginning to
settle. “We'll see tomorrow if I believe you. That is,” he stepped into the line of
his enemy's vision, “if you are still alive.”

Walking over to the bundle with the Russian's uniform shirt and tunic, he
slipped into the latter, additional warmth against the elements. “There is a
reason you are here and I want to know it.”

Dan had some water in his PLCE, it would have to do. He'd gone without
food for longer. Tomorrow; tomorrow he'd kill that bastard and then find his
way out of the mountains.

“What ... are your”

Dan stopped when he heard the question, turned to look at the other.
Pondering, judging. Hell, what the fuck did it matter. “I am SAS, cunt.”

With that he turned and moved beneath the shelter of the overhanging rock,
reaching for his SA-80 and all the additional clothing he could find. Ready to
cutl up and get some sleep.

SAS. Vadim felt his throat constrict with laughter, and knew he was being
hysterical. SAS. The very model of the Spetsnaz. Why invent the wheel yet
again. One special forces in the world that the Soviet Union coveted. SAS.
Father and mother and sibling. As good as family. The model, the cast.

Vadim craned his neck to see the man, as the pain in his face, in his throat
slowly subsided and was replaced with a dull throbbing. He couldn’t feel his legs
anymore. His shoulders tightened up, felt like they were twisted several times,
and ever more. No way he could sleep. He didn’t want to. This was his last
night. Enough to think about. He didn’t want to waste his time.

The first thing that felt really cold was the dog tags on his chest. A kiss of
ice. Vadim breathed, stared off into the sky. So many stars. He wished he knew
their names beyond the ones he could use to navigate by. Ursa major. Ursa
minor. Big bear and small bear. He could read the time from them, how they
changed position with the rest of the sky.
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Dan fell asleep, reasonably sheltered against the cold, rifle clutched in his
hand, lips so close he almost kissed the metal. Found some rest, but woke, too
eatly, too dark. Alone with his thoughts and the human shape amidst the
darkness, faintly illuminated by a sickle moon and an overwhelming abundance
of stars.

Dan felt nothing, except for the lingering relief that the man who had
overpowered him had been Special Forces. Spetsnaz, the best. The very best
right after the SAS. He'd already forgotten the other Russian, the one he had
killed. The fact they had been two and not just one did not matter. It had been
this one, the still shape in a silent night, who caught his eye, back in that
goddamned din in Kabul, and who had taken him by surprise.

He'd have to die. Dan knew his duty, undetstood the rules, but ...

No words - no thoughts. He had to do it, remembered he wanted to. Yet
executing one's fellow man was never an easy task. Perhaps he stalled tonight.

The cold grew worse, much worse. Moisture settled on Vadim, and he was
shivering uncontrollably before the night was halfway over. The cramps in his
arms and legs, and the stinging, throbbing pain everywhere kept him awake, and
every now and then he managed to tear his mind off the pain and think of
Sasha. And Katya. His family. The place in Moscow he had called home. His
parents. Now that the SAS soldier was asleep, he could think of them, could
allow them to be in his mind.

He regretted, mostly to have been captured, maybe to disappoint them.
Most of all to leave them behind. If he was killed in action, at least Katya would
get a pension, but it did not replace his salary. And money was tight as it was.

The pain became so bad he could hardly think. Every minute a bone
wrecking cramp, he couldn’t feel his legs, but everything he could feel hurt.

Vadim was ready to die when the sun came up.

Dan woke up when dawn broke. The Russian seemed to be alive. Good. He
had the last of the water, then stretched while sitting, searched his webbing and
reached for the compass.

“Fuck!” Hissed softly between his teeth. He hadn't noticed the compass was
fucked. The map as useless as an embroidered doily on an officer's desk. The
fucking mountains. He put the compass away, ignored the dread, he'd been in
worse situations. First to deal with the Russian.

Vadim was being wrecked by cramps. Everything, his chest, his legs, his
arms, his shoulders, he bit his lips to not scream, because he didn’t want the
other to wake up and put a bullet through his head.

He wanted to at least appear a little dignified. Breathing harshly against the
pain, trying hard to suppress any sound. It gnawed on his body like a thousand
hungry rats. Vadim wanted it to stop. More than anything. His body was cold,
shivering, he was exhausted from the tension, the cramps and the shudders that
his body had used to stay warm. Run down, worn out, cold, above all fucking
cold.

He turned his head, saw the SAS guy emerge. He’d been right, all along.
They were equals. Who had so far failed to kill each other. But this time, they
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were alone, and the other wasn’t drunk enough to leave the killing to a comrade,
like he had been.

Stupid fucking mistake. It all had been a fucking mistake. Jump him in the
street and take him, take him, even though that had been the only thing he had
needed, the only thing that could sate him and make him feel content. A
mistake. Even though it had been the best fuck in his life.

Vadim laughed to himself, tonelessly, a small sound that failed to expand his
cramped chest. “Good morning,” he murmured. Vicious envy at the clothes,
the gun, the fact the other could stand and even move.

Dan's brows raised while walking closer to the Russian, studying him with
interest, like a professor would examine a bug,

“You got stamina.” The words were out and with them a strange sense of
respect for the strength of another, before Dan thought even twice. He
frowned, a heartbeat off the track by that unexpected sensation. Then he
shrugeged, pulling the pistol out of its holster, checking the magazine. All
without another word and with professional precision.

Vadim tried to pull himself together. He was in agony, but he couldn’t allow
the enemy to see that. Now, that was what the other had in mind. Take him out
right now. Why the fuck had he even waited the night? He tried to straighten,
and failed. Nothing obeyed him. The body the last thing to betray him, after his
unit, his luck.

“So, Spetsnaz, ready to tell me your affiliation?” The weapon weight
comfortable in Dan’s hand. Familiar and deadly. He'd never executed a fellow
man like this before. Cold blooded, calculated. But what did it mean 'cold
blooded'? Anything out of the adrenaline insane hell of the battlefield could be
considered 'cold blooded'.

It was a necessity. His duty. Despite the moment of confusion and
uncertainty he had felt in the night, watching the dark shape, he believed he
could lay the Nothing finally to rest, if he pulled the trigger. Dan raised his
hand, almost gently placed the muzzle against his enemy's forehead.

What had the Russian said? Oe perfect menory.

Vadim’s heart stopped as the pistol pointed in his direction, and it didn’t
beat when it touched his forehead. He stared at the enemy, denounced what he
had thought for a hundred times during the night. He wasn’t ready to die. Just
cramps. They would stop, eventually. He didn’t want to die. Couldn’t just let go.

“105th Guards Airborne.” Vadim suddenly laughed. “And you can’t drink
the water from the well. You can’t drink any water from any village around
here.” He bared his lips, dry and parched, fuck, whatever. “There is water, but
you won’t find it.” He raised himself up in a final gesture of defiance, and took
the muzzle between his lips. He didn’t trust that kind of shot. Through the roof
of the mouth was more secure. That was how he executed.

Dan’s eyes narrowed, lips tightened into a thin line. Fuck. Fuckl Anger flared
the moment the realisation hit home. The fucking Russian wasn't lying. Poison,
goddamned motherfucking bastards had poisoned the wells, wasn't the first
time.
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He'd been tricked by that cunt. Again. Once again taken out by surprise, he
leant close, muzzle steady between those lips, his voice snarling in hatred.
Defeat. The loss of his fucking victory.

“Then you will get me to the water!”

He'd never imagined he could hate the Russian even more than on that night
in Kabul. Abruptly pulling the pistol out of the Russian's mouth, he flicked his
hand and came crashing down against the temple.

Again.

Vadim felt nothing but relief. That meant he’d live. They'd both live. Then,
again, a sharp pain, and the lights went out.

And on. Vadim woke up from vomiting, acid searing his raw throat, mouth,
mingling on the ground with dust and stone. He saw the SAS guy pull his leg
back. The bastard had kicked him in the stomach. No blood in the bile, the kick
hadn’t been hard enough to rupture anything. At least nothing so obvious.

He was lying on the side, he could feel his legs, even though the only thing
he could feel was pain. His legs were tied with rope, a length of rope that would
allow him to shuffle along. Not enough to run or kick. His arms were behind
his back, wrists crossed, and attached to something. Something around his neck.
More rope. What the fuck ...?

Vadim groaned, spit out more bile. He felt dizzy with dehydration,
exhausted, couldn’t have been unconscious for long. Minutes, not hours.

“Get up.” Dan's sharp voice spat out the order. His SA-80 trained at the
man on the ground, the Dragunov rifle tied onto the webbing across his back.
He'd had some of the nuts he had found in the Russian's pockets, but he was
hungty, let alone thirsty. Couldn’t be helped for now.

“Get the fuck up and find water.” He could see the other struggle, studied
him dispassionately like a bug, ready to be dissected. Anger emanated from him,
it was obvious that all he wanted to do was put a bullet through the Russian,
and instead had to depend on him.

Nothing in Vadim's body seemed to be able to support his own weight. He
felt like he was broken in several places, but then, the parts of the machine that
was his body realigned and started to fit together, muscles and tendons, prime
shape was now merely workable. His stomach pressed up bile again as he
staggered to his feet, his upper body agony, his stomach one hard, hurt, sore
piece of shrapnel inside. Glancing at the man, Vadim didn't even know what he
felt, maybe relief that the enemy hadn't killed him. But that relief turned to lead
in his heart, a sinking feeling.

“No tricks, fucker, or I take you to the Mujahideen.” Dan bared his teeth.

At all costs, no. He's fucking your mind, Vadim thought. He needs you as a
guide, he can't deliver you into their hands. He nodded, kept his glance down,
didn't want to show the man anything, nothing in his face, nothing in his eyes,
sullen and stoic just like one of the fucking donkeys.

Dan wasn't taking the piss when he threatened his enemy to hand him over
to the insurgents. Not if he tried to trick him. The Russian needed water, more
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urgently than he did, to lead him to a poisoned supply would be suicide -and
since that fucker had been so obviously keen on living, it was highly unlikely.

Unlikely, but Dan didn't trust anything or anyone. Trust was to sleep with a
knife under the pillow, that was the closest he would ever get. He intended to
take the arsehole to the British embassy or perhaps the stupid Amerikanskis.
One of them would make a P.O.W. out of the bastard, put him in front of a war
crime tribunal and Dan would never have to hear of him again. That was, if he
managed not to kill the cunt after all. A bullet through the Russkie's brain still
seemed like a damn good option.

Vadim started walking. Knowing the direction, vaguely, as soon as he had
got his bearings. The neighbouring valley to the one where they had attacked.
He knew how the karez went here, had been part of the recce, and he had this
habit to understand where the basic resources were. Bleeding, vomit, nothing to
drink for about eight or ten hours. He'd need water soon enough.

Vadim found a rhythm, moving over the broken territory with his arms
twisted and tied up, even worked out how to deal with the rope between his feet
that seemed intent to catch rocks or make him stumble when he tried to fall
into his normal stride. It didn't allow that, and that forced him to concentrate
on the pure act of walking,

The sun came up and started burning Vadim’s shoulders, collarbones, nose,
his face, burnt down on his shorn head. He could really have used that rag now,
but he was sure it would be declined. Sun burn, and worse. He grew a splitting
headache over midday, and thought, but slowly, ever so slowly, reaching out to
the next slow thought when he had finished the last one. The SAS guy could be
played, he understood. He had already won in being alive this long. He could, if
he did it right, find more ways to defeat him, to keep his own morale up,
because that was the main challenge with the constant pain. Cling to small stuff.
He needed that, to at least project a semblance of strength and determination.

The day wore on, Dan wrapped the rag around his head to protect himself
from the sun and merciless heat, step after step, following the Russian. He had
an idea where he was, not unknown to the region, but without the compass he
was potentially lost if luck ran out for him. Wasn't bothered, though. He'd get
to water and then back into the valleys. He'd live, but the enemy? Who the fuck
cared.

Hour after hour, Dan watched the forcibly short steps that rarely faltered,
somewhere in the back of his mind the professional soldier admired the other's
stamina. The way the Spetsnaz managed to keep himself from choking for such
a long time spoke of superior mental and physical strength, but then Dan knew
about it, didn't he? Had tasted the physical power.

Dan’s face was closed and angry, deep in thoughts while marching on, when
the Russian suddenly stopped.

Body functions. Vadim really wished there weren't any. Not when his hands
were tied up. He turned around and looked at the man who seemed just as dizzy
as he felt. His shoulders were killing him, but he knew what would happen if his
strength waned. Choking, unconsciousness, probably a hard fall, again, and
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more pain. Definitely humiliation. He swallowed, felt the parched throat. Maybe
another hour. Almost expected a rifle butt, a fist or a kick. He was not supposed
to stop. “I need to piss.”

“So what?” The fucking Russian had to be joking. “Just piss already.” Just
like this, into the trousers, and why the hell not.

“Listen,” the English was unwieldy in Vadim’s throbbing brain, while he
tried to appear less stoic, less stony. “I need to piss. Just untie me for second, I
won’t run. Fuck, I can’t run.” He had worked so hard on the words on the way
here. There were plenty of good, pointy rocks on the ground. More than he
would need. “Come on.”

Vadim lowered his gaze, appearing, hopefully, meek and cut to size, like he
had learnt a lesson. This last fight could well end badly, but better try it now
when he had still a little strength left — and while he knew where he was.

He only received laughter as an answer. It sounded dry and scratchy, Dan
hadn't had much more water than the Russian. Only a couple of mouthfuls.
“How fucking stupid do you think I am?” Dan stepped closer, pushed the
muzzle of the rifle deep into the other's stomach. Slowly, for once, not hitting
nor kicking. Not yet.

Vadim inhaled sharply as the hot muzzle touched his flesh. Thought for a
blinding moment he’d shoot him in the guts and let him die slowly, really
slowly. The fear was back, acid on his brain, eating. He closed his eyes, tensed
his muscles, ridiculous protection against a high speed bullet.

“I tell you what, Russkie. I tell you what I would do in your situation.” Dan's
lips were chapped, despite the rag, his tongue felt swollen in his mouth, and the
voice was rougher. “I would try to get my hands free, grab one of those damn
sharp rocks over there, and attempt to knock my captor out.”

He grinned, baring his teeth. “I'm SAS, you are Spetsnaz. How much
fucking chance is there that you aren't planning to do the exact same fucking
thing? No,” the rifle slipped, pushed against the metal plaque of the belt, forcing
it downwards, “you piss without your hands.”

Vadim felt the muzzle pull against the belt. The star on it showed his
allegiance, clearly, and below that ... the Brit could shoot him in the groin. No
need to ever piss again. He tried to control his breathing, but he was already
panting like a dog through his mouth. No go through the nose. “Listen.” That
bit came out too fast, and Vadim wrestled the fear for a long moment. “Don’t
be complete bastard.” He looked into the man’s eyes.

Dan's eyes narrowed, looking straight into the other's. He remembered them
to be icy blue, too pale, too striking. He hadn't forgotten them since Kabul.
Now one was half swollen shut, the other red and bloodied, and yet they still
were this same motherfucking piercing colour.

Vadim continued, “Last time I pissed my pants was basic training. And 1
hadn’t slept for week. You're soldier.” He noticed he’d slipped the articles. Still
speaking English. Both languages waltzed through his overheated brain and
whitled around so it was impossible to tell which one it was. English. Articles.
Restricted sentence structure. “C’mon.”

60



Yes, he was a soldier, Dan hadn't forgotten it, but what was the other? “Why
the fuck would I grant you that dignity?” The sun-heated metal pushed further
down.

“You said, I'm Spetsnaz. Yes, I am.” Vadim inhaled deeply, fought the fear
and nausea, his body, the weight of his arms. “You did enough already. How
much do you have to defeat me? Are you that scared?” Fuck. Too fat, too
much. Far too much.

“Scared?” Dan's anger exploded across his face, driving the rifle home, deep
into the abdomen, but the lack of distance kept the worst force away. Physical
violence always the first reaction. “You fucking piece of shit!”

Reaching behind the Russian's neck, he grabbed the short rope that
connected neck and arms. “The only reason you cunt are alive is the water.
Make no mistake, shithead, I rather die myself than let you go.” He stepped
closer, body to body, gave a sharp, brutal pull on the rope, watched it dig deeply
into the throat.

Vadim inhaled sharply, the pull made him sway on his feet, machine less
balanced than it had been. The rope dug in, burnt, burnt, blurred his vision.
That bastard was fucking strong, and he couldn’t help it, but the strength did
something to him, he was on the receiving end this time, and he needed to
remember what that was like. Could have been like. He tried to focus his eyes as
his body screamed at him for lack of oxygen.

“Please,” his lips formed, soundlessly. Just that. He couldn’t say more. It had
been ages that he had actually meant it when he pleaded.

Just that one word, where endless arguing would have achieved nothing, but
that one, simple word. “Fuck.” Dan hissed, anger defeated. He let go of the
rope and eased the pressure behind the rifle. “Fuck you, Russkie.” The words
lacked most of their earlier venom.

“Shit.” Between his teeth, Dan didn't want to do this - could no# do it. Put
the rifle down, no way the bastard could trick him right now, he'd beat the shit
out of him before the Russian could try anything. Fiddling for a moment with
the squate belt buckle, he knew them by heart, just like his own uniform's
except for the insignia, but it didn't make it any easier. Those goddamned hooks
were meant to be opened by the wearer.

Vadim shivered, shivered badly as the SAS soldier unbuckled his belt. In this
situation? Leave him like this, punch him again. His stomach was tense, pattern
forming through the skin. The pattern he had taken so much pain to develop.
So much time. Discipline. Crunches until he couldn’t breathe, with weights,
without weights, tilted, straight, dangling from one of the metal bunk bed,
bringing his torso up, agonizingly slow. A knife hidden under his crossed arms,
just in case anybody chose this moment to start a fight.

Too close, too fucking close and Dan smelled heat, skin, blood and pain.
Pain, yes, could smell its essence, it crept into his nostrils, dried blood, sweat
and bile constricted his parched throat even further. This could be him instead.
It had been him. Kabul.
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Calloused and scraped fingers managed to push buttons through their holes,
his movements full of disgust. He dropped the camo trousers as if they were
contaminated, didn't care that they slipped down the hips, stopped at the knees,
threatened to pool around the tied ankles.

Vadim couldn’t even look down at himself, the shoulder held him in that
awkward position, his own body defying him. In other circumstances ... he had
needed help dressing and undressing when his wrists were broken, both at the
same time, fucking nuisance. Absolutely nothing he could do alone. He didn’t
mind the helping.

“You must be fucking joking.” Toneless, Dan stared at the briefs, but fuck,
couldn't say the words that were on the forefront of his mind. 'I'm not taking
your mothetfucking cock out! I'm not touching your dick, arsechole.” Couldn't
say them out loud.

Fool, eh? You'd be a fool, Daniel McFadyen.

Damn. Had to get this over quick. Handling another bloke's cock? He wasn't
a fucking fag, wanted to burn all shit-stabbers, to bash every cocksucket's brain
in. Like this one. Shit-stabber. Fucker. Rap ...

No. Nothing. Fucking faggot arsewipe of a Russian cunt had done Nothing.

Dan didn't notice that he had stalled for an obvious moment, staring
unmoving at the bulk in the briefs. Grabbed the waistband at last, pushed them
down with one angry movement, forced to take hold of the cock with his hand
to free it sufficiently.

Exposed. Vadim tensed up more, wanted his hands free, to cover, to
protect, to dress. The touch made him nervous, not exactly something he
wanted to think of up here in the mountains, tied up and beaten as he was.

Nevertheless. He’d had him. They had been closer than this, much closer. It
couldn’t get any closer than inside that amazing, struggling heat. Vadim’s body
reacted to the memory, and Vadim fought hard not to smirk.

A tiny victory, almost inconsequential, but he knew the man was
fundamentally honourable. Empathic. Which meant he wasn’t ignorant to what
he was thinking — or thought Vadim was thinking — and also meant he had a
weakness he could exploit.

“That's it, pizda.” Dan grabbed the rifle, stepped back, avoided to stare at
the Russian's exposed groin, moved into his back instead. “Piss, cunt.”

Cunt. Pizda in English.

Don’t care about it, Vadim. Don’t let them ever tell you what you are feeling keeps you
from winning.

So long ago, it had unnerved him, scared him. Vadim had known he wanted
things that made him disgusting, despicable, made him the worst curse that the
other boys could imagine. He doubted they knew what it was they cursed. The
treasure of feeling, the one place in his heart where he wasn’t the Soviet Union’s
property, wasn’t the young model athlete. Not propaganda poster material.
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He’d been fascinated by the stories he had heard from other athletes. About
people who did this quite openly, blatantly, still nervous, but no longer scared
out of their minds.

Sasha. He followed the SAS soldier with his eyes, turned his head. Saw that
that man was far more unnerved than he was. 'I may be a faggot, but I held your
life in my hand', he thought. 'And that is what counts'.

He shook his head, then focused on pissing without hitting his trousers.

Gave the SAS soldier plenty of time to study his backside, the straining,
twisted arms, legs apart as far as the rope allowed, for a secure position despite
being dizzy as hell, arse tensed, round, his skin paler past the belt line, but still
tanned enough to betray he did catch some sun every now and then.

From swimming. Whenever he could. The parallel dimples over his arse,
lines of muscle that ran from his hips to his groin, strong legs with blonde hair,
the body the cameras had liked so much.

Vadim remembered the snide remarks, had read the newspapers, haltingly,
he didn’t trust his English, a lot of people laughed when he spoke. They said he
sounded endearing. Insecure. He was nervous about mingling with the others,
only relaxed when he could focus on what he knew.

“... and Krasnorada perches on his horse like a swimmer. Or should that be a wet
Siberian tiger cub?”

Ha, fucking ha. They all knew he’d been part of the swimming cadre, and then
reassigned, because Vadim was never fast enough to compete with the fastest.
And that was it. The fencer that should be ploughing water, the rider that didn’t
ride a wave, but a horse. Only with shooting and running did the comments
subside a little. He was fast, and accurate.

The cameras, however, loved him. Even Vadim’s coach had shaken his head.
“Cameras become you. You're already booked for a bunch of interviews.” And
you haven’t even won anything yet, was what Vadim heard, but nobody spoke.

More opportunities to speak halting English. Cameras. People handed
Vadim free stuff so he wore them, clothes with labels, mostly. People sent him
letters. They could write pages and pages about how he looked on the TV
screen.

Vadim laughed dryly. Those people should see him now. That thought went
deep, and he cursed his vanity. It didn’t matter. The SAS soldier would end all
that with a bullet. Unless he could twist him around enough to survive this.

Vadim glanced over his shoulder. “Nurse. I'm finished.”

Dan didn't answer. Hadn't heard and paid no attention, thus didn't kick nor
hit at the mockery of 'nurse’. He was still standing, just like before, stating at the
back of the Russian. He was thirsty, dizzy, perhaps that was what had torn
down any defences he'd put up before.

The arse. This ... this ... this perfect smooth-round-strength shape that
tapered into waist, back, up to shoulders. Broad. Tense now, muscles bunching,
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relaxing, cording again. Skin sunburnt and pale alike, stretching almost flawlessly
over hard expanses of muscles, bones, sinews and flesh.

No reaction, for too long. He didn't have a clue how long it really took
before he caught himself with a jerk.

What the fuck? What the bloody goddamned motherfucking fuck had he
just been staring at?

Bastard!

Dan said nothing, realised he didn't have any idea what the Russian had
mocked and stepped back towards him, with obvious distaste grabbing the
damp cock. Distaste. Disgusting. Tried to stuff it swiftly back into the once
white briefs, failed. Had to pick up the waistband first, handle the cock once
more, while the rifle was secured under his arm. He hissed a curse through his
teeth.

The question, to Vadim, was what was more tantalising, the rifle within
kissing range or the man standing right before him. Seemed the Brit grew meek,
or it was disgust, and more. The 'more' caught Vadim’s attention for a moment,
and he tried not to flinch as he was handled like that. He could hardly expect
that guy to treat him nicely and maybe suck it. That would be asking too much.
He breathed laughter at the thought, nostrils widened and he controlled the
laughter, but not the grin. “Thanks. Now I take you to water.”

Vadim began to march straight away, the small rest hadn’t really refreshed
him, not neatly as much as his enemy had done with that little show of nerves.

Dan was once again walking behind the Russian, carefully checking the
terrain. Not for a moment trusting the apparently weak state of his enemy. No
matter how much it seemed the Russian was in a useless condition, it could well
be a ruse. He'd certainly use any trick he could if he were in the fucket's
position.

Vadim walked on, climbed another saddle of another fucking mountain, and
crossed the line in his little internal map. This was one of the killing zones.
Cleaning. Nobody was allowed here who was not Soviet or affiliated. He
recognised the characteristic structure in the rock — the covered karez tunnels.
Underneath ran water, a couple yards down in the rock. Vadim walked on, then
stopped. “Lift that cover. Watetr’s down there.” Nodding at the ground. He
could almost smell it.

Dan looked around, taking in everything. Formation, location, smell even.
He might need this knowledge in the future. Without a word moving towards
the cover, he was thirsty, but he'd let the Russian drink first. The watet could be
poisoned, after all. Kneeling down beside it, he checked on the enemy before
lifting the cover and motioning the other over. “You better be right.”

Vadim was grateful he could drop to his knees. A goatskin bag on a rope,
that was how they got the water up, and he could hardly wait, then forced
himself to discipline. Fuck. Not going to get overly excited. I'm fucked up, but
not that bad yet. He checked the surroundings, no poison canisters, no dead
animals, they probably hadn’t poisoned the water. Not his people.
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The bag came up, spilling water, and Vadim bowed down, lips almost
touching the ground to drink. Like an animal, but that really didn’t matter now.
His arms killed him, but it was water. Forcing himself to drink slowly, the water
was cold, fresh, tasted of stones, of the whole fucking landscape.

Dan was watching the Russian, rifle always trained on the man. Helpless or
not, he wouldn't trust him for one second. The water was going down, and then
he waited. Nothing. No sign of poisoning. He was desperate for water, finally,
after several minutes, reaching for the goatskin and drinking in large, thirsty
gulps, but stopping himself after half a dozen. It wouldn't do to get sick, not
with that cunt nearby.

Vadim waited, watched the SAS guy drink. Among comrades, he knew one
of them would joke by faking stomach cramps, but the other was so unnerved
he would shoot him. Besides, nothing to gain by it.

Dan closed his eyes for a split moment, just relishing how the water ran
down his parched throat, loosening the swollen tongue from the roof of his
palate and quenching a thirst that had started to become debilitating. He kept
the Russian in the corner of his eyes while refilling his bottle. He'd have to allow
that bastard to drink some more. Wouldn't do if the arsewipe died before he
had taken him to another waterhole, on the way back out of the mountains.

Vadim leaned against a rock, he wanted to lie down and sleep, without his
arms being twisted out of their sockets, they hurt so much he wished they’d
stop, forever, and his strength started to wane. He could feel the rope dig into
his throat, and he knew he couldn’t hold out forever. Soon. He leaned his head
against a rock that provided a little shade. Rough, hot, dry. He could feel sweat
trickle down his face, down his back. He was dizzy, and everything hurt. His
nose was a dull ache that he tried not to think about.

The SAS guy was just pulling up another bag of water, to refill his bottle,
when Vadim heard the familiar heartbeat of a copter. Hind. With more speed
and energy than he would have believed possible, he crossed the ground
between himself and the SAS guy and ...

Dan lifted his head at the sound, was about to grab the rifle, but he was too
late, tricked again. He saw the Russian coming towards him, couldn't take a grip
on anything and lost his balance when the fucker jumped into his back, both
feet forward, and he fell into that goddamned hole while howling in anger.

Vadim hit the ground hard, but what utter satisfaction as the fucking enemy
vanished down the hole. He forced himself up again, began to run, trot, move
out onto open ground, could see the copter now, was pretty sure the copter
pilot saw him as well, tried to shout for him, saw the copter come in low, circle,
to check the ground for danger, then gained altitude and moved away.

Vadim stood there, dumbstruck, and couldn’t believe it. Just simply did not
believe the pilot hadn’t seen him, or thought it was too dangerous to land. What
a fucking coward.

Dan, though, had fallen into the tunnel, but instead of endlessly falling to be
smashed into blood and gore on the bottom, he hit the wet sand soon. Very
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soon. He could see the light at the top and the sand leading towards it, even
though right now he was stuck in the water.

“Fucking bastard!” Dan yelled, out of his mind with anger, not even taking
the time to check over himself nor to ascertain the situation. Fucker, bastard,
bloody hated cunt of a Russian piece of shit. He'd get him, the son of a bitch
couldn't get far, and when he got him, he'd destroy that shithead forever.

Vadim looked back to the hole, saw his rifle lie there, but impossible to do
anything with a sniper rifle when he was bound. All he could do now was kick
and headbutt, and he had a feeling that wouldn’t be enough. He looked up the
mountain, the rocks and crevasses. If he could hide there long enough. If the
SAS guy lost him somewhere.

He could die. He could run into Mujahideen, he could fall and break
something, or die of exposure. He started to run as fast as the rope between his
legs allowed, stumbled more than once because fear took over. He wouldn’t
make it, wouldn’t find a hiding hole in this merciless landscape before the SAS
bastard had freed himself. Shit.

Vadim found something that looked like a mining shaft that had long since
been given up, crawled into it as good as he could, hoped the other wouldn’t see
him. Slim chance. Everything hurt, his shoulder felt worse than before, the side
he had landed on, a splitting pain that slowly rose into his awareness. He
clenched his teeth and forced himself to breathe steady.

Dan was strong, and angry. So angry, he didn't feel any pain from the
impact, couldn't see the bleeding fingers and didn't give a shit about anything
but getting out of that hole as fast as he could. He climbed, pulled, pushed, and
soon, his head emerged from the hole. Nothing. Of course not. The fucker had
tried to escape.

“I get you.” Dan hissed, grabbed rifles and water bottle, found the other's
footprints immediately. Dripping wet himself, he followed some of the steps
while scanning the landscape. Where the hell could the fucker be? Easy. He
smirked, started to run, saw the heavy boot prints that had disturbed the
ground, followed it to a rock formation, close by. It was all so obvious, he had
to laugh.

Vadim saw the shadow of the man fall over the tunnel. If he had had any
chance. Any chance at all, he’d use it. He couldn’t even kill himself, no poison,
no gun, no way to die in this rotten place. It was cool in here, cool and dark, his
skin felt raw, half cooked, and there was absolutely nothing he could do. He’d
given it his best shot, and the game was over.

Everybody dies, Vadim.

But not from the hand of a fucking enemy. He thought of mutilation, of a
gun in his mouth, could almost taste the metal. The SAS guy would do it, this
time. He shook his head and rested his forehead on the dusty ground, resting
for the moment.

Let’s be over with this, he thought. Let it just end. He didn’t doubt the
bastard would come and get him, or point a rifle down and shoot him in the
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hole like a rabbit. He was fucked, completely and utterly, and all he did was
tight off the sense of defeat.

“Hey, cunt!” Dan shouted, rifle aiming at the hole where the boot prints
ended. “Get your fucking arse out of there or I come and get you.”

Vadim crawled back out. Every movement agony. The only good thing was
it would end soon, now. He remained on the ground, didn’t have the strength
to move. He awaited the shot, the boot, the knife. And tried to not be scared to
die.

“You Russian cunt.” Dan repeated quietly, an odd sense of calm, dangerous
stillness before the tidal waves of anger broke loose. The rifle was aimed at the
captive. Still, Dan did nothing, watched the enemy crawl on his knees. That's
where the bastard belonged. Death was too good for the Russian.

“You've tricked me thrice.” Dan’s brows raised, the first change of
expression, he started to walk towards the man on the ground, stopped right in
front of him. “Get up, arsehole.”

Vadim looked at the dusty boots and expected one to kick him in the face.
Nothing he could do about it. He might as well die on his feet. Unless the SAS
guy meant for him to get up only so he could kick him down again. There was
no dignity in dying, he thought, but he could look him in the face. Then again,
he didn’t want that bastard to be the last thing he’d ever see.

He started to move, rolled onto his side, got one foot on the ground, then
pushed himself up, face twitching with the pain. He swayed on his feet, felt
dizzy, nauseous, badly sunburnt. Vadim looked into the dark eyes, steadied his
gaze on them. Tried to show no fear. One last act of 'fuck you', really.

Dan waited with sickening patience, until the Russian finally stood on his
own feet. Barely an arm's length away, but the distance got shorter when he
took another step.

“I should have killed you.” He shoved the rifle into the bastard's guts, the
movement deliberately slowed down.

“I should have cut your fucking ears off.” Another push, this time faster,
somewhat higher.

“I should have stuffed them down your throat to stop you screaming while I
cut your fucking nose off.” Again, faster, then once, twice, thrice sharp and
vicious stabs. “But it's never too late to start!” The rifle was flung into the sand,
a fist followed, a boot, knee, fists again; punching, kicking viciously, beating the
shit out of the body, intent on destroying that arsehole.

Vadim tensed against the onslaught, tried to at least stay on his feet, but the
pain just took him, and he fell again, couldn’t catch himself, didn’t have the
strength, just went to his knees again and onto his front, trying to take the worst
blows with his muscles, but felt his strength lacking, deserted. He wasn’t
Spetsnaz, all he was, was flesh, pain, agony, fear and pain, and the same again.
And over again. Just hoping it would end, at some point. Like a worm in the
dust, feeling blood run from his face. He didn’t have the strength nor the air to
do much more than grunt, panting, lips open, kissing the fucking dirt.
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Suddenly the punches and kicks stopped. Dan breathed hard, a rattling
sound hissing through burning lungs. It was hard work to beat a man to death,
as tough as the Russian.

“No.” Dan reached down, arms underneath the chest, grabbed sand and
dirt, then bleeding flesh, pulled the heavy body upwards. He was getting
splattered with the other's blood, but didn't care.

Vadim didn’t want to be that close, every square millimetre of his body hurt,
he thought about internal bleeding, hoped it would happen soon, he had heard
it didn’t hurt much to bleed to death.

“No fucking way, Russkie.” Dan pulled until the body was upright, leaning
against him, one arm steadying the bastard. Violent mockery of an embrace.
“You won't die yet. Fuck you, Russkie, I'm not done with you yet. You cunt
deserve worse.”

Blood running down Vadim’s nose, his chin, somewhere on his scalp, he
smelled the blood and the dust and the heat. He managed to scream with pain,
his shoulder felt hot and distorted, the shoulder he had fallen on, strength gone,
he was strangling himself, hoped that the burning sensation at his throat would
stop, heard the threat, and wanted to disbelieve it, but the stories he’d heard
about the SAS, and their private little war.

Better believe it. Think. He’s killing you, and he’ll do it messily.

Nothing he could offer, nothing he could bargain with, that man was about
to kill him, really meant it. And all that because of what he’d done.

Dan grabbed the rifle, started to drag the body back to the water hole, didn't
give a shit if the other was passing out or not, just handled the man as if he
owned the mass of bloodied flesh, muscles and bones.

Vadim remained limp, hoped he’d pass out from lack of oxygen, he was
halfway there, everything danced around him, a hectic flickering that might be
anything, probably was his eyelids.

All because of the rape. That kind of hatred could only have one single
reason. The one mistake.

“Don’t,” Vadim breathed. Had no idea which language it was. “I do
whatever. Don’t. Just ... do what I did ... and we’re even. Whatever. Just stop
... hitting me.” It didn’t terrify him. The thought felt rational. And Vadim
remembered the man had been hard when the whole fucking torture started. He
knew the feeling. Beating another into submission made him feel that. He had
done it in the barracks, and assumed it was the same everywhere else in the
world.

He could survive that. He couldn’t survive what the SAS guy was doing right
now. It might cool the anger. Repay in kind. It was only fair. Vadim slumped to
the ground, smelled the water close.

Those words. Words that blinded Dan in rage; blazing terror of a Nothing
he had fought so hard to forget. Words that brought alive a beast he'd never
encountered before. Blood-red haze descended upon his senses and he snarled,
out of his mind. “What?” Voice harder, sharper, staccato of words; disgusting
words again. Reminders.
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“What the fuck did you say?” Started to shout, the voice of a man who had
learned to give orders, let alone follow them. Follow his own, calling for
mindless revenge.

“You fucking cunt!” Kicked against the body on the ground, aimed at the
kidneys. “I'm not like you, fucking fag, shit stabbing bastard, goddamned
motherfucking cunt!”

Knelt down, knife was in his hand, in front of the Russian's eyes, before
Vadim could take another breath. Cut the rope around the throat, forced the
arms into the front. They were useless by now, knew the enemy couldn't move
them, the pain of trying would kill him first.

The worst thing was to be free, even just for a moment, and nothing Vadim
could do. His shoulders were absolute agony, one arm just fell on the ground,
like dead meat, the other — was then pulled, fuck, that hurt. He could breathe,
suddenly. Wrong thought. Wrong offer. Had been worth a try. Fuck.

Dan used fast, efficient movements to tie the bound arms in front to the
thick beam that held the goat bladder water bucket. Snarling with anger,
unintelligible words of rage. “Bastard!”

Tied up, Vadim brought his legs together, to protect himself from the kicks,
if anything, felt a sweaty hand between his shoulder blades, one knee in the
small of his back, and thought for a strange moment he’d been wrong.

“I'm not like you!” Dan shouted.

The blade sank deeply into the flesh of the shoulders. The blade of the knife
cooled — Vadim felt the blood run before he felt the pain, and it was hot and
cool at the same time.

“Fucking cunt!”

The worst thing was, this could indeed take a long time, thought Vadim,
then the pain hit home, and it wasn’t just a superficial cut — that one went deep.
The pain was glaring, bright, a horrible thing inside him, a caged monster. He
screamed, voice and throat raw.

Dan's breathing came ragged, short-sharp bursts of air that never reached his
mind, burning deep in his lungs. “You're a cunt and the world will know it.”

Insanity in those words, precision in the cutting. The knife lifted, then blade
touched skin again, this time moving from dry heat into thick blood. Another
line, amidst the screams, cutting the next part of the first letter of 'pizda’.

Cunt.

He cut, slowly, deliberately, concentrated on nothing but skin beneath the
blade, under his knee, against his hand. Blood mingling with sweat and sand,
while he murmured quiet words now and then. A flick of a blade, another
move, and yet another line. Cyrillic was oddly suited to cutting words into
human flesh.

Just one way to deal with that pain. Screaming. Screaming because it was
tearing him apart inside, Vadim could feel the blade go deep, he could feel the
fire, his own blood run over his back, pool in the hollow curve of his spine. The
terror was complete.
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The scream turned into sobbing. Ages since Vadim had cried like that, with
pain and fear. Basic training. Spetsnaz training.

The belt, too far down, and Dan’s knife cut through that as well. Leather,
flesh, no matter. Didn't have to cut off the trousers, unlike ...

Flesh, heat, blood, pain and power.

Unlike ... Nothing,

Buttons gave, slipped out of holes, when Dan pulled hard on the garment.
Exposing that arse he had stared at earlier, and hating the other even more for
it. Hated the stare, the heat, the goddamned body, the Nothing.

Cut the last letter, moved across the small of the back, towards the muscled
flesh, noticed the fine down of blond hair and the way the muscles twitched, the
petfection of smooth lines. The lack of any softness on that body, no curves,
only hard, sharp angles and hardened planes.

Dan’s hand moved downwards through slippery blood, to the small of the
back, red-coated fingers pressing down into the muscled flesh. Staring. Forcing.
Knife moved slower. Minute-deliberate cuts.

Vadim’s mind was spinning, felt like it was breaking, glass, stone, no more.
He tried to move, all he could do was squirm, then a moment’s pause. His arse
tensed, his legs tensed, he knew the knife was poised to ... poised to ... go
there, the blade there would finally kill him. After what would be the worst pain
of his life.

Vadim was panting so hard he was dizzy with oxygen, completely exhausted,
mind frozen in terror. The SAS guy would fuck him with a knife.

What a way to go.

Think.

Can’t.

Think, damn you.

Just can’t.

Vadim shook his head, hit his forehead on a rock, felt more blood, wasn’t
sure where all this was coming from. Quivering mass of terror.

“Cunt,” Dan murmured, knife blade slipping further down, poised to cut.

“Kill me,” Vadim whispered. Russian. He had no thought left in English.
“Kill me ... like soldier. Don’t. I’'m ... soldier ... don’t... want ... can’t ... go
like ... this. You SAS, not ... bandit. I have family.” He felt the tears run down
his face, thought of Katya, the kids, fragile, so fragile little heads and faces. He
tried to stop the tears, hoped the bastard didn’t notice that he cried like a child.

Dan's mind registered one word. So/dier.

Soldier.

Kill me. More words.

Soldier.

Hand stilled. Knife poised. Stared at his own hand pressing down on the
smooth flesh. It shook, hadn't noticed before. Shook violently, from sounds and
movements that felt like white noise amongst the word that kept echoing
through his empty mind, bolted down with insanity and rage.

Crying. Sobbing.
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Soldier. SAS.

For Queen and Country.

“Oh God.” Whispered. Where was the rage? 'Kill him. Kill the liar. Kill him.’

“You lie.” Dan's eyes transfixed on poised knife, couldn't tear them away
from the carnage. Trail of blood, fascinating to watch it move slowly, just as
deliberately as his blade, move towards the cleft and trickle sluggishly down and
vanish.

Something between his arse cheeks. Blood. Running down like the kiss of
death. Vadim screamed again, this time in terror, not pain, felt how his mind
slowly moved away from the broken mess that was his body, his pride, his
honour, his life.

“You can't have a family.” Dan's voice without inflexion nor emotion. Lie,
what a lie. Screaming silence inside, inferno of 'soldier, soldier, professional
soldier' and 't.o.r.tur.er’

“You're a fag.” You, not 'Russkie’, nor 'bastard’, nor 'cunt'.

"You'. Soldier.

There was something bordering calm. It would still happen. Vadim felt filthy
because he’d told the enemy about Katya. His family. His little dream out there
in Moscow. A life he couldn’t lead. Had failed to lead. “Give me ... a bullet. I

.. will even pull the ... trigger, just ... not like this. Give me a clean death.”
How other Spetsnaz would laugh at that idea. Clean death. It was still
splattering his brains out.

Katya. If only I could have been ... that other man. More like Sasha. Vadim
sobbed again, bit into his shoulder to suppress it. “For my ... family. She’ll want
to know ... how I died.”

“You're a faggot.” Repeated, Dan shook his head, couldn't be. Impossible.
“You're a liar.”

It had already stopped to matter. Family? No consequence, just that word,
that one word that was reverberating in every corner of his being. So/dzer.

He was torturing a man not for information. But for ...

Words failed. Just the one. So/dier.

“No.” Dan murmured. Oh fuck. Fuck fuck fuck. War crimes. Unit.
Regimental pride. No. Just no. He'd become as bad as the other, stooped to the
bastard's level.

Blood began to dry on Dan’s fingers. It kept oozing, just like that thought,
the memory, this knowledge. Noticed his body at last, aware of the unbearable.
Hardness where it couldn't nor shouldn't be.

Torturer.

“No.”

Dan's hand trembled, couldn't let the enemy see this weakness. Lowered the
knife, wiped it to clean the bloodied blade, before fumbling with unsteady
hands, slipping it back into its sheath.

So easy to make things undone, just clean the blade and sheath the knife.
No. Not easy at all.
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Dan didn't say another word, left the man on the ground, couldn't bear to
look at the dying, bleeding mess and went to pull up water from the well. Not a
word. Couldn't speak, unbearable that voice of his. It wanted to scream
"Torturer!” at him, and 'Criminal?’ "T'ribunal and Dismissall’

A disgrace for the unit and the British Forces.

For Vadim, it had stopped. The SAS guy was going to get the pistol. A wave
of relief flooded through him. He had thought about dying, and always believed
it would be quick, a bullet to the head. Like a light switched off. A sharp pain,
over. It would be like that, in just a minute. Maybe he gave him a gun, maybe
would help him hold it in his hand. He might be able to squeeze the trigger.
Tension left him again. At least it was over. Nothing or nobody to thank for,
maybe Katya. Her memory. The kids. The pension would be hard, it was already
pretty tight with his normal salary. But she was strong and tough, she would
tind a way. He only regretted that he had made it so much harder. And that just
after Sasha, she would lose him, too. Two blows. So close together.

Vadim lay on the ground, felt the sun burn down. Wondering idly why he
had hated this country so much. It provided air to breathe, and blue sky, and
ground on which to lie. It wasn’t so bad.

Dan came back with the water. Vadim glanced up as the boots scrunched
close, saw the dusty leather, the thick shit-kicker soles. Squinting his eyes to
look at the man, who avoided to meet his eyes.

Not looking, just not looking, thought Dan. Soldier. It's you who is the liar.

What beautiful brown eyes, thought Vadim. Kindness. Now they weren’t
enemies. Vadim was so grateful he almost cried again. It was so simple to be
happy, finally at peace. Just hand over your life, and accept death. He felt he had
realized something impossibly true and profound, something he needed to
share, and he looked at the man and smiled. It wasn’t about forgiving or asking
forgiveness, it was about the simple kindness to no longer hurt.

Dan tipped the open water bottle towards the Russian's bleeding lips.

The touch at Vadim’s lips seemed strange, unexpected. He shook his head.
“No. It’s alright. It’s all good now.”

Dan didn't understand the ramblings, didn't matter. Glanced down at what
he had tried to avoid seeing at all costs, noticed that strange look on the bruised
and bleeding face. A smile? Oh fuck.

The bottle pushed against the lips again, but no reaction. Reluctantly slipping
his hand beneath the head, Dan lifted enough to force bottle and water between
the lips. He'd seen it before, half-unconsciousness and delirium. They'd drink
eventually, reflexes and instinct to sutvive were stronger. Greed to live. He'd
read it somewhere at some stage or maybe he was only imagining it.

Dan waited until sufficient water was swallowed by reflex, then grabbed the
goat skin bucket, poured the cool liquid across the back. Odd. How the sand
and dust was forming intricate patterns when mingling with the blood. Shit, no
bandages. Grabbed his own rag that shielded against the heat and sand and
unwound it, shaking out the dirt. Would have to do - would have to live.
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Soldier. The word kept creeping up on him, gagging his senses in a
stranglehold of guilt.

Soldier. Not torturer. Wages paid by the crown, tax payers' money. All that
shit.

Rag folded inside out, covering the back of the head to shield from the sun.
Dan could see clearly the word he had carved into the flesh.

Pizda. Cunt.

Then it was hidden beneath the fabric and away from his gaze when he
turned, fumbling for cigarettes and matches, staring across the mountains, his
back to the enemy he had slain.

“Fuck.” Fag between his lips, match came to light with a hiss, pulling a drag
deeply into his lungs. So/dzer.

The Russian had to live.

X %k

Cool. Wet. Shade. Water. Of all things, Vadim missed the water most. He just
lay on the ground, his whole body one throbbing mess beyond pain, fire,
pressure, swelling. It didn’t matter. He could rest now. Sleep. He moved his
head to find an area on which his head could rest that didn’t hurt, to the side of
his forehead. Felt water and blood run down his sides, pooling around him. But
no more. He would go to sleep now, and not wake up again, most likely. That
was alright. That was probably the best way to die. He closed his eyes, and
relaxed, relaxed all the tensed, torn, bruised muscles, let his breath flow freely,
and sunk back into darkness.

There was a memory, or a dream. He smelled water, disinfectant,
remembered being cold and wet and glowing with exertion, rubbing his arms to
get warm again after the training. He was dry by the time it was his turn to head
into the masseut’s office, apart from his hair, which needed cutting. Then, warm
hands on his body that took the cold and the tension away, a low voice that told
him to relax.

They didn’t speak much, Vadim was too busy soaking up the feeling of
being thoroughly pampered, of somebody knowing exactly where he needed
that firm touch. Sometimes with a little pain, when he was too tensed to let go.
When he had been defeated again, or couldn’t get what he wanted.

Those hands started at his toes and ended with his head, and the smell of oil
and leather enveloped him. A very special warmth. Often, he grew hard. The
masseur pretended not to notice. Vadim thought maybe it happened to the
other boys as well.

One day, those hands spent much more time on his arse, thumbs working
on the place between them, and then sunk into his body. Vadim hardly dared to
breathe while the fingers sent shivers through him, slow, and then faster, and
the shudders blended into one, and he bucked against the cushioning until he
came.
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He was mortified and mellow at the same time, and the masseur turned away
from him as he told him he was finished. He could hardly focus on the training,
listened up every time somebody mentioned the masseur’s name, but nobody
seemed suspicious. Vadim couldn’t await the next time, and the man did this
again.

Whatever they do, VVadim, never believe what you feel makes you less able to win. It’s
simply not true.

Just a whisper against his ear, and in that moment Vadim understood what he
felt. They shared a secret, in this place where none of the boys managed to keep
a secret for long, where everything was poked and prodded and forbidden, and
Vadim felt guilty and excited and even thought he was in love.

X %k

Dan stood in the waning heat, blowing the cigarette smoke in front of him,
blurring the endless landscape of mountains, rocks and desert. Patches of dried
grass, shrubs and the occasional dead tree. His back away from the other, he
knew the man had to live. He didn't give a shit about the Russkie's life, but he
gave a great deal about what his death would mean, what he had done. If the
Russian died, he'd be a murderer, not a killer.

Had long accepted that killing was his job, 'defence' they said, but when it
came down to it, the SAS training had made him into a killer. Fine. That's what
he did. For Queen and Country and the Glory of the British Special Airborne
Services. He had proven to be tougher than the Royal Marines Commando
troops, fiercer than any infantryman and more resilient than anyone else in the
goddamned Forces.

Interrogation techniques, survival on insects, snails and roots, the whole
fucking hog and all the trimmings. 'Interrogation’, not torture; torture for no
other reason than revenge.

“Murderer,” he murmured with disgust, taking a last dreg of the fag, flicking
the butt behind him. “No. The bastard has to live.”

Soldier. You're a soldier, Dan. You're the best.

Not for a second thinking that far as to what the hell he'd do with his enemy
even if the man survived, but he'd decide on that later. Right now it didn't look
too good, he'd been bloody thorough. He knew the power behind his boots and
fists, and the knife? Flesh cut open like a ripe tomato. Dan wondered how many
bones he'd broken. Nose, cleatly; ribs, surely.

He was in for the long haul. Best organise something to eat and a disguise
for the Russian. The fucker would be minced meat with extra curry flavour if an
Afghani passed the water hole and realised who the messed-up man was.

Dan's stomach was growling, he'd long emptied the packet of nuts. Water
more important than anything, but he needed shade for the Russkie, shoot a
goat and get a fire going. He took a deep breath, then turned around towards
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the man on the ground. First things first. If the bastard had any chance to
sutvive, he'd better make it the best one.

Gathering some of the dried grass and patches of moss and yellowed
undergrowth, Dan started to lay out an area near the water hole, large enough
for the Russkie to lie on, providing some form of cushioned protection for no
doubt broken ribs and bruised flesh.

Walking in ever increasing circles, Dan found enough larger pieces of wood
to construct a makeshift shelter over the natural overhang of rock that provided
protection for the water hole. Only one piece of fabric that would do: his own
patka. Couldn't use the Russian's uniform tunic, too dangerous in case Afghanis
passed during the day, best roll it up and use it as further cushioning. Hiding the
Dragunov rifle, making sure it was out of reach and out of sight, he wondered
about security. No way he'd leave the Russkie unbound, even in this stage, but
the need for a man more dead than alive to be trussed up as he was right now?
Bullshit.

Dan knelt down beside the other, reached for the waistband of the trousers
and pulled them further up over the exposed arse. Didn't look, didn't want to
see, but unable not to notice with utter clarity how the rag had been soaked with
blood already. “You'd better be tough, Russkie, or you haven't got a fucking
chance in hell and I won't let you fuck off and die.” Murmured, the man was
unconscious.

Then checking over the rope, untying it from the beam, but not yet undoing
the wrists nor the ankles. He was about to try and lift the limp body, when his
eyes fell on the shoulder.

“Fuck.” Muttered, Dan hadn't noticed the strange angle before.

Vadim realised he was raised up, he could feel part of his body leave the
ground, then something constricted him, like somebody standing on him,
weight and pressure, and then he was awake as the pain in his shoulder became
unspeakable. There was a sickening sound, a feeling like something ripped his
arm clean off and took the whole shoulder up to the sternum with it.

He screamed again, surprise and pain together much worse than just the
pain, then dropped to the ground again, no, was let down. He panted, fighting
the pain and the fear that returned with the pain. Staring at the SAS soldier,
wondering what next.

Then, slowly, it dawned on him his shoulder had been dislocated. That
explained the pain there. And the guy had put it back into its socket. He lay
there and didn’t dare to move, felt nauseous and hungry and sweaty and battled
the pain. No gun. No knife. The man tried to help? Why? Vadim looked at the
enemy, tried to guess, then felt the darkness well up again. Last thought was
somehow unpleasant, but it slipped from his mind.

Dan caught the brief inquisitive look, remembered how the other's eyes had
been pale like a block of ice, see-through transparency against the blue of a
wintet sky. They were darker now, and he couldn't understand for all the money
in the wotld why the fuck he remembered the fucket's eyes so vividly. Never
mind.
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The man was slipping away, made the whole lot easier, and he lifted the
limp, heavy body with a groan, managed to get it over to the makeshift resting
place and lowered him down. Leaving the rope around the ankles the way they
were, but he undid the boot laces and pulled them off, wouldn't do to have the
Russkie survive only to have his feet rot away, unable to get him to ... yeah,
where to? Time would tell. The ropes somewhat loose now, he didn't figure the
man was up to running away, thus re-bound the wrists as well, leaving a
modicum of movement. The shoulder would hurt like fuck, but that would be
nothing compared to the broken bones and the cut-open flesh.

Then up, securing his parka as windbreak and shelter, it would keep warmth
in from the fire he was about to make. It would have to be small, but enough
driftwood to keep them going for the time they'd have to stay. Cut short only by
the man's death, if it happened. The option remained bloody likely.

It would get dark and cold soon, time to find something to eat and Dan
walked off, his own rifle under the arm to find and shoot a goat or anything else
that provided food.

When Vadim awoke the next time, it was from fire. The warmth that was
different from the feverish heat that possessed his body. The smell of
something edible. The fireplace carefully shielded.

He lay still, noticed his hands and feet were bound, but had no strength
beyond working that out. Saw how the SAS guy’s skin turned red in the
firelight. Dark eyes and hair. The thought grew into a suspicion. He tried to
open his lips, felt they were dry, and tried to clear his throat. It took a while, he
just didn’t have much control.

Dan was turning over the piece of goat meat that was roasting on the fire,
concentrating on the flames, not the man. He'd cleaned the back again, poured
some water down the othet's throat while he was out, careful to use reflexes and
not choke him, then washed out the bloodied rag and covered the back again.
Every time he lifted the cloth, 'pizda’ was stating at him.

Cunt.

“Why?” Vadim’s original question was longer, something about Mujahideen,
and bounty, but it was too much. Not that he expected an answer. He might be
back in the dark place before the SAS guy answered. If he did.

Dan frowned. What else did the fucker want? Nursing, food, water and now
conversation? He had even placed the Russian's uniform shirt and tunic back
over him to ward off the cold - inside out and hiding the insignia with dog tags
tucked beneath the throat, and he'd be fucked if he knew what he himself was
going to use at night. He was unharmed, though, and the enemy had nothing
left to fight. The cold would kill the bastard this time, and that just wouldn't do.

Dan didn't react to the question, tested a strip of the meat instead, tore it off
when it was sufficiently cooked and stuffed it into his mouth before turning
while chewing, walking over to the Russian. He crouched beside the head and
wordlessly offered a small strip of meat, pushing it against the lips.

Vadim watched, smelled the meat, and yes, that meant he was supposed to
live. Which was odd. The bounty counted for his head, he knew there were
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bounties around on any Russian soldier. Officers were quite valuable. But he
also knew that it didn’t matter whether the head was still attached. Maybe some
kind of hostage situation.

He wished he’d be high-ranking enough that the KGB would actually do
things to get him out. Maybe they even would. But they wouldn’t like the fact
that he had been interrogated. He opened his lips and took the hot meat,
manoeuvred it between his molars and very slowly chewed. His jaw ached like
he had been chewing steel for several hours. Looked up at the man, expected,
deep down in his guts, more pain. He had looked at him with a mixture of lust
and dark pleasure, then respect, then fear. It all mixed now. He realized why he
had chosen this one in that night in Kabul. Drunk as he had been. Adrenaline-
crazed to boot. Bored and vicious. He swallowed the meat, felt how even that
hurt.

“Vadim ... Krasnorada. I ... am from Moscow.” If he was a hostage, there
was one duty, and that was to stay alive. He had tried to escape, often enough,
he reckoned. Now it was about working within the confined space. And that
meant to get into the head of his captor.

Dan shrugged, tore off another strip of meat for himself, then for the
Russian. Spoke at last. “I know who you are but I don't give a shit.” Now,
strangely relaxed, his voice fell back into the smoothed-down somewhat guttural
accent of the Scottish Highlands. A voice that was dark, warm even. He'd
caught many girls with it in his time. That, and his smart-ass grin, the self-
assertiveness and that killer-body.

“Don't ever make the mistake to think I give a flying fuck about your life
and who you are.” Pushed the meat against the lips again. “But you'll live.”
Took the last bit of meat and chewed on it before reaching for the water bottle
on his belt.

Vadim carefully chewed. It was hard and required a lot of concentration to
not chew on his tongue. Took forever before he managed to swallow. Listened
to the strange intonation, different from what he had been taught, and couldn’t
place the man.

“No. No more mistakes,” he murmured, half closed his eyes because the lids
were too heavy. “If ... you go into the village. They often have food ... hidden
away. Check for ... cellars. Small ... cavities. They ... store stuff in all ... kinds
of places. Don’t touch the water.”

Vadim rested from that again, felt the chill of the night. “I think I will be ...
worse in a bit.” He could feel heat, and sweat, and knew his body was gearing
up to fight infection and blood loss. That was how it was. “Her name’s Katya.
Daughter’s Anoushka. Son’s Nikol’.” Nikolai. Anya, and Katarina.

Fever. Of course. Expected and dreaded, but if anything, that man would
pull through. Dan listened to the ramblings, even though he didn't want to. Not
much else to do, face to face with another man. Whatever those names meant,
they meant nothing to Dan. Daughter, son, wife, whatever. How could he?
How could that fucker anyway? Then why had he done what he did and ... no.
Not go there. There be dragons, but there should be Nothing.
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Dan put the water bottle to Vadim's lips and let some of it pour into the
mouth, waiting for him to swallow.

Swallowing again. Vadim knew he had to, and knew it was better, the more it
improved his chances, but it was hard work, and he’d rather just drift away.

Fishing in the back pocket of his webbing belt, Dan pulled out a small tub
with white pills. Penicillin. His last ones. He was taking his chances. “Take
that.” Pushing a couple between the other's lips, while noting what he had said
about the villages. Tomorrow, not now. Now he was starting to freeze.

Vadim woke up a bit more, mistrustful, then remembered it didn’t make any
difference. He opened his lips and took the pills, swallowed them dry, which
took even more effort. Half formed thoughts in his mind, one clouding the
other. Spetsnaz. SAS. Family. He started to shiver, felt every sore muscle in his
body protest. Opened his eyes again, didn’t want to slip away, now that he had a
small hope, he had something to lose.

He tried to move his hand, of course the left one, to touch the other man’s
arm, squeeze it, but was too weak to lift the hand much and there was still the
rope.

Dan saw an abortive movement in the othet's hand, but took no further
notice. Trickled more water between the lips to help wash the pills down, and
the more water the man swallowed, the better the chances. Simple equation and
even simpler reasons why.

Live, or I will be a murderer.

Watching the Russkie rapidly descend into unconsciousness, Dan turned to
stoke the fire. Despite the shelter and the small source of heat, it was beginning
to freeze as it always did in these goddamned mountains. Peering outside and
into the sky, he wondered when he had stopped being amazed at the vastness of
the night sky in this country, and the incredible clarity of the stars. Perhaps he
had forgotten about it when the killing started, the fighting and scheming, or
maybe since that night in Kabul.

Didn't matter. The stars would remain and he was nothing but a human who
had to eat. Seating himself down to roast another bit of meat, he had to keep
going or the goat would be off come the heat of the following day.

Two hours later and as much food down his neck as he could manage, Dan
kindled the fire again and set up meat in a circle around the flames, positioned
on spikes to keep it roasting for the following day. Tired and exhausted, he was
freezing cold and glanced over at shelter, man and coverings. Damn.

He drew in a deep breath, watched it exhale in curling steam into the crystal
coldness of the night and shrugged. Couldn't be helped. Moved over to the
Russian, lay himself down on the patch of padding. If he kept his guard and
never turned his back, the other shouldn't pose a danger in his condition.

Moved closer, as close as he could and draped the tunics and every scrap of
fabric he could find over both of them. Fuck. How bloody ironic. Mortal
enemies sharing body heat. He'd laugh if he could find it funny.

Dan fell asleep within a heartbeat.
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Vadim woke up because he was burning, felt like somebody poured fire
down his throat. Fitful sleep. He felt worse than before, headache was back,
sunburn in all the places that weren’t black and blue.

He wanted to beg for water, then noticed something close. Somebody. He
didn’t feel the cold, he was sweating, but it was feverish heat and nothing
cooled, not the night, not the sweat.

Saw the man up close, eyes closed, face relaxed, no hatred, no fear, no anger,
no nothing. Just a man asleep. He couldn’t help noticing the man was pretty.
No, wrong word. Stunning. He tried to laugh, but didn’t have the strength.
Stunning alright. Smashing, even.

He peered at him sideways. Close, brushing him, preserving heat. He could
study him all he wanted. And how stupid to even notice how attractive the
other was. You thrive on pain, he thought. Vadim, you are insane. Look what
he did.

But he understood. He understood why, and he knew that he himself
wouldn’t have shown any of what the other had. No mercy. The pain and
weakness raging in his body. He looked at the other, ignored the thirst, tried to
move his left hand. Worked. All five fingers. That was a start.

That movement was all that was needed to enter Dan's sleep, alerting his
mind. He'd not still be alive if he hadn't got an ever vigilant sleep. Dan's eyes
opened, his face turned from one second relaxed to the next awake. He said
nothing, his mind still clouded with sleep. Dark brown eyes face to face with
pale ice blue. There they were again. He'd laugh once more that he noticed, but
it still wasn't funny.

The face in front of his was bruised in grotesque ways, one eye almost
swollen shut, the other looking straight at him. Black and blue, dried red of
blood and grime and dust.

His brows raised, but he did not move.

Excellent reflexes, Vadim thought. Instincts. He just barely managed to
shake his head. Being so close without hitting or kicking him must be bad for
the SAS guy. Bad feelings. Bad memory. He tried to moisten his lips, wasn’t
sure what he would say, or could say without losing the remainder of the other
man’s good will.

“Just woke up,” Vadim said. “It’s alright.”

It was. Vadim had got used to the pain. He’d live. What for — he didn’t care
right now. I really like your eyes, he thought. Now, that would kill him. But he
did. Irony. That he noticed these things after he’d had that body, noticed eyes
and hair and that long, thin nose that looked like that man had got through
basic training without breaking it. “I owe you,” he murmured.

I owe you? Dan's brows rose even higher. “You'te talking bullshit.” His own
voice had the thickness of sleep. I#'s alright? Just as ridiculous, but it would do.
“Water?” One-syllable communication when he didn't want to talk at all. Not

with this one, it made the Russkie too human instead of a mass of muscle, skin,
bones and flesh.
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Vadim nodded. “Yes. Water.” Difficult to keep the eye open. So many
things to ask. Who are you? Where are you from? The other would never give
up that advantage, if only psychological. No, every advantage. He couldn’t care
right now. He glanced up.

Dan reached behind himself for the water bottle and moved to sit on his
hips. Unscrewing the top he took a swig himself before holding it once again to
the other's lips.

“Stars, eh?” Vadim grinned a little. Milky Way. Stars, stars, stars. “Moscow,
no stars.”

“I told you before,” Dan frowned, “I don't give a shit who you are, where
you'te from, who your family is, is you even have one, what fucking stars are in
whatever motherfucking country and least of all who you've fucked with or
not.” Dan had no idea where the last bit had come from, and didn't notice it
either.

Vadim drank, heard the tirade, acknowledged it. He tried to get as much
water down as he could, and the thirst began to grow a little less bad. Still not
great, but he didn’t want to have to piss. Certainly not. He was about to say
something more, something like an apology for keeping him awake, then
thought it didn’t really matter. Relaxing again, feeling the sweat bead on his
body. Lying awake, feeling the fever rage inside.

Dan was cold, tired, but at least not hungry. “You'll live, but that's it, and if
you don't shut the fuck up that's getting less likely by the minute.” Taking the
bottle of water away.

“I understand.” Vadim felt as if backhanded, the man slipped away like a
fish in a pond. It was important that the SAS guy saw him as more than just an
enemy. An enemy he kept alive, but there had to be more, and that was work,
but Vadim had to do it. It would improve his chances of survival and maybe
even escape.

Dan nodded, had an idea that the Russkie did anything but understand, but
didn't matter right now. He put the top onto the bottle after a swig for himself
and lay back down, shifting close to the sweating body. He'd feel uncomfortable
if he didn't know about necessity and if he hadn't slept arse to arse or chest to
chest with gangs of squaddies before. Die of cold or push your body into
another man's and have a groin rubbing against your back and be snugly warm.
No contest.

“Sleep.” An order, not a request.

Dan slept until dawn broke, fairly undisturbed, as if his subconscious had
adjusted to the shifting and tiny movements of the feverish man beside him. It
was expected. Pouring more water into the Russian the moment Dan woke, he
refilled the bottle after taking a piss nearby, his back to the other.

Checking on the cuts, another wash of Vadim's back with cold water and
then some more of the meat to chew. Small bites, he almost fed the man like a
child, but everything Dan did he did with obvious reluctance. Live, yes, wanted
him to live? In too many ways no.
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He left the Russian with the goat skin bucket full of water beside him, and
the tunic once more rolled up and stashed beneath his head. Every bit that
clearly marked him as a Soviet soldier was hidden away. He'd have to take the
chances that no one would stop by and realise who the sick man was, but he
had to be off to scour the mountains and climb down into the next village. A
few hours trek and he found what he was looking for. Primitive huts burnt
down, deserted and laden with the rotten stench of animal corpses. At least the
humans seemed to have been buried. Digging inside the huts, he soon found
what he was looking for, burdening himself with every tin he could find, dried
fruits, some dried meat and a wooden tub of what seemed to be animal fat.

Up in the mountain, Vadim was waiting, drifting in and out of sleep.
Realising he was alone, and thirsty, he managed his one triumph in that day.
Drink from the bucket with his own strength, nearly toppling it three or four
times, his back a bushfire of pain as he collapsed, nearly sobbing with
frustration. Couldn’t move.

Couldn’t get away. Ate two bites of meat he had found close enough to
reach for and eat. Took forever. Covered his head as good as he could, the sun
hated his fair skin, people like him should stay wrapped up to the tips of their
nose and then some.

Vadim stared at the ground, tried counting to see how bad it was, lost track
of his numbers, drifted off again, woke, and the shadows were long and deep,
and he forced himself to drink more.

Dan found his way back to the water hole with experienced ease, orienting
himself at the sun and the rock formations, grabbing fire wood on the way and
by the approaching evening, with an hour's time to spare before darkness,
arriving back at the makeshift camp with his burden.

Putting everything down beside the now burnt-out fire, he rekindled it first,
using some carefully stashed embers, before walking over to look down at the
man. Wordlessly studying the sweat gleaming side of the face and neck, thickly
muscled arms and then the expanse of back, hidden beneath the rag that
protected the open wounds.

He didn't know if he felt hatred anymore. It was more the sensation of a
most disturbing lack of anything.

Nothing.

When Vadim awoke next time, the SAS soldier was standing there, watching
him like a dying animal. He looked up, answered that gaze. Good you’re back,
he thought, but knew saying it wasn’t welcome. The other man didn’t talk. Not
to him, anyway. “I'm ... prisoner, yes?” English.

Good question. What was the man, this Spetsnaz soldier? Dan shrugged, “I
guess.” Did it matter? He didn't wans it to matter. The Russian was his
responsibility for now and that was bad enough.

Checking the surroundings, Dan saw the bucket had been drunk from, the
bits of meat were gone. Good. Reaching into his pocket he got a handful of
dried fruits, soft bits of sweetness, and placed them into the Russian's left hand.
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Understood that the right would be useless. He had a fair idea from experience
of the pain and complications of dislocated shoulder and broken ribs.

He turned away again, to sort the foodstuffs he had found, before refilling
the water bottle and opening one of the tins. Spam. This time Dan did laugh. A
private joke that tickled his humour from a distance and time faraway. Shaking
his head while letting out that laughter, belly deep although short, and sounding
as relaxed as if he were down the pub with his mates.

Vadim looked up at the laughter. Surprising, but the other man wasn’t as
dour as he made out. The sound felt good, assured him he’d be alright, because
this man had more feelings than anger. He wanted to ask what was funny about
it, then had the feeling that that question would stop the laughter and all
humour immediately.

Dan got some of the meat out with his knife and cut it into small pieces.
Grabbing the tub with animal fat he knelt down beside the Russian once more,
placed the tin with the cut-up spam in front of his hand. “It's good together
with the fruit.”

Vadim glanced at the meat. Protein. Good idea.

He moved again, and halted the instant the man lifted the rag to study the
wounds. Vadim’s shoulder blades moved as he felt tension again, and he forced
muscles to move that were cut. Vadim pressed his forehead into the ground and
tried not to think, not to feel. He had no idea how bad it was, only that it felt
very, very bad. And it scared him. Not knowing.

Dan’s eyes narrowed at the angry red lines that spoke in Cyrillic words,
drawn with dried blood. Cunt. Yes, Dan knew. All too well. “Eat now, it'll hurt
later.” Uncovering the tub, eyeing one of the worst bruises over the ribs, slowly
pushing into it to check if he could feel any bones.

The pain was immense. Another touch that hurt. It was probably gentle, but
it caused agony, Vadim could feel his own ribs move in ways they shouldn’t.
That was why breathing hurt. He had wondered what the noise had been. That
was them breaking.

And yet. Pain. Touch. Something got confused in his mind, something about
that man touching him. When Vadim dared to breathe again, he looked at the
other. Wanted to be sarcastic, congratulate him on reducing him to this in only
a few hours. Couldn’t dredge up the feeling for it. Punishment for what he had
done? Then it was punishment for both of them, and that didn’t make any
sense.

“I wish I could offer you money.” In Capitalism, everything had a price, and
nothing value.

“What for?” Dan didn't look up, watched his hand instead, fingers slowly
moving across the ribcage. Yes, broken, damn, but he'd expected it. Knew his
own strength, was glad at least for the bones remaining in situ. Wondered for a
moment why he was glad, shook his head. At least he wouldn't be a murderer if
the Russkie survived.

82



Vadim tensed at the probing fingers, by instinct, hit his forehead against the
ground. Fuck. That hurt. Breathing uncontrolled, panting again, he tried to slow
it down. Don’t panic. It’s just pain. It’s cleaning up after all the fun you’ve had.

“I told you, you live.” Leaning over the other, Dan's hands were moving
more carefully up and down both sides of the chest. Massive chest. Strong,
hard, and lacking even the slightest hint of softness. He moved his hands up
again, then down, lingering at the waist. Not thinking, just checking. Once more
up, slowly. Sensation of skin, hot and smooth, over muscles. Slowed and
marvelled, not thinking, never thinking. Stayed, felt, remained too long.

The hands felt soothing now, calming, and Vadim was stupidly grateful for
that touch. Tried to relax. It wouldn’t help if he freaked every time that man
checked his wounds. There would be a lot of that.

Dan suddenly caught himself, looked up, met the Russian's eyes at last. “I
don't need your money even if you had any.”

“It’s not ... about needing, it’s about wanting,” said Vadim, and paused,
because those words ran too deep. He didn’t actually need to jump anybody,
hadn’t needed to ambush this man. It was all about wanting. Money, sex,
combat. He closed his eyes, hoped the other wouldn’t notice. The kind of
sentence that got people hurt even more.

Dan's hands stopped, he tensed, but said nothing. Peering at the cuts, he
tilted his head to glance down towards the trousers. He frowned. The last letter
was reaching below the waistband, he could already see the fabric rubbing
against the angry welts, it would make healing impossible. Shit.

“I broke your ribs.” Matter-of-factly. “Your legs, you feel pain?” His hand
rested on the waistband with its cut leather belt. Reluctant to push the trousers
back down, equally hesitating to let go.

Dan didn't like being confused.

“Yes. The spine is alright. I can feel and move my toes. Just not the legs.”
Because that would mean moving a muscle in my back, and that hurt really
badly last time I tried. Vadim snorted laughter. “I’ll tell them I fell off a
mountain this time.” Laughter again.

“No one is going to believe that story.” Dryly. Dan's words belied the
carnage across the back. “No one.”

Vadim shook his head. “Guess not. But I'll cut the doctor’s balls off if he
writes anything else into my file.” At worst he could bribe the doctor.

Dan snorted, then pushed the camo trousers down, half-way over the arse.
Stopped. Hand still poised on the fabric. He exhaled one breath louder than he
should, caught himself staring for a moment. Holy shit. The sun was low in the
sky, hitting the smooth flesh at an angle that made the blond hair shimmer
golden on fairly pale skin. Perfection.

This very moment he hated the Russian again.

Getting bared again, this time, without the knife. Vadim paused, listening,
every sense alert. Resisting? No. He didn’t even know what to expect. Or maybe
... Maybe. He didn’t believe the other capable of doing that. Not casual, not
like this. Fat. Muscles. Cramps.
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“Eat.” Curt, almost angry, Dan nodded at spam and fruit. “I found a tub of
fat, itll do to stop your muscles from cramping, but itll hurt like a
motherfucker.” He shrugged, turned away to tend to the fire once more, leaving
the back and arse open to the air.

Vadim reached out with his hand and began to eat the fruit. Raisins, apples.
They made him actually hungty, and he didn’t have to chew them much, just
swallow. The meat didn’t offer much more resistance, and he concentrated on
getting some calories inside.

Having his own share of some fruits and more of the goat, Dan chose the
tougher foods, keeping the easy options for the other. Caring? Bullshit, being
realistic.

Returning after food and water, he watched the Russian swallow the last
bites, before handing him the water bottle. Figuring he'd manage on his own by
now. If not? Tough shit, he wasn't the bastard's nurse. Almost murdering him,
torturing the man for revenge didn't make him detest the fucker any less. He
straddled Vadim's legs, lowered himself to sit on the thighs, and reached for the
tub. slapping some of the fat onto his hands.

Sitting on him. Vadim couldn’t crane his neck — just didn’t want to risk it —
not enough to look at him. His legs, thighs, arse, everything tensed, partially to
support that weight. The weight. The fat was a good idea, good solution, but he
was sitting on top of him, and Vadim could feel how much he would have liked
that if the man had actually been open about that possibility. No, wrong. Part of
him liked that weight on top. Period.

“If I don't do this now you'll be screaming by tomorrow.”

“I have a feeling I'll be screaming anyway,” Vadim murmured in Russian,
and inhaled deeply.

“I guess you will.” The dry voice again, in Russian this time, but forever
matter-of-fact. Dan moved his hands, avoided the cuts, believed that air on the
wounds would be better than anything, and fat would not stop an infection.
Water, air, and covering them from the worst. That would have to do. The
grease could come later when the cuts had closed. No, instead his hands moved
along the sides, not too much pressure, just enough to tend to the bruises,
mindful of the fractures. He had no intention to dish out agony, even felt the
need to avoid it.

Leaning forward, avoiding contact with the back, Dan worked his way up to
the shoulder, before moving down along the arms, then back to the shoulder.
He had no illusion how much more pain he was causing. He knew better
though, if he didn't wotk out the muscles now, they would seize in later. He
took his time, ignored the reactions and concentrated on nothing but the body.

This goddamned body.

Seemed his hands were destined to bring nothing but pain.

Vadim pressed his forehead into the ground. The pain was nothing like the
one he remembered — even though it was hard to remember the whole size of
that fucking monster. But it was still pretty bad.

If this hurts, breathe with me.

84



He forced himself to exhale when the SAS guy leaned in, and inhale when
the pressure left. His body remembered that much. Of course, his shoulder felt
no better, probably even worse. The way he’d been tied up — not good. And all
the punches and kicks — he tried not to remember. Instead exhaled when it hurt,
groaning in pain, that was permissible, no screaming,

He was close enough, but he didn’t. Had some guts for a change. Spetsnaz
fucking joke. His drill instructors would tell stories about Spetsnaz that had
rather been torn to pieces than scream. Vadim wasn’t that calibre. Those stories
stayed in the barracks, like all the other fairy tales. Spetsnaz don’t feel pain, and
Baba Yaga is your dad.

He wondered for a fraction of a moment why the SAS guy wanted to spare
him more pain. And the weight on top. Reassuring. Painful, but reassuring.

Surprised at the silence, only some groans. Dan couldn't help but feel
respect. Didn't fight against that feeling, had long ago accepted the notion of
respect - even for an enemy. When it came down to it, they were all just men.

One a rapist, another a torturer.

No! His hand dug into the shoulder much harder than before, then eased
again, grunted softly. Had to focus on what he was doing, couldn't let thoughts
interfere again. Just looked at the body before him, ignored the sight of the cuts,
instead worked on the arms, the neck, the shoulders. Took much longer than he
had intended, but time didn't matter. Darkness was falling, the shelter
illuminated by the flames of the small fire. Still his hands moved, smoothed,
wandered over skin and muscles.

Vadim concentrated on the hands until there was nothing else but the weight
and the hands on his skin. Breathed against the pain, focused on it, taking it in.
Accepting.

It got better. Much, much better. His body remembered all the important
things about relaxing, about calming and resting after exertion and fear. The
weight shifted on top, he slowly relaxed his legs, arse, felt the man move,
slightly, leaning into the motion. He was far from skilled, but all the bits were in
place. Strength, and knowledge of the human body. Knew where the muscles
were and how to reach them.

The Brit didn’t stop after the pain had turned to a dull, if angry glow, his
shoulder, the ribs. No longer the muscles themselves. They were soothed,
returned to their places, how they were meant to be.

Dan was aware of hardness and sharp angles, no softness anywhere, just
contained strength. Hands slowing, the movements more deliberate, less
focussed. Just touching, new sensations. Dan had never felt a man before. Not
in this way.

Smooth-sliding up one arm, following biceps and triceps, dipping into the
hollow of the elbow. Gliding along sunburnt skin, covered in blond hair, finally
ending up at the ropes that held the pronounced wrists. Then back again, once
more and ever more again.

The massage went on, sliding over Vadim's skin, strong hands, calloused,
short fingernails. Vadim felt his body welcome that, felt a slow, careful desire,
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even though that was madness, not for this man, not in this situation. But
something about it aroused him. He closed his eyes and only opened them
when the SAS guy spoke.

“I cut your back.” Out of the blue and in Russian. Quiet, dark voice,
somewhat rough. “It says pizda.”

Pizda. For a moment, Vadim didn’t care. He was alive, in one piece, scars
meant nothing, not even when they formed words. But that word.

It would be hard to explain that. To anybody. Doctor, anybody who could
see him under the shower. It meant he had been defeated and allowed this to
happen. Somebody had done it to him. He kept his forehead on the ground, felt

. felt again, humiliation, shame, self-pity. Explain that away? Howr? He
nodded, feeling numb, but on a deeper level, things weren’t all that clear. Being
called a cunt and ... that.

“Yes.” Accepting that as reality.

Silence. Dan didn't know what he had expected, but not this. This lack of
anything. Hands slowed, more, then more. Stopped.

Crackle of fire; howl of a forlorn hunter somewhere in the night.

“Why did you rape me.” Silence inside.

Vadim tried to move, no, merely shifted, he couldn’t actually get out of it,
and he didn’t want to. Why. He could have fucked Vanya. Or anybody else.
Plenty of opportunity. He thought of an excuse, but before he could even start
putting one together understood that the question was deeper. Why him? Or
was it why rape?

He clenched his jaw muscle, thinking. “I was ...” No, the beginning of an
excuse. I was drunk, I didn’t think about it, I needed to break something.
“Because ... you looked like you had a fight in you.” Very close to the truth. “I
needed a fight.” Excuse again. Justification. “I wanted you.” Truth. I want you
even now, damn it.

Nothing for a long time. No sound, no reaction except for a narrowing of
Dan's eyes, and then they closed for a long while, but the other could not see
him. Movement at last, a nod that was transmitted to where their bodies
connected, and then Dan's hands left the oily shimmering skin. The weight
lifted, the rag was put once more across the back and then the tunic to provide
warmth.

Dan never looked back at the other, pulled the Russian's shitt over his own
head, on top of his jumble of clothes, grabbed his rifle and walked out into the
night. Fuck the freezing cold, he didn't care.

Out of sight, swallowed by blackness and stars, the sound of a match being
lit, and the smell of cigarette smoke wafting back into the shelter.

Then nothing,

Vadim raised his head and peered into the darkness. He expected a shot.
There were a few recruits — conscripts — that killed themselves. Sometimes it
took the tough ones, and the ones that had seemed so fragile suddenly grew
steel around their souls. He half expected the other to kill him now, but he had

86



had no lies, no cover story. It was either making excuses, or saying the truth. He
doubted he could have got away with excuses. He listened into the night.

Nothing he could do, but wait for the other. Who had still covered him
again, made sure he got through the night. He felt something strange, worry and
compassion, oddly enough. This whole thing had screwed him over, but he had
achieved his objective. His captor had opened up. He had opened up. That was
why it was so difficult. He had to let down the mask and be a person. He waited
for a long time, then thought the SAS guy had gone, just walked off. He might
be able to stand tomorrow — provided he could get through the ropes. But
walking or marching? Out of the question. First step would be to try and find
the rifle — any weapon. So he could defend himself.

He looked out into the darkness again, but the other could be anywhere. He
woke up because of thirst and because he thought he had heard or noticed
something. But nothing,.

He had to have fallen asleep again, for in the morning, when Vadim woke, a
man was moving about in the camp, tending to the fire while eating out of a tin,
crouched on the ground with his back to the other.

A short while later Dan stood up and walked over, more fruit and a different
type of meat in another tin, placed them down on the ground.

“Drink.” Dan pushed the water bottle into the Russian's hands.

Nothing had changed. Nothing had ever happened that night in Kabul.

Nothing.

X %k

Vadim slept a lot. But sleeping meant he didn’t have to move. He slept when
the SAS guy wasn’t there, and even slept when he was around. Always watching
the other when he was awake. Not that there was much to watch. The other
man ate, did the camp duty stuff, and cleaned his weapons. Even the Dragunov.
It felt strange to see the man handle the sniper rifle. Vadim had always
considered that weapon to be much more elegant than any assault rifle, sleek,
elegant killing power. His rifle. He could shoot with most things, enemy
weapons. The first time he had captured an antique 19% century Enfield he had
amused himself with that. Amazing that the Afghans still shot with that kind of
weapon.

He watched the man wash, watched how his shoulders shifted under the
filthy shirt, firm, round muscles. Dark skin. Saw him fill up the bottle and take
the rifle and vanish in the mornings when it was still relatively cool. When he
was gone, he started to try out his body, tensed every muscle, began to work on
it again, arms and shoulders, stomach, chest, tried to keep everything else to a
minimum. He was still hurting, badly, but he needed to move, if only a little.

In the night, they were sharing warmth. And having rested all day, Vadim
found it hard to sleep. One side was cold, the other warm. He could smell the
man, his skin, his hair, and it was strange getting used to having him around.
Always watching him with thoughts that had nothing to do with the war, or
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indeed, escape or weakness. He knew he was being unprofessional about it. He
imagined touching him, imagined their bodies even closer together. He’d turn
around if it took that, allow him to press up against him, give him a hand job.
Fuck. The same man who had tried to kill him. He was in no state for sex, but
that didn’t mean the thought couldn’t creep up on him. And he knew he was no
longer that man’s equal. He’d be the bitch, but it didn’t matter. He still wanted
him.

They didn’t speak. The other only spoke when absolutely pressed, and
Vadim was never quite sure what to say, if anything. He concentrated on
healing.

Eventually, he could crawl again, then sit up, survey their little mountain
kingdom, and spend days staring out over the mountains, thinking. Working on
excuses, wortrying about capture, being a prisoner. He was not ready to accept
that. The British weren’t in this war officially. Even the Americans weren’t.

He wondered about the laws. This was an internal affair, there was no way
they could try him for this. No proof of anything. The government in Kabul
wouldn’t try him for this, and wouldn’t help anybody who tried. Moscow
wouldn’t probably even answer any request like that. And the KGB might
bargain to get him out. As long as the superiors of his captor played by the
rules, he was untouchable.

It was a different matter with the Mujahideen, as they called themselves.
Warriors of God. Oh please. If god existed, he wouldn’t certainly need a band
of ragtag goat-fuckers to sort out his stuff. Bandits, pure and simple. They saw a
vacuum of power and tried to fill it. Physics, nothing more. Jihad all you like.

But he was worried about the ways they would kill him if they could get their
hands on him. Savages. Savages that had a mission from god, and he was a
servant of the devil. Nothing like religion to make people unreasonable.

Some days passed, and Vadim began to get up and walk a little. Stretch his
legs. It was more staggering than walking, but if he rested every now and then —
and usually quite soon — he could walk. Careful to hide the progress as long as
possible. He was in no state to try and cover the fifty or sixty kilometres that he
was away from the nearest Soviet outpost he knew. Even like this, he needed to
be lucky and walk into a patrol.

As much as Dan had refused to interact with the Russian, it was hard to
battle physical familiarity when sharing warmth with another body night after
night. He had no choice, had to be sensible. Kept the man under guard while
pressed close to him, gained warmth and thus remained with his strength intact.
It would have been foolish to fight the cold on his own. Physical contact at
night as selfish as the need for the Russian to live. At least Dan kept telling
himself that.

He hadn't failed to notice some of the other's progress, the way he moved
was less stiff, the way he handled his food and lifted the bottle. He'd have to tie
him up more securely soon, but felt reluctant still. As long as the broken ribs
had not healed there was no way the man could run nor fight.
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Dan had made up his mind during the long days of hunting and gathering
tirewood, had found a solution to his responsibility. Get rid of the Russian. Get
back down into Kabul under shelter of night and hand him over to the
American embassy. They were still there, in a highly secured pace, but he knew
he would get into it, and he could make sure the Russian would keep quiet.

Not the Mujahideen, he couldn't hand the man over to them. What would
be the purpose? To keep him alive, just to die under even more unspeakable
torture? If there was anything worse than what he had done, the fanatic goat-
fuckers would know it. Jihad, indeed. Fuckers. He did a job and his duty by
training them, but he couldn't give less than a shit about their motives.

Finally, Dan could hold off his grooming no longer. His face itched with the
thick beard stubble, cursing his dark complexion. Some men shaved every other
day, he used to do it twice when in uniform. Even he could not stand his own
smell anymore. Personal hygiene as important as cleaning one's weapon - and
that of an enemy - and he'd been forced to neglect the former.

Dan waited until the sun had gone high and the mountains were once more
baking under its merciless rays, before he got up and brought the goatskin bag
out of the water hole. Stalling for a moment, a thought crept into his mind,
what if that shit-stabbing bastard was going to stare at him? So what. More men
had seen his body than he bothered to remember. No crumb off his plate and
nothing to see what not all of his mates had seen before. Communal washing,
pissing and shitting, who gave a fuck.

That cunt was different, though?

No. Nothing different. Nothing had happened. If he turned away now,
hiding from the Russian's view, he'd admit weakness; defeat.

The shirt was already off, and Dan pulled the filthy t-shirt over his head. He
felt self-conscious for just a moment, before discarding the thought. What the
fuck, indeed. He was just a bloke, with a body like everyone else's.

Throwing the t-shirt onto a pile with the equally grimy shirt, he stretched,
before bending down to unlace his boots. Unaware that his body was nothing
like anyone else's, only few looked anything like him. Leaner than the bulky
Russian, but muscular and strong. A powerful black tiger. Smooth skin,
naturally dark, betraying some Italian ancestor, and perhaps some Arabic or
Asian genes thrown in as well. Who knew who had fucked whom in the past,
well before his ancestors settled in Scotland.

All the while the Vadim was leaning with the good side of his back to a rock,
aimlessly playing with a piece of stone, rubbed it clean with a thumb, looked at
it closer. Ammonites. He remembered school. All this stuff must have been sea
floor at some point. As much as he missed the sea, water, all of this had once
been covered with water. Afghanistan had been ocean floor. He looked up to
share that bit of wisdom, just saw the other strip.

Oh fuck. Vadim dropped the pebble. He’d been right about the othet’s
body. Right from the start. He should have taken more time. He probably
wasn’t as obsessed as him with weightlifting, that man still looked like an
athlete.
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Stepping out of the boots, Dan held his breath when taking off the socks.
Fuck, that stink could kill a man, but he'd just have to do his best. As long as
they kept dry he'd be alright. He stood for a moment, barefooted and just in his
combats, running a hand through his unruly hair. Right. Water. Washing then
trying to shave with whatever he could find. That would be his knife and the
remains of the animal fat. Oh joy.

The Brit was planning to get cleaned up. Vadim could feel his own hair and
stubble, resented that, he much rather be completely smooth, and when he was
gearing up for the Olympics, he had been, and it was a bit of a habit. No beard,
ever. His skin didn’t like the shaving, but it liked a beard even less. He watched
the preparations. And how exactly did the other man plan to shave without a
mirror and without cutting half his face off? He got up to shuffle over.

“What about a deal. You shave me, I shave you.” Doubtlessly, with the knife
in the other’s face, the other would probably point a gun at his head. Vadim
didn’t mind. Actually, he enjoyed that kind of stand-off.

Dan was about to throw the bucket of water over his head to wash the dust
and loose dirt off. He laughed, once again that careless sound that didn't seem
to have a place in these mountains, right beside an enemy. “Yeah, sure, fucker.”

He tipped the water bucket, shuddered under the onslaught of cold water
over his head, swore under his breath. Damn, the Russkie had a point, but he
could manage with peering into a tin or using the surface of the water, or ... oh
fuck. He really did hate it when the arsewipe had one over him.

Dan came back up, shook his head like a dog, water flying everywhere. It ran
down his face, and small rivulets made their way along his chest and back,
reaching the waistband of the camo trousers. He should really get those off,
give himself an all-over scrub as best he could and wash his kit to get it dried in
the sun. Yeah, fuck the shit-stabbing fag, he didn't give a damn. Really. Not at
all.

Dan fumbled with the belt, bog standard army issue, by far not as fancy as
the Russian buckle plate with polished star, undid the buttons and let the
trousets unceremoniously drop to his ankles, stepping out of them. He didn't
care. Not even when the skids followed. No, not at all. Why would he?

Leaving the Russian standing where he was, Dan grabbed the goatskin
bucket-bag and trotted back to the water hole. Stark naked. “Want me to
sponge you down as well?” Snorted over his shoulder, “or will a towelling and
blow-dry do?”

Vadim breathed, but only just barely. Odd, this challenge. Naked skin
gleaming, a body like he had imagined it, and then wet. Water. Life. Blow-dry.
Blowing would be fine, thank you. Glancing down at himself, tried to think of
something less appealing than digging his teeth into that dark skin and the
round muscle.

“Only if you must,” he answered, and grinned.

Vadim noted mentally how the man seemed to be reluctant, even after
helping him to piss, eat, after washing the worst blood off, after feeding him
and ensuring he was warm. He still minded. Probably because that entailed a
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knife. He followed to the water hole, ten yards or so, and felt exhausted when
he got there. He’d cancel the next marathon.

Vadim smirked again, studied the othet’s backside, smooth muscle, nice, no,
better than nice arse, could see his cock move. Showering with comrades was
nothing like this. He just about managed to not care when in the communal
shower. He still noticed the other guys’ bodies, and he sometimes selected a
target from the ones he especially liked, but this guy was different.

Closer.

Dan fought off the urge to look behind him when the Russian followed,
hairs in the back of his neck standing up, but strangely, not the sixth sense of
danger. Something else, indefinable and unknown. Had the instinct to turn
round and let his fist fly lose once again, stopping that face from smirking and
the mouth from talking. Forced himself to ignore the urge, the Russkie was still
bruised and swollen enough.

“You’d be the first enemy that ever got shaved by Spetsnaz, and not in the
way we mean 'shaving'.” As in, cut throat.

“Hoo-fucking-ray.” Dan shrugged, pulled up some more water, turned to
face the Russian and it was his time to smirk. “And you're the first Spetsnaz
who had cut the word 'cunt' across his back by an SAS soldier.” He tipped the
water over his head again, standing upright, cascading over his entire body,
washing away sweat and dust, grime and anger.

Vadim pressed his lips together, anger, and, yes, humiliation. That was true.
And then again, that man was the first SAS that had been raped by a Spetsnaz.
Even better. Spetsgruppe Vympel. KGB strong-arm. “You can’t win this,”
Vadim murmured, darkly. “So, stop it.” Regimental pride, whatever. Only the
fact that he’d have the scars, and they proved exactly that he had been at the
mercy of somebody else. The spooks would love that.

“Fuck you, Russkie.” Dan spit some water to the ground, wiped a hand over
his face and slicked the wet hair out of his forehead. “You beat the scats. You're
visible, and if I wanted, I could 'win'. Right here, right now.” Dan’s eyes
narrowed, a dangerous look of distaste and something more, deeper, darker.
“But I'm not like you.” Spit out the last word, “Shit-stabbing faggot.”

Vadim shook his head. Oh yes, you are exactly like me.

Dan turned, crouched to get more water, but out of easy reach of any
attempt to kick, all the time the Russian in his vision, his body was tense,
obviously ready to fight, but then he turned without another word and walked
back out into the sun, to where the knife and grease tub lay. Reaching for his
pistol, stashed away in the Russkie's neck cloth, protected from dust and damp.
He cocked it, safety off, pointed it at the Russian, sharp gesture of his chin.

“Alright. You shave.” Dan had just entered a dangerous game, but he
couldn't stop gambling.

Vadim followed, then reached for the grease and the knife, checked the
sharpness of the blade. He’d have to be careful, but it should be enough. Again
able to kill, if he wanted. But right now, he wanted to get closer. “Sit down.” He
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knelt down, opened his knees to have a firm position, motioned the man closer.
Could study his features, now in the sunlight.

Dan knelt, even moved closet, close enough to be between the othet's knees.
Too close. Far too close and what the fuck had he got himself into? He forced
the swallow back down, refused to show his tension, but couldn't quite manage
to relax his body. Raised the hand with the pistol and pushed it beneath the
Russian's throat, level with the cigatette burn, right in the hollow.

If the fucker cut his throat, he'd still have time to pull the trigger. Dan was
self-conscious, naked, fought down the urge to jump up, thought of all the
times he'd shat and pissed together with his mates. It didn't matter. Was just the
same. Only a body, like everyone else's.

The sun was cruelly belting down onto Dan’s naked body, but his dark-
toned skin greeted the vicious heat as if it were a welcome friend. Glowing like
burnished copper, turning his wet, dark hair into gleaming quartz.

Vadim squinted, wondered where to start, then decided on the left cheek.
Grease. Heated skin, stubble, the man’s hair was wavy and wet, glistening in the
sun. Wet skin and wet hair. Something amazingly attractive about it. He placed
the blade on the skin, eyes narrow with concentration. Started near the ear, did
notice the curve of his neck, the tan. He should be wearing dog tags. A slight
smirk. Scraping the hair off, slowly, deliberately, the whisper of blade against
skin. He knew about the pistol, and that made it almost better. Almost.

Glint of steel against that dark skin. He took the man’s chin in his head,
tilted it to the side to follow the jaw bone, then wiped the grease on his trousers,
high on his thigh. He didn’t want to move out of this.

Dan tilted his head when the blade began its journey, brown eyes fixing on
narrowed ice, the sensation against his skin had a strange effect, almost relaxing.
Minute movements, tiny increments of released tension, as his head began to
simply move with the hand that guided his chin.

Fuck. This was good.

Dan could smell fresh sweat and the heat of the othet's body, scent of sun
burning on glistening skin, and his eyes dropped away from the face, watched
the movement of the shoulders. Muscles rolling slowly beneath smooth skin,
sunlight gleaming off neatly white-blond hairs, almost a gitl's. Dan blinked
slowly, lazily.

Nothing like a girl.

Vadim felt the other falling in stride, stopping to resist him on some level.
The way, maybe, he breathed. Down the trace of stubble, down to the cheek.
He broke contact only for a moment to rub some more grease onto the face,
cheek and chin, but he’d save the chin for later, shaved the cheek, neatly traced
the line of bone. Moved the other’s head to the side, more grease, shaved the
other side, jaw, cheek. Instil ... trust.

Dan hadn't been touched like that in ages. Wrong. Couldn't remember.
Wondered if anyone had ever been that ... That what? Determinedly intimate?
He'd shake his head, or shrug his shoulders, if he didn't have the blade close to
his lips, and if he simply didn't lack the will to do anything at all.

92



To relax, even just for a few moments, had been impossible since he'd come
to this motherfucking country. Ridiculous to do it now, his throat and face
under an enemy's blade, his pistol shoved into the groove of the same enemy's
throat. Yet relax he did, gave himself over to the steady change of movement,
blade, fingers, grease and the comfort of all encompassing heat.

You're fucking insane, Dan!

Who cared. Closed his eyes for a moment, bloody suicidal, didn't give a shit.
Just a moment, this one precious moment, and allowed his body to give in and
react to the rare physical comfort. He was getting hard, and for once, he just
didn't give a damn. He could always kill the fucker later.

He'd never gambled in a more dangerous game.

The next bit would take longer, and take more concentration. Vadim
carefully worked around the round, broad chin, doing small strips of skin every
time, only stopped to wipe the blade on his trousers. Then raised the other’s
head and placed the blade on his upper lip. The curves there, the way the man
could sneer and mock and ... other things. He forced himself to breathe, and
shivered as the blade touched the other’s lips.

Vadim was hard, aroused, didn’t take much in the last days. This man did it,
did it just like his favourite memory. Vadim would have killed to touch those
lips, instead finished the upper lip, and wiped the knife again, changed the grip,
relaxed his wrist.

Saw the man’s small dark nipples, hard, no water left on him, and he cleatly
wasn’t cold. It turned Vadim’s own arousal into lust; he was perfectly capable of
exploiting a moment like this, a reaction like this.

Had to be the knife. They both liked the control it brought, the dangerous
possibilities. Vadim took a bit more grease and began to prepare the throat, the
sides thick with muscle, but a long neck, powerful, maybe slightly too long,
definitely how he stretched it now.

Tilted the head back and began to scrape up, starting at the sides again.
Shifting his weight as Vadim paused, bringing one knee between the other’s
legs. Close enough to brush against. Feigning ignorance.

Dan parted his lips to let out a breath that felt heavier. Telling himself he
was fucking insane, a bloody nutcase, but still bared his throat and closed his
eyes again. What if the Russian used the knife to cut his throat? He had plenty
of reasons, hell, if it were him, he'd kill a fucker like himself in an instance. He
wasn't suicidal, never had been, had just a bloody great big screw loose right
now. So big, he had to have lost his senses, because he shuddered when the
knee brushed his cock, breathed out “Oh fuck ...” instead of shooting the
wanker.

Vadim felt it go right through his body, those two words. There was still the
pistol, and the things people did when they came, he’d heard a story about a
rape at gunpoint, and the stupid soldier had pulled the trigger when he came.
Almost funny. Almost.

He inched closer, offered more friction, his free hand — fucking right hand,
and it still hurt to move that arm, only it was the greased up hand. Moved and
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found the cock, heavy and hot, silky. Good moment to pull the trigger, Vadim
thought, idly stroking the other man. He wanted him. Truth. He himself looked
like warmed-up death, felt exactly like that, but he had always and would always
want. This. Man.

Dan's thought. went into a frenzy. Shit. Oh shit. Fuck. Goddamned
motherfucking shit and damn and fuck and ...

Litany of swear words in Dan's mind, jumble of thoughts, just sensations.
Too much. That hand knew what it was doing. Fuck the man, destroy that cunt,
the Russian knew too much. Too much to live and tell the tale; too much and
more than he himself had ever known. Ragged breath, Dan tipped his head
back even more, pushed the muzzle of the pistol harder into the throat.
Simultaneous actions, dark mirror images of insanity. Wrong, goddamned
wrong and much too right.

Muscles tensing, pronounced ropes beneath sweat gleaming skin, and more
feeling, every stroke. Much too much, far too good, couldn't ... mustn't ...

“No!” Dan's head moved like a sprung coil, eyes open, body ready for flight.
“I'm not like you.” Thick voice, breath heavy. “I'm not.” He pushed the knife
away from his face, then the hand, slapped it away with the pistol. Loss of
friction, bereft. The hardest thing he'd ever done. Should have pulled that
trigger, a week ago.

Vadim looked at him, dropped the knife, knew the other was in a mind to
shoot or fuck him or both. And how sick of him to find that arousing? He’d
been in this country for too long. Too long in the army. It made sense in the
army, it didn’t anywhere else.

“I'm not like you.” Dan repeated his prayer. “I'm not a fag.”

I'm not I'm not I'm not I'm not I'm not ...

He got up, too fast. Almost an escape.

“No, you’re not,” Vadim murmured, finding it very hard to speak. “Not a
weak-ass sissy boy like me.” He laughed. It wasn’t funny, not with what he
wanted and couldn’t get. “Vanya wasn’t, either. Man you killed. We would fuck,
but he wasn’t ... homosexual.” Vanya much preferred women, but he got hard
in a fight, and he enjoyed struggle. Had.

Looking down at the Russian, Dan hadn't noticed he was aiming the pistol at
the other's head. Repetition of another time. He got the sarcasm, narrowed his
eyes, brows furrowing, sharp dark shapes and lines in his sunburnt face.

“Then he was even more of a sick fuck.” He felt nothing for the other man's
death, nothing but a memory of satisfaction. That 'Vanya' had got what he
deserved, erased out of Dan's mind. Another dead body, stacked up amongst
nameless, faceless others.

Women. Girls. Remembered their bodies, just as nameless and faceless as
the men he had killed. Fuck a cunt, blow a brain; shoot your load down a bird's
throat, cut a man's windpipe. It made no difference, it had no impact. But this
had, and Dan sensed a truth he would kill for, if it were spoken out aloud. He
wanted that hand back on his cock and it did matter. It had impact. And he
fucking hated that man.
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“I'm not like this 'Vanya'.”

Too close to the truth.

On his knees, pistol pointed at his face, and Vadim was hard. Nothing new
there. It became a bit of a habit. The only new thing about it was that he found
defeat almost as arousing as struggle. Or victory, for that matter. He liked the
rage, the confusion. If he had been into mindgames right now, he would have
fulfilled another objective. The enemy was confused, conflicted, had been
pushed out of his stoic equilibrium, and was confronted with reality. Reality as
Vadim could present it, anyway.

The other man wanted to bolt, but he probably wanted to get off even more.
Vadim raised his hands, universal sign of defeat, and giving up. “Nothing sick
about getting off,” he murmured in Russian. “Do you believe 1 would tell
anybody? I'm your prisoner.”

He just about managed to keep the smile away. Hoped the term 'prison' in
that would strike a chord, the one that said revenge and situational
homosexuality. “It won’t matter. It won’t matter if you make me suck you off.”
He closed his eyes for a moment. “You got the gun. You got the rules. Simple.”

“You really are a sick fucker.” Dan's eyes widened, suddenly understanding
the situation. Perhaps not with all its implications, hidden meanings and ulterior
motives, but he got the message. Too loud, too clear, and shook his head.
“No.”

Wanted, wanted, needed, wanted too fucking much.

“You want me to force you.” He took a step back, the pistol was still aimed
at the other, but it had no meaning. This was going over his head, the whole
mess of fucked-up men. Just this snake-sliding promise in his mind, words
slithering around in his brain, repeating their poisonous pledge. As irresistibly
snake-like as the hatred had been.

Suck you off. Suck you off. Put those lips around your cock, let you fuck my
throat and suck you off.

“You cunt want me to make you.”

Vadim inhaled. The man kept dodging. Kept moving away. He didn’t care
about the force, this one or any other. It wasn’t desperate measures. It was
something he wanted and something that would fulfil an objective. Crawl into
the man’s mind. Into his fucking pants. His body. Now, this was starting to
become a mindgame, and he could tell that the other didn’t get it.

He remained on his knees. “No. I want to go home after this.” A half-smile.
“But that gun could make sure I’'m not going to bite.” His body open and
vulnerable, tense. Hard. “Or that knife.” A glance towards the discarded
weapon. “You just got to love that control.”

“No.” Dan's anger was rising, the aggression of a man who found himself
out of control. He wasn't up to this shit, had never been a man of anything but
actions. “Sick fucker.” Frowned, felt taken the piss out of, confused, belittled,
because he didn't understand. Just one thing his body was still getting and
clinging to with desperate greed, and that was this man's offer.

Suck you off.
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But that wasn't what rooted Dan to this spot. It was far more, ran much
deeper, and the only weapon he had was this one stubborn word. “No.” No
rifle, no pistol, no blade could stop him from falling prey to ... to what? “No.”
He forced himself to turn away, stalk over to the water hole without another
glance back. Wanted to shout with frustration for having torn himself from that
poisonous promise. Got water, scrubbed his face, washed his body, anything,
everything, like a well-oiled machine, while every fibre of his being was
screaming in protest.

Had to get rid o