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Ashley took a sip of her coffee, shifted her weight on the barstool and glanced around the stone-walled tavern. Patrons sat in cramped booths, drinking, dealing and arguing in terse foreign whispers. A faint scent of spirits and cigar smoke lingered in the air, warmed by the burning pine logs heaped within the open fireplace by the tavern’s rear door. Ashley sighed and turned back to the coffee mug clutched in her porcelain hands.

‘So many enemies and no fights,’ Ashley whispered to herself as she gazed up at the TV mounted beside the bottle rack, displaying images of the local protests. ‘Maybe the risk of war doesn’t stop–’

Ashley paused as she sensed someone watching her and she gazed over her right shoulder, brushing aside her fine white hair. Three seats away a young man was hunched over the bar with his thick arms folded across his chest and the collar of his green jacket pulled up under his chin. A wide glass of dark spirits rested on a coaster by his elbow and a large canvas pack lay beside his hiking boots. Ashley looked up at the young man’s olive features and found his brown eyes fixed on her. A sharp gasp caught in Ashley’s throat as the man smiled and she turned away, huddling around her coffee mug.

Ashley took a gulp from her coffee and set the mug down with a sigh. Her left hand drew back to her hooded fleece jumper, slipped inside a waist pocket, and retrieved a wrinkled photo. Ashley held the photo in her cupped hands and smiled as she raised the photo up to her nystagmic blue eyes.

In the photo a boy and a girl stood next to a Torah scroll displayed in a polished teak case set in front of a thick red curtain lining the back wall of a small synagogue. The boy was tall and thin with fair skin, short black hair and a prominent nose. His black clothes and white prayer shawl, embroidered with blue patterns and silver Hebrew script, had been pelted with boiled candy. The girl was shorter, more robust and wore a buttoned white shirt with a blue dress. The girl’s porcelain skin and long mane of white hair disguised her age, and the ambient light gave her light-blue eyes a crimson hue. A short message had been inscribed in Hebraic script along the photograph’s top edge, dedicating the photo to Dove.

Ashley snapped upright as a soft familiar sound drifted through the air. She returned the photo to her jumper’s pocket, glanced around the tavern and her attention returned to the young man. He appeared to be studying a few photos of his own while he whispered into a cellular phone. Ashley leant closer to him, then her ears pricked as his voice rose from a whisper and she gasped, ‘Hebrew!’

The young man ended his call, turned towards Ashley, and looked past her. Ashley followed his gaze past some girls seated along the bar. Her shivering eyes settled on the figures of two men preoccupied with their arguments, and oblivious to the other tavern patrons. Ashley closed her wandering eyes and leant towards the debating men.

‘The other girls are okay for price, but not the ghost,’ one of the men said. ‘For her, you ask too much.’

‘And I thought you would like Ashley,’ the other man sneered. ‘You would think of her as the apartheid pin-up girl; all white.’

‘Listen, Richmond,’ Rau growled, ‘who in Europe will pay for that little ghost? She will not cover her costs.’

Richmond scoffed. ‘So, this is why you left the African Commandos. You abandoned your national ideals for loose change and young girls.’

Ashley flinched as she heard Rau’s glass crack in his grip.

‘And you speak of costs,’ Richmond continued. ‘Do you know how much it cost me to get these girls this far into Romania, your so-called neutral territory? Her price stays.’

‘Getting them here was your problem,’ Rau snapped. ‘I’ll buy her for two grand, last offer.’

‘It is too dangerous to stay another night,’ Richmond said. ‘I will accept three thousand.’

‘Done,’ Rau said.

‘No!’ Ashley breathed as her eyes flickered open.

‘Arrogant fools,’ a voice close to Ashley whispered. ‘Last night was too dangerous. Now, it is too late.’

Ashley turned back to the young man to see him lift the canvas pack onto his shoulder with one hand, while he finished his drink with the other. His form seemed to unfold and expand as he stood up and stretched. A faint gasp seeped from Ashley’s throat and her body stiffened as the man’s broad shadow spread over the seats between them. ‘Oh, God. A giant!’

The young man paused and gazed down at the stunned girl.

‘Uh, shalom,’ Ashley whispered.

The young man tilted his head and raised an eyebrow. Ashley turned away, huddling over her coffee mug, and she froze as a large hand caressed her shoulder. 

‘Shalom, little angel.’

Ashley glanced around to see the young man’s mountainous form fade into the entryway’s shadows. She turned back to the bar to find Richmond placing a stack of small booklets in front of Rau. Ashley shuddered and bowed her head. Her hand retreated into her jumper’s pocket, pressing the worn photo against her side. ‘Why did I run, Uric? I should have stayed with you.’
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A hulking figure sat in the shadows of tall oak trees in the snow-covered fields across from the tavern. The figure laid out a canvas sheet in front of him and began to unpack his Berghaus rucksack, arranging cloth-bound pieces of an old Belgian rifle along the sheet. The figure paused to gulp down a mouthful of water from a canteen. He then frowned, leant over to his pack, and drew a Magnum revolver from a hidden pouch as he peered into the darkness beneath the distant oaks and pines. The frosted landscape remained still. The figure shoved his revolver into his cargo pants’ thigh pocket, scratched his matted black hair and began to reassemble his Belgian rifle.

‘Next time, Zorik, don’t try to fit in,’ the giant groaned as he took another mouthful from his canteen. ‘How can anyone drink that rubbish? Bet they use it for anti-freeze–’

Zorik glanced up as the tavern’s front door creaked open and a group of girls accompanied by two men filed out into the night.

‘Do you want the others to freeze?’ Rau barked as he leant back through the doorway. ‘I don’t need more ghosts.’

The girl Rau dubbed ghost walked out last. She pulled her jumper’s hood over her head, tucking her long mane of white hair into its depths, and stuffed her hands into the pockets of her faded jeans.

‘Perhaps I’ll send you to Prague,’ Rau sneered at her as he zipped up his leather coat. ‘Their cemetery is a second home for your kind.’

‘I’ll send you to hell first,’ Zorik hissed.

Rau turned as Richmond trudged away from their group. ‘Richmond, remember to set up the account on time.’

‘You think I am an amateur?’ Richmond snapped back as he disappeared behind the tavern, pulling an old trench coat over his shoulders.

‘Given how you have conducted this operation so far, yes.’ Rau turned to the girls and a smile creased his tanned features. ‘Okay, time for a walk in the woods.’

Zorik retrieved a waxed map from his jacket as he watched Rau lead the girls towards a small bus. The group stopped as Rau raised his hand behind him. Rau opened the doors and ordered his men to dismount. Zorik’s eyes widened as some of the men drew Kalashnikovs from under their alpine coats while the others walked around the cluster of girls, passing short comments between each other. Zorik’s gaze remained fixed on Rau’s gathering while his hands moved in an instinctive blur.

‘Relax,’ Rau said to the girls. ‘My hunters will keep you safe from any wolves.’

‘They are the wolves,’ Zorik rasped as he clipped a lengthened thirty-round magazine into his completed FN FAL. He then paused, set down his rifle and watched Rau’s group trudge into the night. ‘Now where are you going?’

Zorik unfolded his map and drew a thin Arabian dagger from his right boot. The dagger’s tip traced along the map, following a dotted line through the forest. The line stopped and the dagger continued its journey. ‘Well done, that valley should hide the group’s movements...or any other...Hell!’

Zorik packed away the canvas wraps, shouldered his Berghaus and bolted out of the shadows.
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A lone man in a weathered suit and trench coat staggered down a dark alley in an abandoned housing estate, cursing as his left foot dragged through the snow. ‘Stupid girl. I pity whoever Carmila’s working–’

He turned to the sound of footfalls behind him and reached for a pistol in his coat’s pocket. Shadows filled the alley as dense storm clouds closed in. The man cried out as a line of bullets tore apart his legs, and he plummeted earthwards to a staccato roar erupting from the darkness. A hulking figure loomed out of the shadows, with an FN FAL held by his waist, and strode towards his victim’s crumpled form.

The crippled man looked up at the giant’s vacant olive features and his face fell. ‘You...the tavern...why?’

The giant retrieved a small creased photo from his jacket’s pocket and dropped it onto the man’s shredded lap. In the photo the man was standing by a statue in Kiev with his arms around a young girl with waist-length brown hair. The girl had a forced smile and several bruises showed through her make-up.

The man’s eyes widened and he gazed up at his attacker. ‘Carmila...? You do this...for her?’

The giant nodded and aimed his Belgian rifle.
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‘Halt.’ Rau switched off his cellular phone and pointed towards a small clearing in the forest. ‘Alex, Mikhal, move our group over there for a short break.’

A tall lithe sniper approached Rau as the other guards led the girls away. ‘What is wrong?’

‘We’re half an hour from the valley and Richmond is not answering.’ Rau scratched his dark blonde hair. ‘This is not right, Dimitri. Why is he delaying with the accounts?’

The moonlight glinted in Dimitri’s steel-grey eyes as a slight smile formed on his angular features. ‘If he doesn’t answer, you don’t pay. The girls are half-price.’

‘He would not leave the money,’ Rau said as he looked back down the trail. ‘Something happened.’

Dimitri lifted the Dragunov’s strap from his shoulder. ‘Someone knows about us. The militia? The police?’

Rau scowled and shook his head. ‘The police should not be a problem for us. It’s something else. Get Alex and Mikhal back here. Tell everyone else to stay low and to send a runner if there’s trouble.’

**
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Ashley watched Rau and three guards fade from view as they returned to the trail. Then she glanced over her shoulder towards the clearing as the other guards dispersed around the tree line.

‘At least Rau is gone,’ Ashley whispered to herself. ‘But what happens now?’

‘The others might be right,’ a husky female voice said. ‘At least, I wish they were.’

Ashley turned to find a freckled girl with crystal-blue eyes, dressed in a dark green tracksuit, standing behind her. ‘What?’

‘The other girls think we could be sisters. Maybe if you had red hair and I had your figure.’ The ginger girl gave Ashley a wide smile. ‘I’m Naida. Would you like to sit with me?’

Ashley nodded and followed Naida to an ancient oak. ‘You look very tough, Naida. You can wear a tracksuit in this freezing place. Why do you want to be like me?’

‘I grew up on a farm in the north; this cold is nothing,’ Naida said as they sat beside the tree. ‘But ploughing fields of mud and ice from when I could walk did not make me delicate or attractive.’

‘I think you look nice with short hair,’ Ashley said.

‘Well, I prefer long hair.’ Naida sighed and adjusted the track top stretched over her abundant chest. ‘Anyway, I just wish that sometimes handsome guys like the tavern giant would look at me the way he looked at you.’

Ashley’s face fell. ‘Him! But–’

‘And I noticed you gazing at the big guy too,’ Naida continued. ‘Trying to lure him with your roaming blue eyes?’

‘No, I...’ Ashley blushed and turned away. ‘He reminded me of something I miss, that’s all.’

‘Something or someone?’ Naida asked. ‘Like a boyfriend in Israel?’

‘He reminded me of my brother, of how Uric smiled.’ Ashley looked up at Naida. ‘Why do you think he is from Israel?’

‘Your large friend could have been an Israeli soldier,’ Naida said. ‘There was a military badge on his pack, and another on his jacket. Did you see them?’

Ashley shook her head. ‘I cannot see anything small.’

‘Oh, well, one badge had a six-pointed star with a sword and an olive branch in the middle,’ Naida said. ‘The star could be for Israel, but I’m not sure.’

‘You are right,’ Ashley said. ‘He was Israeli. He spoke Hebrew.’

Naida whistled. ‘You know Hebrew. Are you Jewish?’

Ashley gave her a slight nod. ‘Do you think the Israeli will come for Rau?’

Naida shrugged. ‘The giant may come for you. I have a feeling he liked you. But I hope he does return to fight Rau. I hated what that creep said to you.’

Ashley smiled. ‘Thank you. How can you recognise a military badge? Are you from the army?’

‘They’re the reason for my short hair,’ Naida replied. ‘I was not in the army for long. I decided to walk away after a few months. I could deal with the training, just not the annoying recruits. But, despite my efforts, simple-minded me wound up here. Perhaps my name predicted my reputation...so I can’t escape it.’

Ashley frowned at the ginger girl. ‘What reputation?’

Naida smiled and shook her head. ‘You look too innocent for the details, so here’s a hint. My name means nymph.’

Ashley glanced away as the blush returned to her porcelain features. ‘Oh.’

Naida sighed. ‘I’m feeling embarrassed too. We have just met and I talk with you like a friend. That didn’t happen with other girls. I could never relax around them...But you are different.’

Ashley looked up at her. ‘Uh, thank you.’

Naida nodded. ‘So why are you here? You look smart enough to stay away from this mess.’

‘I ran away as well,’ Ashley replied. ‘My family tried to move to Europe when the wall in Berlin fell. It was difficult. My parents argued with the government and our permits were cancelled. Uric and I were sent away before the police arrived.’ Ashley shuddered as she looked down at her snow-crusted sneakers. ‘I knew we were not safe together. Even in a crowd I am easy to find. I wanted to protect Uric the way he always protected me. So, one night, when Uric was asleep, I ran...Then Richmond found me...Of the many mistakes I have made, running was the worst.’

Naida stroked Ashley’s white mane. ‘I’m sure Uric would not be upset. You have good health and good looks, and maybe an Israeli admirer. Uric would be–’

Ashley leapt to her feet and turned towards the forest. ‘Someone’s moving. I can hear them.’

Naida whistled. ‘Why do your eyes move so fast?’

‘Not now,’ Ashley breathed as she closed her flickering eyes.

‘Get down!’ a voice hissed in Hebrew. ‘They’re coming.’

Ashley opened her eyes as moonlight broke through the clouds. The shadows fell away to reveal a large prone figure with an automatic rifle silhouetted in the snow.

‘The Israeli is back,’ Naida said as she stood up next to Ashley. ‘Why is he aiming at us?’

Ashley turned to the sound boots crunching through the snow then she lunged at Naida, tackling her into the oak’s shadow. ‘It’s not us!’
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The Israeli’s weapon roared into life. Ashley watched the three approaching guards convulse and topple backwards. The gunfire stopped and large form bolted past Ashley and Naida, dropping an empty magazine behind him. Ashley’s shivering eyes darted to the Israeli as he raced into the clearing, shoving a fresh magazine into his rifle then firing short bursts at the distant tree line. Several girls screamed in panic as the guards returned fire and dozens of bullets hissed through the clearing. Then Ashley noticed a faint, tortured groan. Ashley turned to the source and her face fell. A bloodied guard rose from the snow and aimed his weapon at the Israeli’s back.

Ashley scrambled through the snow and gathered up a fallen rifle. ‘Israeli! Behind you!’

The Israeli spun around, spotted the wounded guard and his rifle gave a pronounced click.

‘Oh-no!’ Naida’s voice rasped. ‘The giant’s empty!’

Ashley pressed her cheek against her rifle’s stock and the guard’s crouched form drifted through her sights. Her finger squeezed the trigger and the rifle bucked as brilliant flashes leapt from the muzzle. Ashley cried out, dropping the rifle as her hands flew up to cover her sensitive eyes. Then she peered through her folded arms as the gunfire continued. The wounded guard fired a long burst and the Israeli stumbled backwards, collapsing into the snow.

A sharp gasp escaped Ashley’s throat as silence returned to the clearing. ‘I missed!’

‘The guard is dead,’ Naida whispered. ‘His finger is jammed on the trigger.’

Ashley glanced around the tree line and her eyes widened. The remaining guards stepped out from hiding and approached their fallen enemy. Ashley jumped to her feet then plunged head-first into the snow as a scything arm collected her ankles.

‘Not yet,’ Naida’s voice hissed in her ear. ‘Stay here.’

Ashley pulled her face out of the snow to see Naida sprinting into the clearing. The ginger girl snatched up two rifles, clutching one between each arm and her ribs, and fired towards the exposed guards. Two fell and the rest vanished into the forest.

Naida dropped the empty rifles and clutched her chest. ‘I forgot how much that hurts!’

**
[image: ]


The melting snow squelched as Ashley knelt in the Israeli’s crimson shadow. She began to pull on his jacket’s zipper and thick blood welled up through the bullet holes. Ashley pressed her fingers against the Israeli’s throat then let out a mournful sigh.

‘We cannot help your friend,’ Naida’s voice whispered from above her. ‘I think I was right about him, and he was very brave.’

Ashley gazed up at Naida. ‘What do you mean?’

‘The Israeli may have come here for Rau, but he attacked for another reason,’ Naida said. ‘Your friend was protecting us.’

‘So, he ran into the open to distract Rau’s guards?’ Ashley asked.

‘He drew their attention away from us,’ Naida said, ‘and their stray bullets.’

Ashley glanced down at the giant’s lifeless form and placed her hand over his. ‘He fought for me before he knew my name.’

‘Perhaps it’s what they are trained to do.’ Naida sighed. ‘We are running out of time. The other girls have left. I think they are going home. I can’t return to Russia, so I’ll head for Europe. Would you like to come with me?’

Ashley picked up the Israeli’s rifle. ‘Thank you, Naida. You have been very kind, but I am not going to run anymore. Can you fix his weapon?’

Naida crouched down beside Ashley, lifted the rifle into the moonlight and turned the weapon onto its back. ‘The magazine is opaque plastic. I can see about ten bullets inside.’

Ashley frowned as she watched Naida stand up and brace the rifle against her chest. ‘So why did it not work?’

Naida pulled on the bolt lever and a bent round rose out of the ejection port. Naida pried the round from the rifle, guided the bolt lever forward then yanked it backwards again. A fresh round flew out of the ejection port and spiralled into the snow.

Ashley raised an eyebrow. ‘A bullet was stuck in the barrel?’

‘Something like that,’ Naida replied as she placed the rifle and the misfired round in Ashley’s lap.

Ashley looked down at the rifle and slipped the bent round into her jeans’ pocket. ‘Oh.’

‘Do you really want to stay here?’ Naida asked as she knelt in front of Ashley. ‘Rau will return soon. He is going to want vengeance for this, and I cannot fight all his goons.’

‘It’s okay, Naida,’ Ashley said. ‘You should not be here. I know what could happen, but I can’t run anymore. I can’t abandon–’

‘One of your own?’ Naida whispered.

Ashley glanced up at Naida then her gaze returned to the Israeli.

‘Perhaps that’s another reason for why he came back.’ Naida patted Ashley’s shoulder. ‘I’ve heard of an old saying your people have. Next year in Jerusalem. Well, that is where I will look for you, if we don’t meet again before next year.’ Naida gave Ashley a faint smile and caressed the porcelain girl’s neck. ‘Good luck, my mysterious friend.’
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Ashley rested against the Israeli’s bulk as she watched Naida’s figure fade into the forest. She clutched the Israeli’s rifle against her stomach and tears formed in her eyes as her body began to shiver. A brief whimper seeped from Ashley’s lips and her hand slipped into her jumper’s pocket, searching for the old photo.

‘Shalom, little angel.’

Ashley twisted around and gasped, ‘You’re awake!’

‘Yeah,’ the Israeli winced, ‘and you’re on a bullet wound.’

Ashley shuffled off his side. ‘Sorry.’

The Israeli groaned then reached up, unzipped his jacket, and revealed a thick vest studded with flattened bullets. ‘It stopped enough...I hope...I am Zorik Bar-Leiv. What is your name?’

Ashley blinked and pulled her gaze away from Zorik’s body armour. ‘I’m Ashley Azaria.’

Zorik nodded. ‘A beautiful name...it suits you.’

A slight smile formed on Ashley’s lips then she placed the rifle next to her, collapsed onto Zorik’s chest and embraced him.

‘Ashley–Ow!’ Zorik shuddered and reached up to pull Ashley away.

‘Sorry,’ Ashley breathed, ‘again.’

Zorik sighed and draped his arms around her. ‘Guess I’m a hopeless mercenary if I can’t survive a pretty girl’s–’

‘Isn’t this sweet!’ a furious voice bellowed. ‘Please don’t move. It’s very hard to get answers from a corpse.’

Ashley and Zorik looked up at the tree line and found Rau glaring at them down his rifle’s sights. Ashley turned as Rau’s guards approached from behind.

‘Take my rifle and run,’ Zorik whispered as his arms slipped off Ashley’s back. ‘I’ll distract them.’

Ashley glanced down at Zorik’s hand, shifted her legs, and pinned the half-drawn revolver against Zorik’s hip. ‘Don’t fight. We will be okay. I will look after you.’
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[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two
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A team of ten black-clad commandos paced down a darkened hallway and spread out around a wooden door. The leader signalled for two fighters to ready their weapons then he stepped in front of the door, kicked it open and the three commandos fired several bursts from their suppressed Uzis. The team continued their advance down the hall with the splintering of wooden doors and the rain of spent casings marking their progress. A shrill whistle echoed down the hallway as the last room was cleared.

The leader turned to his fighters and spoke with an aged Arabic accent. ‘Well done, children. I expect you to be quicker on the trigger next time. Now, return to the armoury and wait for the Captain.’ 

The commandos bowed their heads in unison and dissolved into the shadows. The leader looked up at the small section of polished glass on the ceiling, smiled and stepped backwards, fading into the darkness.

Behind the glass panel a security camera panned back across the hallway and powered off.
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‘Amos and his Bedouin are masters of the desert, but it appears they still have a few things to learn about urban combat,’ a tall finely-built young woman said as she sorted through a pile of documents on her cedar desk. ‘Who do we have left for tonight, Jacob?’

‘I’m impressed that you spotted their mistakes as well, Karen.’ A bald, heavyset man turned off the wall-mounted cluster of security monitors. ‘There are twenty-six applicants in total. With Amos and Ivanov’s Russians examined, only our foreign guests remain. A Canadian SEAL, two British SAS troopers, and three German Mountaineers.’ Jacob paused to adjust the sling around his plastered right arm. ‘These soldiers haven’t worked as a unit before. How should we test them?’

‘I was thinking about...’ Karen fell silent as her blue-green eyes glanced over the dark stain on corner of her desk. A faint shiver swept through Karen’s figure as her gaze fixed on the deep incision in the stain’s centre.

‘Are you okay?’ Jacob whispered. ‘You shouldn’t expect to recover from such a battle in three months.’

Karen looked up at him then down at her chest. Her hand had slipped under the silk shirt of her tailored blue suit while she studied the stain, and her fingers were caressing a line of knotted scar tissue below her left breast. Karen removed her hand and pinched the ridge of her nose. ‘Give our foreign guests two minutes to decide their positions in a team, run them through the Rat Maze, then test them against Amos.’

Jacob nodded and walked over to a bullet-riddled wall. ‘I think your father expected a mob war, but nothing like this. And, again, I’m sorry I failed to protect him.’

‘Everyone fought bravely.’ Karen sighed as a timid smile twitched her lips. ‘I’m happy you survived with just a broken arm.’ 

Karen swivelled her chair away from her desk, and gazed out
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