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A green coach sped southward along a highway with the Tel-Aviv skyline fading away in the distant evening haze. Amongst the groups of students and soldiers, a young woman sat near the back of the coach by herself, with her porcelain features turned away from the glaring sun. Her hand reached up and caressed a pair of silver angelic wings threaded on a leather necklace resting over her silk shirt. The coach shuddered to a halt by a roadside bus stop and then, with a hiss from the closing cabin door, continued its journey to Be’er Sheva. The young woman’s nystagmic crystal-blue eyes glanced down at the sun-baked roadway rushing past her window. Then she yelped as two freckled arms looped around the woman’s shoulders, pulling her against an over-developed chest in an olive-green uniform.

‘Hey, hot stuff,’ a husky female voice whispered. ‘How’s my little angel?’

The young woman glanced up at the ginger soldier smothering her. ‘Naida! Let me go!’

‘Aw!’ Naida pouted as she released her friend. ‘Doesn’t Ashley like me anymore?’

‘Of course I do,’ Ashley replied as she sat upright. ‘But you don’t have to be like this all the time.’

‘Why not?’ Naida said as she sat next to Ashley. ‘It’s fun. Besides, you look like you need cheering up.’

‘I’m fine, thank you,’ Ashley said as she returned to gazing out the window.

The seat cushions shifted as Naida leant over and rested her chin on Ashley’s shoulder. ‘You’re not fine. You miss him.’

‘I miss many people,’ Ashley said.

‘So all the fighters are away from home, huh?’ Naida said as she twirled Ashley’s long white hair around her fingers. ‘Only you and Karen are living in that giant villa?’

‘Karen also has business overseas,’ Ashley replied. ‘I have lived in empty buildings before, but this is different.’

‘Don’t forget about me,’ Naida whispered. ‘You’re not alone.’

Ashley turned and kissed Naida’s cheek.

Naida smoothed out Ashley’s hair and hugged her again. ‘Why don’t you stay at my flat for a while? I know your exams are coming up, but you need to have some fun as well.’

Ashley smiled and held Naida’s arms. ‘No, thank you. That is not fair on you. All I would do is think about Zorik.’

Naida giggled. ‘You’re hooked on him, huh? He’s hooked on you, too. You should see how he looks at you.’

‘Sometimes touch is better than sight,’ Ashley said. ‘They just have to learn how to touch you the right way.’

Naida whistled. ‘Once again, I envy you.’

Ashley squeezed Naida’s arms. ‘How’s the Army been?’

‘Same as last year; lots of patrols and checkpoints,’ Naida replied. ‘The desert sun continues to be a remorseless bitch.’

‘I know,’ Ashley said. ‘Maybe you need to be born here to be safe from it.’

‘Too bad for us imports then.’ Naida followed Ashley’s gaze out of the coach window.

The dry grass fields gave way to modern white-stone buildings and ancient structures scattered behind lines of old trees.

‘At last,’ Ashley said. ‘Here comes Be’er Sheva.’

‘So, are you going to spend a few nights at my place?’ Naida asked. ‘You need to have a good excuse to say no. Missing Zorik is not enough.’

‘Okay,’ Ashley groaned. ‘If you stop bugging me, I’ll stay with you. I just need to get some things from my room first.’

‘Yeah!’ Naida cheered. ‘It’s party time with Ashley!’

Ashley pinched the ridge of her nose and sighed. ‘This is going to be a long Shabbat.’
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The steel-plated oak doors creaked open as two young women made their way into the Gavish family’s villa. Ashley closed the doors behind them and typed a short code on the door frame console.

‘Wow!’ Naida’s husky voice echoed down the vacant white-stone hall. ‘This place is bigger than I remember. Are you really the only person living in this mansion?’

‘Not quite,’ Ashley replied. ‘Yasmine’s Bedouins visit sometimes, but not for long.’

‘I guess remaining in one place can be hard for nomads,’ Naida said. ‘Is your room on the ground floor or the first floor?’

‘First floor, at the back,’ Ashley replied as she led her ginger friend down the hallway. ‘I have one of the largest bedrooms here, and it is the only room that stays cool throughout the summer without fans or air-conditioning.’

‘Would I be right in thinking your room also has a deep bed, silk sheets and soft lighting?’ Naida said with a sly tone. ‘Are there any windows too, or is your lovers’ den closed off?’

‘I have one sliding-glass door,’ Ashley replied as they began to climb the staircase. ‘There’s a small covered area outside the door which is always under shade.’

Naida laughed. ‘To hell with my flat, I’m moving in with you.’

Ashley smiled as they leapt the top step together and landed in the thick carpet. Then the porcelain woman froze and Naida’s freckled features leant into view.

‘What’s wrong?’ Naida asked.

Ashley pointed down the hall. ‘That’s my room at the end. The door is open.’

Naida turned to the suspect door. ‘And I left my M-16 at the barracks. What perfect luck.’

‘Quiet!’ Ashley hissed. ‘I can’t hear anyone. Maybe it’s empty.’

‘Then let’s find out,’ Naida said. ‘I’m not missing a chance to check out your room.’

‘Stay behind me,’ Ashley whispered as she crept towards her door. ‘No one knows I invited you. If someone is here, they might shoot you by mistake.’

Naida shrugged and stalked down the hall beside Ashley. ‘A nice change from being shot at on purpose, I guess.’

Ashley stepped into her room. ‘Empty, but someone was in here.’

Naida whistled as she entered the room next to Ashley. ‘I was right, this room has everything. Walk-in wardrobe, study desk fit for a scribe, a bed you could lose a tank in, and a drinks cabinet complete with five-foot mirror.’ Naida took a running leap and landed spread-eagled on Ashley’s bed. ‘Yep, it’s big enough for a giant. I wonder who lived in here before you.’

‘No army boots on my bed.’ Ashley grabbed Naida’s heels and hauled her feet back over the mattress’s edge. ‘Now, this was Zorik’s room before I came to Israel. For a while we shared this room but space became an issue.’

‘Oh,’ Naida rolled onto her back. ‘Did you chase Zorik out of his own room?’

Ashley smirked. ‘Nothing like that. Zorik decided this room was better suited to me so he moved his possessions next door. I hated the idea of Zorik leaving his room, so we made a compromise.’

Naida propped herself up on her elbows. ‘Well, what was this deal?’

Ashley gave Naida a faint smile. ‘Zorik promised the bed in his other room would never be used, even when he’s home.’

‘Sounds more like a statement of the obvious than a deal.’ Naida peered over her shoulder at the opposite wall. ‘I see someone’s an expert with a camera. Can I have a few prints of your cute portraits?’

Ashley followed Naida’s gaze to a line of framed photos and her smile grew. ‘Ask Zorik. He was my photographer and he kept the negatives.’

‘Another statement of the obvious,’ Naida said. ‘Ah, what is this?’

Ashley glanced at Naida as the ginger lunged for the pillows gathered by the head of her bed.

‘Aw, how romantic,’ Naida cooed as she retrieved a heart-shaped card from a silver envelope. ‘The card is from Belgium. Could it be from a lover overseas, perhaps?’

Ashley leapt across her bed and landed cat-like over Naida’s prone form. ‘Give it to me!’

‘Quiet,’ Naida hissed as she opened the card, ‘I’m reading...How sweet, he–’

Ashley’s fist slammed into Naida’s ribs, and she snatched up the card as it fell from Naida’s cupped hands.  

‘Ow,’ Naida groaned as she clutched her right side. ‘So, does it say anything about me?’

Ashley held the card close to her shivering eyes and a wide smile flashed across her porcelain features. ‘The card says we have to go downstairs.’
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[image: ]


A muscular German tucked his plaited blonde hair beneath the collar of his army jacket as he watched a giant Israeli assemble his scoped FN MAG. ‘Now I have seen everything, Zorik. A Jewish mercenary with a Belgian machine gun customised to fire a bullet from the Germanic Empire. The ironies of this country never cease to amaze me.’

Zorik shrugged and loaded an ammunition belt into his new weapon. ‘I thought you would be used to Israel by now, Wolff. Are you sure you don’t want any hearing protection? With all the new padding, sound may no longer escape the sub-levels of Karen’s villa, though it will bounce off the stone walls for a while.’

‘Perhaps that would be safer,’ Wolff said as he retrieved a capsule containing ear plugs from his cargo pants. ‘From memory, the high-velocity Mauser round is remarkably loud.’

‘I just hope its bite is worse than its bark,’ Zorik said as he fitted his own ear plugs.

‘You may be surprised,’ Wolff whispered to himself. 

Zorik hefted the machine gun up to the padded shoulder of his army vest and peered through the scope. ‘Let’s see if I can remember how to do this. Feet apart, knees bent, lean against the stock, place the cross-hairs beneath the mark, squeeze the trigger–’

A deep staccato roar erupted from the machine gun’s muzzle as a stream of shell casings poured onto the granite floor. Seconds later the stream stopped and silence crept into the firing range.

Wolff smiled as he removed his ear plugs and continued the giant’s commentary. ‘Return the smouldering weapon to its stand, clear the breech, replace the barrel, remove your ear plugs, wait for the ringing to cease, and assess what’s left of the targets.’ Wolff followed Zorik’s gaze as he looked back at the door of the firing range. ‘But don’t forget to walk over to the beautiful Ukrainian woman clutching her ears, lift her up to head height and give her a long kiss. Also, remember she will need to breathe soon.’

Ashley giggled as Zorik broke their kiss, then she wrapped her arms and legs around Zorik’s back. ‘At least this time Wolff remembered I prefer to be called Ukrainian, not Russian. Welcome home.’

Zorik rested his head on Ashley’s shoulder as his left arm curled beneath her thighs. ‘Good to be home. Germany and Belgium are great places to visit, though they would have been more fun with you.’

Ashley smiled and touched her lips to Zorik’s cheek. ‘I’m glad you’re back, and you have a new toy. What happened to your rifle?’

‘My FAL has been retired; it lives inside Karen’s vault now,’ Zorik replied. ‘However, this machine gun is not my only souvenir from Europe. I also have a new rifle, but it’s not designed for me.’

‘Your partner spent most of his five-month trip to Europe making a new weapon to suit someone quite special.’ Wolff paused and rotated his jaw, popping his ears. ‘Oy. I think you need a suppressor for that machine gun. It will mince anything two kilometres in front of you, but it will also deafen anyone standing next to you.’

Zorik patted the pockets of his jeans with his free hand as he turned to the German. ‘I’ll make a note of that when I find some paper.’

‘You should also add chewing gum to your shopping list,’ Ashley said as she wiped her lips. ‘Or don’t hold the machine gun so close to your face.’

‘Any reason why?’ Zorik asked.

Ashley shuddered and began licking the back of her hand. ‘I hate the taste of burnt gunpowder.’

Wolff laughed. ‘The little angel must have done a thorough inspection to find any residue.’

‘Who is this special person you designed a new rifle for?’ Ashley asked as she ruffled Zorik’s matted black hair.

Zorik smiled and turned to the ginger soldier rummaging through the pile of Samsonite cases in the corner of the firing range. ‘Naida, find the long case with a white tag. Open it and give the rifle to Ashley.’

‘You mean this one?’ Naida asked as she pulled a suspect case away from the pile. ‘Let’s see what we have here. Hang on. This looks like another FAL.’ Naida lifted out the customised battle rifle and gasped. ‘This must be the biggest scope I’ve seen. What’s the zoom range?’

‘Three to eighteen power telescopic zoom with polarised filters and an automatic focus,’ Zorik answered her. ‘The focus has been set for Ashley’s eyes. So don’t use the scope; you’ll only get a headache. And don’t break it. The scope was made by Leica, and it cost more than my machine gun.’

‘Why did you build a rifle for me?’ Ashley asked Zorik as Naida and Wolff joined them. ‘I can’t shoot and I don’t like fighting.’

Zorik lowered Ashley to the ground. ‘This new FAL is for your protection. I doubt you will ever go into combat again, but you should be prepared.’

‘Even with the scope this rifle is too much for a rookie. No offence, Ashley.’ Naida held the new FAL close to her face and her eyes widened. ‘Okay. Just what have you created here?’

Zorik crouched down to the girls’ height. ‘Ashley’s FAL has a cold-forged competition barrel, a titanium breech and bolt assembly, a Leica range finder and a fifteen-round magazine for tungsten-core Winchester-Magnum ammo.’

Naida gazed at Zorik. ‘Why do you think Ashley’s going to be hunting tanks?’

‘This is pointless, Zorik,’ Ashley said. ‘The rifle will break my ribs every time I pull the trigger.’

Zorik smiled. ‘There are several steel springs placed behind the bolt. They are set up to contract and expand like a telescope, which reduces the recoil to a modest amount.’

‘Hey, Wolff,’ Naida said. ‘Where did you find that souvenir?’

Wolff turned to the inquisitive ginger. ‘Pardon?’

‘The military insignia on your shoulder.’ Naida continued. ‘The text is German but the symbols are Russian; maybe Paratroopers or Special Forces.’

Zorik smirked. ‘Our German friend’s recent acquisition is both unique and mysterious.’

‘Unique?’ Ashley said. ‘So, the badge is not from a military unit. Is it a gift?’

‘Care to enlighten us?’ Naida asked with a growing smile.

Wolff cleared his throat then glanced at his watch. ‘Another time, perhaps. Eight p.m. has almost arrived. Zorik and I must leave.’

‘Ah, damn,’ Zorik sighed. ‘Time flies.’

Ashley scowled. ‘Why are you leaving again?’

‘Several significant events are happening here,’ Zorik replied. ‘Arafat is set on returning to Gaza. Rabin is trying his best, but the terrorists are only playing along while becoming more organised. We must be prepared for many battles.’

Ashley shook her head. ‘Those are not your problems. Let the Army deal with them.’

‘Thank you very much,’ Naida breathed.

‘Soon no one in Israel will be exempt from these problems,’ Zorik said as he patted Ashley’s hair. ‘Karen asked me to meet her in Spain. We need to recruit more fighters.’

Ashley looked down at her sneakers. ‘Send someone else to Spain. I don’t want you to go.’

‘There is no one else here,’ Zorik said. ‘I know being alone is hard for you. I’ll be back before next Shabbat, I promise.’

Ashley shuffled forward and wrapped her arms around Zorik’s neck. ‘If you are more than an hour late, I will shoot you.’

‘Fair enough.’ Zorik kissed her cheek. ‘I’ll find a better gift, too.’

‘What about me?’ Naida asked.

Wolff turned to Naida. ‘Karen persuaded your commander to take you off active duty and send you to a sniper school. When you are not in training, you are to teach Ashley how to use her new rifle. If you do a good job then Karen will recruit you once you have graduated.’

‘Great deal,’ Naida said. ‘Can I move in here? Transport will be less of a hassle for us.’

Wolff glanced at Zorik as he stood up, and they both shrugged.

‘Karen would be offended that you felt the need to ask such a question,’ Zorik said to Naida. ‘You are always welcome to live here. I think you would be a pleasant addition to Karen’s housemates.’

‘Uh, thank you–Ah!’ Naida gasped as Zorik cupped the side of her neck with his thumb caressing her cheek. ‘Um...Zorik?’

Wolff glanced at Zorik as the giant made to speak. Zorik shook his head and pulled Naida into a tight hug.

‘Forget it. Just learn what you can from the sniper training.’ Zorik released the stunned ginger and stroked her hair. ‘Ashley will arrange your room and security clearance later. Wolff and I must leave now.’

‘Thank you, again,’ Naida said as Zorik retrieved his machine gun from the weapon stand. ‘Don’t worry about Ashley. She is in good hands with me.’
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The goose-feather pillows ruffled as Ashley stretched out across the top of her bed with an open text book perched between the clefts of her borrowed T-shirt. She tilted the book back and reached up to switch on the reading lamp on her cedar study desk. A sharp metallic crack snapped out from the shadows, and Ashley closed her book with a groan.

‘Naida!’ Ashley barked. ‘Put my rifle away.’

‘But it’s so cool,’ a Siberian accent replied from the floor. ‘I can’t wait to test this beast on the range.’

Ashley sighed and rubbed her forehead. ‘I said you could sleep in here if you didn’t bother me.’

‘Okay, okay,’ Naida said to the sounds of Ashley’s rifle being returned to its case. ‘What are you reading about, anyway?’

‘Computer Sciences,’ Ashley said as she gazed towards the source of her friend’s voice. ‘I have a test for this and Business Strategy next week.’

Naida’s head rose above the mattress’s edge. ‘Do you have to know that stuff to be Karen’s aide?’

‘Yes,’ Ashley replied. ‘It helps.’

Naida scurried onto the bed and slumped across the silk sheets with her cheek resting on Ashley’s shoulder. ‘Your shirt’s too big. The loose collar doesn’t conceal much.’

‘I thought you wouldn’t complain,’ Ashley said as she opened her book again. ‘This is Zorik’s shirt. I like sleeping in it. The material doesn’t hurt when I’m sunburnt.’

‘Ah, I see how that could be quite useful,’ Naida said. ‘My first few months in Israel made my skin darker than my hair. I guess this climate must be much worse for you.’

‘Wearing long-sleeve shirts and thick pants in forty-seven degrees is an annoyance,’ Ashley said. ‘Although it is better than being stuck in hospital for a month.’

Naida lifted Ashley’s book off her chest and giggled. ‘I think Zorik likes you wearing his shirt as well. I’m happy to see your body is continuing to develop a few years ahead of you. I just hope that stops before you’re thirty.’

Ashley groaned as Naida released her book. ‘A shame you packed away my rifle. I want to use it now.’

‘Okay, I’ll shut up,’ Naida said as she rolled away. ‘Why are you so grumpy tonight? Is this because of the firing range?’

‘I’m not grumpy,’ Ashley replied. ‘And, no, I’m happy Zorik still likes you. I’m just tired, that’s all.’

‘Ah...I understand now,’ Naida said. ‘You’re not wearing that T-shirt for me. It was meant for Zorik. But he isn’t here.’

Ashley closed her book and held it to her chest.

The sheets ruffled as Ashley’s companion returned to her side. ‘What does love feel like?’

Ashley raised an eyebrow. ‘I thought you’ve had lots of boyfriends.’

Naida smirked. ‘Far too many boyfriends. But I’ve never had a relationship like yours.’

‘I think love is different for everyone,’ Ashley said as she closed her wandering eyes. ‘You have to find out what it means by yourself.’

‘Oh...’ Naida’s lips brushed over Ashley’s mouth. ‘Forgive me, little angel. I should not have behaved like this tonight. When I join Karen’s fighters, I’ll stay next to Zorik and make sure he always comes home.’

Ashley smiled and returned Naida’s kiss. ‘You have to come home as well.’ 

‘Anything for a cute girl,’ Naida said as she removed the book from beneath Ashley’s hands.

Ashley sighed as Naida switched off the reading lamp. ‘My study isn’t finished.’

‘For tonight it is.’ Naida draped her arm over Ashley’s midriff and placed another kiss on her porcelain companion’s shoulder. ‘Good night, little angel.’
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Chapter Two
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A tall man with a light tan dressed in dull-grey battle fatigues accompanied a young Bedouin woman, dressed in skin-tight black battle gear and a tailored brown leather jacket, as they paced down the hallway of an abandoned school. The young woman opened an old classroom door and entered first, stepping to one side of the door as her companion entered behind her. The man walked along the front of the classroom, propped himself up against a bookshelf and smiled at the freelance commandos and soldiers gathered in front of him.

‘Good morning, everyone,’ the man said with a Canadian drawl. ‘With luck, we can complete the exams within a few hours, then we can see if there’s anywhere in Finland that isn’t half-frozen and serves decent drinks. My name is Jason. My partner, Yasmine, and I will be assessing your performances. Our employer will contact you if you are offered a job with us. Now, Yasmine will brief you on the first exam.’

Yasmine made her way to the blackboard and pulled down the covers, revealing a set of mannequin diagrams with target locations and two floor plans of the training building. She turned to the group and spoke with a flat voice. ‘You will enter the ground floor in pairs and clear each room with minimum noise. You are to only aim for the head of the targets. Hits to other parts of the targets will not be counted. Hit a neutral target and you fail. You have five seconds for each room, and a minute for each floor. Any questions?’

‘Hey, Porn Star,’ a Texan accent called out.

Jason turned wide-eyed to a robust man in desert fatigues with a cowboy hat tilted over his unshaven features.

‘What is it?’ Yasmine asked.

‘I heard some nonsense about an Arab unit fighting in your private army,’ the Texan replied.

Yasmine walked over to the Texan. ‘How interesting.’

‘Yeah,’ the Texan said as he raised the rim of his hat with a finger. ‘Aren’t you Kikes always fighting against the Towel-Heads?’

‘Oh...’ Yasmine caressed the pale lines of branded flesh on her left cheek. ‘You think this star means I’m Jewish?’

The Texan gasped. ‘You’re an Arab?’

Jason peered over Yasmine’s shoulder as she stooped down to the Texan.

‘There is something wrong with your M-16,’ Yasmine said.

‘Really?’ The Texan glanced at the rifle propped up by his chair. ‘What?’

‘This.’ Yasmine gripped the M-16’s heatshield with one hand and whipped her anniversary dagger across the barrel with her other hand. Yasmine blew on the M-16’s flash cage and it slid off, revealing a clean cut through the barrel two centimetres below the muzzle. ‘Fix the weapon soon or you will miss the test.’

The Texan’s face fell. ‘That’s impossible!’

‘You are lucky I am in a good mood.’ Yasmine pressed her dagger’s blade against his neck. ‘Insult my friends again and I collect your head. Understood?’

‘Yes, ma’am,’ the Texan breathed.

‘Good.’ Yasmine stood up, sheathed her dagger, and turned to leave. ‘That is the only warning this group will receive.’ 

Jason gazed at the departing Bedouin then raced out the door, returning to her side. ‘I think you’re becoming soft, Yasmine. I was expecting a few litres of blood at least.’

‘Shut up!’ Yasmine snapped. ‘This jacket is from Ashley. To soil her gift with a fool’s blood would be unforgivable.’

Jason whistled. ‘Ashley has good taste. Where did she find the jacket?’

‘Ashley knew a tailor in Hungary,’ Yasmine replied. ‘Last year she sent some photos of me to the girls who work for him, and she asked them to find a suitable jacket. The girls sent this back, and Ashley gave me the jacket as a birthday gift.’

‘How did Ashley find out your birthday?’ Jason asked. ‘Even I don’t know that.’

Yasmine sighed. ‘Ashley asked Zorik. She apologised for not asking me, but the gift had to be a surprise.’

Jason smiled. ‘If I asked you, would you tell me?’

‘I’ll think about it,’ Yasmine replied.  

‘And while you’re thinking about that, I’ll think about our current problem.’ Jason stretched and ruffled his matted hair. ‘I hope Ivanov and the big guy are having better luck with recruitment than we are. Idiots like that Texan cowboy are God’s gift to the enemy.’

Yasmine grunted. ‘Should I send him back to his maker?’

‘Not while you’re wearing that jacket. You look quite sexy in it.’ Jason smiled as he parried Yasmine’s scything punch. ‘There are other ways to weed out fools. We can think of something else.’
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Two Hind gunships fitted with long-range fuel tanks settled down on the edge of an old runway in Russia’s Kubinka Airbase. The pilots and nose gunners climbed out of their Hinds and set off towards the nearby administration building. A pilot glanced skyward as six Sukhoi fighters, packed in an arrowhead formation, roared overhead at rooftop level. The other arrivals looked up as the formation rose into a vertical climb and split apart, each fighter rolling outwards with a trail of coloured flares drifting in their wake.

‘Show-off,’ a gunship pilot snorted. ‘Try doing that with some Hinds.’

‘I agree they are not of Radnor’s calibre,’ a gunner said. ‘Relax, Markus, we are not here to recruit the Russian Knights. We want the pilot who discovered what their Sukhois can do.’

‘And by your description she’s one of the few decent female pilots in this world,’ Markus said as the group continued towards the building. ‘Tell me, Ivanov, how do you know her so well?’

Ivanov sighed. ‘I grew up with her. Tara is my step-sister.’

‘Guess there’s no escaping the family,’ the second gunner said with a Scottish accent. ‘We have a long flight home, so let’s get this done.’

Ivanov paced up to the building, reached for the door
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