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			Dear Reader,

			Usually, these short stories are separated in both time and space from the linear track of my novels, but believe it or not, this one tracks seamlessly. While writing Operator Down, I had a little twist that I wanted to include—namely, that Shoshana and Aaron had gotten married. I get a lot of questions about when Pike and Jennifer are going to go the distance, and I decided to play on that with their alter egos instead. In the book, it’s mentioned only briefly along with an indication that something didn’t go right with the ceremony. As I finished the book, that two-paragraph discussion between Pike and Jennifer kept nagging me. What didn’t go right? What mess could have happened at a simple ceremony? Why did Jennifer say, “I didn’t see you running away from the sound of the guns.” So I decided to write it. The action here happens before the narrative of Operator Down, but you don’t have to read anything else to enjoy it. It’s a stand-alone story in every sense of the word. I hope you enjoy!

			Best regards,
Brad Taylor
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			The light from the door split the room, causing Masoud Ruzami to jerk his head toward it, his pulse elevating. A young couple entered, and he sagged back into his chair. It had been the same reaction for the last three patrons entering, and the tension was beginning to wear on him.

			He checked his watch, seeing it was now seven minutes past the scheduled meeting time. Enough of this. He hadn’t called for the meeting. He was doing a favor—and risking much by simply agreeing to it. He rose to leave, and the door opened one more time. A man wearing an Israeli Border Police uniform entered, glancing around the small shop. His eyes locked with the Jordanian’s, and Masoud slowly sank back into his chair, regretting that he hadn’t left earlier.

			The Israeli stalked over to his table like he owned the place—which, given that the coffee shop was in Jerusalem, was not untrue. He stopped across the small table and said, “I am Ezra Kravitz. Thank you for meeting me. I know it’s a risk for you, but we both want the same thing.”

			Masoud nodded and pointed to the chair across from him, saying, “What do you mean? Why didn’t you do this through the established liaison services?”

			Masoud was a member of the Jerusalem Islamic Waqf, the caretakers of the holy sites of the Temple Mount that included the Dome of the Rock, a site held sacred by both the Jewish and Islamic faiths, and a flashpoint that encapsulated the pressure cooker of the entire quagmire of the Middle East. Funded and controlled by the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, the Waqf had been responsible for the administration of the Temple Mount for generations, while Israel controlled the security. It was a strange arrangement that was constantly tested. Which made Masoud wonder why this meeting was occurring.

			Ezra took a seat, saw the nervousness, and smiled. He said, “No reason to be alarmed. I’m not going to bite.”

			Masoud said, “You can’t blame me for being uneasy. This is highly unorthodox. You are our liaison. Why ask for a meeting here, outside of the Old City? Why not in our office? Or even in your office? We coordinate all the time, especially after the last event.”

			Masoud was referring to the recent murder of border police on the Temple Mount. Two crazed Palestinians had begun spraying fire, killing anyone they could before being cut down. After the fact, a member of the Waqf had been implicated in the smuggling of weapons into the holy facility. Nothing had been proven, but it had definitely raised tensions.

			Ezra said, “That’s exactly why this has to be separate from the official liaison. It has to remain secret.” He leaned forward and said, “We’ve learned there is a new attack planned, and neither Israel nor Jordan needs another headache like we had before.”

			Masoud squinted and said, “If you know of the attack, then find them. Now.”

			“We could. We most definitely could, but we have no proof. We only have suspicion.”

			Masoud scoffed and said, “That’s never stopped you before.”

			“True, but our suspects are Israeli citizens. Palestinians, but not from the West Bank. Arresting them without concrete proof will do nothing but cause more trouble and protests, but catching them in the act will be different. And we want to do this with your help. The help of the Islamic Waqf. We want to set them up and then arrest them. It will solidify our arrangement. Solidify the status quo.”

			Ezra was referring to the agreement that had been in place since the ’67 war, whereby Israel agreed to let Jordan continue to manage the holy sites even after Israel’s seizure of East Jerusalem and the Old City. The arrangement had come under increasing pressure since the latest attack, with many in Israel saying it was outdated and that Israel alone should oversee the sites—something the Arab world vociferously opposed.

			Masoud said, “What do you want from me?”

			“I want you to smuggle in the weapons.”

			His cup of tea halfway to his face, Masoud started, then set the cup down, incredulous. Ezra held up a hand and continued, “Wait, it’s not that insane. You get the weapons in, then they come get them. When they do, you call us, and we’ll intercept them. We catch them red-handed, and you get the credit. A successful cooperation between Israeli security and the Islamic Waqf. What better way to show our partnership?”

			Masoud glanced around the room, refusing to meet Ezra’s eyes. Ezra said, “You find this repulsive? Capturing terrorists?”

			Masoud returned to Ezra and said, “No, but I find your methods strange. We should be discussing this with our respective commands. Getting assurances and coordinating.”

			Ezra said, “I mean no offense when I say this, but we don’t believe we can trust the Waqf staff. You were picked for a reason. We trust you.”

			Masoud bristled and said, “There was no proof of Waqf involvement in the last attack. None. Just your paranoid ramblings.”

			Ezra held up his hands again, saying, “I know that, and you know that, but I take orders. I’m just here exploring options. We researched you, and we trust you. When this is done, the Waqf will be heroes.”

			“Why don’t you just do it yourself? You have access to the compound. Why do you need me?”

			“Because I can’t go into the mosque without a reason, and it will cause an uproar no matter what I manufacture. I can’t insert the weapons without a show of force, which will defeat the purpose. And out of the eleven gates to the Temple Mount, I control only one—the one non-Muslims enter. The Waqf still controls all the others.”

			Masoud nodded, glancing out the window at the passersby. What Ezra said was true. He said, “What would you need from me?”

			“Just access to the al Aqsa mosque. We’ll provide the weapons, and you hide them. You tell me where they are, and we set up the terrorists. When they come in, you alert us, and we’ll do the rest.”

			“And I can’t say anything to my men? Nothing to my superiors?”

			Ezra leaned forward, now intense. “No. I cannot stress this point enough. You can say nothing to anyone else. If you feel you must, tell me now, and I’ll go back to my command.”

			Masoud nodded, toying with his cup. He said, “When do you need an answer?”

			Ezra smiled and said, “Soon. By tomorrow at the latest.” He passed across an old flip phone and said, “You can call me on this. My number is the only one in the contact list.”

			Masoud took it, saying nothing. Ezra stood and said, “We appreciate this. I know it’s a risk, but the status quo must remain. This arrest will do much to bridge the divide we find ourselves in.”

			The words were powerful to Masoud, because he actually believed them. He hated the conflict over the holy sites, and especially hated the suspicions surrounding the members of the Islamic Waqf. Something about Ezra was off, but he attributed that to his distrust of every Israeli security man. The conversation was compelling, and he wanted to believe that Ezra truly desired to help bridge the divide between Arab and Israeli.

			He should have paid attention to his instincts.
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			Ezra left the restaurant, telling Masoud to wait ten minutes before he followed. He walked to his car, reflecting on the meeting. It was true Ezra had studied Masoud, but not in the way the Jordanian thought. In his position as liaison for the border police, he had access to a majority of the files the Shin Bet kept on the Waqf and had searched for a member he could manipulate. Someone who wasn’t brainwashed by the Palestinian propaganda machine. A man who truly wanted to cross the void of venom and ease the tripwire tension surrounding the Temple Mount. He’d found that man in Masoud. And now he would use that noble emotion to do exactly the opposite.

			He pulled away, driving toward the Old City. Checking his watch, Ezra saw he was running out of time to make his next meeting, and he still had some preparation to do. He entered King David Boulevard, drove for close to a mile, then wound down a narrow one-way alley, stone and brick houses to his left and right. He parked next to a rubbish bin, grabbed a small satchel of clothing, put on a pair of thin leather gloves, and unlocked a safe house he’d rented earlier. The stop would make him late, but he couldn’t conduct his next meeting wearing a border patrol uniform.

			He went inside and rapidly changed into civilian clothes, leaving his uniform on the floor. He looked in a mirror, pleased with the transformation. He could pass as a Palestinian.

			Before becoming a liaison with the Waqf, as a uniformed member of the border police, Ezra had served in the Yamas, the border police’s secretive undercover unit that was assigned to Shin Bet, the internal security arm of the state of Israel. With close-cropped black hair, olive skin, and an ability to speak unaccented Arabic like a local, he had conducted many, many deep-cover operations against terrorists in the West Bank. And now he would ply that skill one more time.

			He left the safe house at a trot, ripping off the gloves and getting in the car. Traveling back north on King David, he took a right on Yitzhak Kariv Street toward the Jaffa Gate of the Old City. He turned into a parking garage next to the gate, passing by the rows of tour buses patiently waiting. Pulling into a slot, he exited the car, locked the doors, and bounded up the stairs, ignoring the throngs of tourists from all over the world. Sliding through the Jaffa Gate, he melded into the crowds to prevent the border patrol police from recognizing him—and possibly reporting the strange fact that he was dressed as a Palestinian civilian.

			He walked rapidly through the Christian Quarter, entering the Muslim section of the city, the history of the place lost on him just as it was on the myriad others who worked inside the walls on a daily basis. Like a cast member at Disney World, he was no longer inspired by the surroundings . The only part of the Old City that he revered was the Temple Mount, the focus of his mission. Like many others, he was enraged that those of the Jewish faith were forbidden from worshiping on its grounds. It was the holiest site in all of Judaism, and they weren’t even allowed to pray there—but the Arabs could run amok freely. East Jerusalem was Israeli land, and yet the Arabs controlled the most important part of it. It was something he intended to change.

			He walked down an alley until he reached a T-intersection with the famed Via Dolorosa—the Way of Suffering—which delineated the last march of Jesus Christ before his crucifixion. He went right on the ancient road, deeper into the Muslim section, until he reached a small shop proclaiming it was a dealer of antiquities, a simple wooden sign above the door reading, HOLY LAND ARTIFACTS.

			He entered the narrow foyer and saw a Palestinian boy of about sixteen behind the register, the walls surrounding him adorned with coins and vases from ancient times.

			In English, the boy said, “Hello! Welcome to our store. What can I help you find?”

			In Arabic, Ezra said, “Assalam alaikum. I’m looking for Dawood Baidun.”

			The boy hesitated, then responded, “Alaikum salaam. I’m Abdul Haq, his brother. Is he expecting you?”

			“Yes.”

			The boy disappeared into the back, and when he returned, he was with Dawood, a tall Palestinian with a wisp of a beard, just cresting into adulthood at the age of nineteen or twenty.

			Dawood took one look at him and said, “Abdul, keep watching the front of the store. Tell me if anyone else enters.”

			“Why?”

			“Just do it. And I mean anyone.”

			Abdul nodded, confused, and Dawood waved Ezra to the back of the store.

			Like everything else Ezra did in his professional life, he’d researched Dawood, the end result of a search for a pliable Palestinian who had a crack in his armor he could lever. Dawood’s father worked in the selling of antiquities from the biblical holy lands and was licensed by the state of Israel to do so. Unfortunately for him, others in his trade had decided that legal antiquities weren’t paying the bills and had started selling artifacts that most definitely weren’t allowed.

			Most nation-states reserved all artifacts as the provenance of the state in question, but Israel was different. It allowed the trade of ancient finds—and the world sucked them up in a voracious vacuum of buyers. The trading was tightly controlled, with rules and regulations that harshly proscribed what and when something could be sold, and last month the Antiquities Authority had conducted a major crackdown, executing a sting operation of some of the more prominent dealers. Dawood’s store had not been implicated, but it had taken little effort on Ezra’s part to drag the father into the investigation, bringing stress on the family.

			Stress Ezra would now use.

			Dawood’s family were of Palestinian heritage, but unlike the majority in the West Bank, they were Israeli citizens, which Ezra knew caused Dawood cognitive dissonance. Was he Palestinian? Or Israeli? All it took was a little pressure to get him to choose a side.

			Dawood closed the door and said, “You’re late. I was beginning to worry.”

			“I got held up at the other meeting.”

			“Did you do it? Can we proceed?”

			Dawood believed Ezra was a member of a radical Israeli Arab group called the Islamic Movement in Israel. Once a political organization, it had split in two, with the so-called southern branch still trying to use political influence and the northern branch eschewing peaceful means. Ezra knew the northern branch well, having infiltrated it and arrested many of its members during undercover stings, and was confident he could seamlessly portray being a member.

			He said, “Yes, our contact with the Waqf was amenable. He can smuggle in the weapons, but I won’t let him unless you have the men. How did your meeting go?”

			Dawood clenched his jaw and said, “They are ready. Five men. Enough.”

			“Are they prepared to die? Because that’s what’s going to happen.”

			“Yes, they are. They look forward to it, but I’m not so sure this will accomplish anything.”

			Ezra leaned forward and said, “You saw what happened to your father. Even as an Israeli citizen, you’re second-class. Do you think if he was a Jew that arrest would have happened? How many antiquities dealers are in the Old City? And they only arrested Arab ones? Your father wasn’t even involved.”

			Dawood nodded and said, “I understand the inequities. I live with it daily. I’m just not sure the attack you envision will bring about justice.”

			Ezra said, “Israel has occupied East Jerusalem since the Six-Day War. Nothing we have done has altered their trajectory of settlements and consolidation. There is only one fault line that will generate the anger we need. Generate the absolute conviction. It’s Haram al-Sharif.”

			Ezra used the Muslim name for the Temple Mount, driving his point home. “The holy site is the one thing that causes the most anger. Remember the intifada? That came about because the Israeli prime minister visited Haram al-Sharif. Remember the outrage at the metal detectors a few months ago? Even the king of Jordan became involved. Israel can’t slaughter all who protest, and that’s exactly what we need. Massive protests. You attack, and they’ll shut down Haram al-Sharif. That will be the catalyst for another intifada. And victory.”

			“I think we need something more. Something greater than just an attack with guns. After the last attack, our strike might simply cause Israel to eliminate the Waqf and destroy the status quo. We might be giving Haram al-Sharif to Israel without something more. We need a tipping point, not just another shoot-out.”

			Ezra kept his face calm but felt his control slipping. That was exactly what he wanted to occur. He said, “Maybe in the future. Maybe. One step at a time.”

			Dawood considered Ezra’s words for a moment, then nodded, his face comically serious. He said, “Okay. What’s the next step?”

			Ezra slid across another flip phone and said, “I have to coordinate for the transfer of weapons. Keep your men close. I’ll call when we’re ready.”

			Dawood took the phone and said, “Don’t worry. They’ll be ready.”

			Ezra smiled and said, “I would expect nothing less from a patriot.”

			He left the back room, then exited the shop without saying a word to the brother, feeling his eyes on his back as he passed through the door. Once outside, he exhaled, letting loose some pent-up adrenaline.

			He felt confident in the mission. Dawood thought an attack would generate an overwhelming protest that would cause Israel to cede control, but Ezra knew differently.

			The Zionists he knew were sick of the so-called status quo. The Temple Mount was their birthright, and it was time for Israel to assert control. The entire country was centered on that piece of terrain, and every single Jew knew it. They had a country without a heart. It wasn’t like they were taking over Mecca. In fact, it was like Mecca being controlled by Jews, forbidding Muslims from worshipping there. And it was time for that to stop.

			He trusted in his plan, knew it would work. His biggest fear was penetration from his own security forces. Many in Israel didn’t hold his unwavering faith, and if his plan were exposed, it would be defeated. But that was unlikely to happen. He was on the inside as the border police liaison to the Islamic Waqf. If anyone suspected anything, he’d know.

			His confidence in his ability to learn of any investigation was absolute, but he failed to consider the second- and third-order effects of what he’d set in motion. As in the old Arabian fable, once one let the genie out of the bottle, it was hard to control the outcome.
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			It only took a few minutes of riding on the subway before I desperately wanted to get off. The train was littered with newspapers and fast-food trash, and the air held the faint wisp of urine. Having ridden light-rail systems all over the world, I was amazed at how pathetic New York City’s subway was. The closest competitor I could think of was Budapest, Hungary—but at least that one was clean. It was competing solely because it was a relic of the USSR, but the New York subway almost had it beat in archaic design.

			I said, “I wonder how many tourists come to the Big Apple for their once-in-a-lifetime adventure and get on one of these dumps. They must want to ask their travel agent for a refund.”

			Knuckles said, “You’re the one who asked for it. I didn’t want to come up here. I was happy training Carly.”

			Carly was a CIA case officer who was attempting to become a Taskforce Operator. Before she attended Assessment and Selection, Knuckles had been tasked with getting her up to speed on the finer points of knuckle dragging. It was a little role reversal, because ordinarily our recruits came from the Special Mission Units of the Department of Defense. What they needed was some instruction on being James Bond, not Rambo. Carly was the exact opposite, so Knuckles had been detailed to train her. Well, he’d detailed himself because he’s the one who’d recruited her—along with the secret-but-not-so-secret fact that she was also sleeping in his bed. He’d always been a man-whore on my team, but now treated this relationship as if it didn’t exist. Nobody on the team bought that except him, but we let him live the fantasy. Sort of.

			The subway blessedly stopped at Rockefeller Center, and I exited as quickly as I could, breathing in the fresh air. I said, “There was no way I could tell them no. I already feel bad enough about telling them I couldn’t go to the wedding. This would have made it look like I was avoiding them. They come all the way from Israel, and we can’t take a three-hour train ride from DC? Anyway, Carly didn’t seem to mind.”

			Knuckles said, “She loves this city. She’d use any excuse to come here.”

			We walked up the stairs to Sixth Avenue and I said, “Any excuse to come to New York, or any excuse to get away from your training?”

			“Hey, she’s also loving the training. And she’s getting pretty damn good.”

			We went north on Sixth Avenue, walking toward Del Frisco’s Steakhouse. I said, “Then why are we eating here? You saying she threw the match for a trip to New York?”

			Knuckles grimaced and said, “Luck.”

			I said, “Bullshit. I’m ordering the surf and turf.”

			My partner, Jennifer, and I had been in DC yesterday, making a periodic check-in with my boss, something I did every once in a while just to make sure the Taskforce wasn’t forgetting about me and my team, when I’d heard Knuckles was out on the range in Virginia training his little prodigy, Carly. After receiving an update briefing from the Taskforce Commander, Colonel Kurt Hale, I’d taken Jennifer—my own prodigy—with me for a visit.

			We’d found them conducting two-gun drills on the steel range, Knuckles decidedly not portraying a commando, with a T-shirt, jeans, long black hair, and a two-day growth of beard. He looked like a hippie, or some milquetoast Abercrombie & Fitch model, right up until you met his eyes. They definitely didn’t convey peace and love.

			He was giving instruction to Carly, and it was a little comical seeing him tower over her. She was only about five foot four, and she always reminded me of a surfer, with freckles across her face and a cute little upturned nose. I have no idea why that was. I didn’t even know if she could swim.

			We watched for a bit, and Carly was pretty good for someone who hadn’t breathed firearms on a daily basis for most of her life. Knuckles was on another planet in skill, which was to be expected. It was a planet we both lived on, since we’d both come from the most elite Special Operations units in the US arsenal. That sounds like bragging, but it wasn’t. It was just a fact. He was Navy, and I was Army, but at the end of the day, at that level, the service mattered not a whit.

			They’d finished the drill, and we approached. Carly had immediately started talking up her shooting. I liked her a lot, and had worked with her on a couple of operations when she was working as a case officer for the CIA, but she did have a habit of letting her mouth write checks her ass couldn’t cash. I wasn’t sure if Knuckles had given her an overblown sense of her capability, or whether she truly believed it, but I put her in her place with some critique, and the next thing I knew, she was betting dinner on a competition with Jennifer and me.

			Challenging us to a shoot-off was a sore mistake because I had a secret: I’d been working with Jennifer quite a bit in Charleston, and she could flat-out shoot under pressure. She took to it naturally, intuitively understanding the various vagaries of the ballistics involved in a multitude of situations, and she had become very good. Something Knuckles should have realized after our mission in Norfolk. I was going to enjoy this.

			Jennifer had initially refused the challenge—because as good as she was, she simply wasn’t competitive. She wanted to learn for our job, and that was it. Knuckles mistook her reticence and immediately pounced with good-natured ribbing about being scared. I, of course, accepted without hesitation, even with Jennifer’s scowl.

			The bet was dinner at a place of the winner’s choosing. I’d conveniently left off that my choice would be in New York.

			Knuckles reviewed the rules, which consisted of another two-gun drill, shooting on the move with a long gun at distances ranging from fifty to three hundred meters, with barricades and mag changes, then transitioning to a pistol, basically doing the same thing at much shorter distances, and ending with slapping down seven six-inch steel plates at a distance of fifteen meters.

			Knuckles gave us five rounds to check the zero on the spare rifles he had, fire a few rounds with a Glock, and we were off.

			Knuckles went first, and he was moving as fast as a scalded cat, firing controlled pairs so rapidly there was barely a pause between targets. He ended on the plates, shooting his Glock so fast that if someone had just listened, they would have thought it was an MP5 on automatic.

			Carly went next, and she did a pretty good job. She obviously wasn’t as fast as Knuckles, but she could shoot. She lost time changing mags, having to slow to a walk to do so, and took more than one round at both the two-hundred- and three-hundred-meter targets, but she ended strong on the plates, only having to aim a split second before breaking the trigger.

			She finished with a huge smile, and Knuckles patted her on the back, proud, before turning to me and saying, “You’re up, commando.”

			I was a little more rusty than Knuckles, as he’d been shooting for three days straight, and if there was anything more prone to decay than shooting skill, I don’t know what it is. I moved pretty fast, trying to match Knuckles’s speed, but I was on the ragged edge, going faster than I should have.

			I knew I was slightly slower than Knuckles when I reached the plates, but it was literally a split-time’s worth of difference. I started shooting just like him, knocking the plates down like I was mowing grass, and had a stovepipe jam. I cursed, cleared it immediately, then finished the plates. In the end, I was a second and a half off of his time. Which was the size of the Grand Canyon in skilled shooting.

			But I had an ace in the hole.

			Knuckles grinned and said, “Koko, you’re up.” He was now convinced they were getting a free dinner. We were about to crush that hope.

			Jennifer kitted up, getting everything situated, press-checked her pistol, then racked a round into her long gun. She pulled her blond hair into a ponytail, then glanced at me, and I saw in her eyes what the hell she was about to do.

			I went to her and leaned in, whispering, “You had better not throw this.”

			She understood on a visceral plane the inferno that Carly was about to go through, attempting A&S as a female. Jennifer had been the first and only female to try, and she didn’t want to undermine the second. She wanted to give her confidence. Instill in her that she could win. Which was bullshit when it was false.

			She looked at me with her puppy-dog eyes and I said, “This will drive her to be better. Don’t give her false confidence. You’re not crushing her. You’re making her what she needs to be. Trust me, she’ll do whatever it takes to do what you’re about to. Don’t sell her short.”

			She nodded, understanding the truth behind my words and trusting my judgment, but not liking it. Not liking the fight between Team Pike and Team Female.

			Knuckles had heard what I’d said, and I knew he realized he was toast. I smiled and winked. He shook his head, stood behind her and said, “Shooter ready.”

			The buzzer went off, and Jennifer shot off the line like a greyhound at the track, pinging steel every step of the way. She was slower than both Knuckles and me, but only a trained shooter could tell. She transitioned to the pistol, and the speed continued, her ringing every bit of steel on the course. She hit the plates, and they sang just like they had with Knuckles and me. She cleared her pistol on the last shot and looked at Knuckles for her time.

			He didn’t give it. He simply said, “Holy shit, Koko. What happened to you?”

			She smiled and said, “I do more than just climb walls. I’ve been working with Pike.”

			Far from being upset, Carly was in awe. She said, “You couldn’t do that before?”

			Jennifer laid her weapons down on the range table and said, “No. I wasn’t even as good as you at this stage in your training.”

			Carly nodded, a new understanding of what was possible coming to her mind. To no one in particular, she said, “I’ll be that good.”

			Jennifer glanced at me, and I winked.

			Knuckles said, “Okay, so you sandbagged me.”

			I gave a look of innocence and said, “Hey, I didn’t ask for this. You did.”

			“So where’s dinner?”

			I looked at Jennifer, who knew we were leaving on a train for New York City in three hours. I said, “Del Frisco’s Steakhouse.”

			Knuckles said, “The new one? Downtown DC?”

			“Uh, no. The one in New York.”

			“What?”

			“Hey, you made the bet, and the bet was dinner at the winner’s choice. My choice is the Del Frisco’s Double Eagle Steakhouse in New York City.”

			“Are you fucking with me?”

			“Nope. Jennifer and I have tickets on the express train in three hours. You’ll need to purchase yours.”

			He said, “No damn way am I going to New York. That wasn’t the deal. We have training going on here. I can’t leave.”

			I saw Carly’s eyes brighten at the mention of the city. She said, “Hey, wait a minute. A bet’s a bet, and we lost. I’ll pay my way.”

			Jennifer grinned, knowing how this would go, because she’d managed to manipulate me like that since we’d met. Knuckles said, “Jesus Christ. What the hell is better about the Del Frisco’s in New York?”

			I said, “Nothing. But that’s where I’m meeting Shoshana and Aaron. For dinner.”
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			Knuckles and I jogged across Sixth Avenue, then passed by the Fox News building, one block from Del Frisco’s. He said, “Did Shoshana pick this place? Was this a setup from the get-go?”

			I laughed and said, “You know me better than that. No 3-D chess moves. No, she said she was in the US and asked to see us. She set the place, but you set the payment.”

			“Worst mistake of my life.”

			I said, “Hey, come on. It isn’t that bad. Carly and Jennifer got some shopping in. And Carly got some serious time under Jennifer’s wing. Make no mistake, they’re discussing the Taskforce.”

			He chuckled and said, “Always the team leader.”

			I glanced at him and said, “Yeah, that’s my job.”

			He said, “So what’s that little demon doing here now? Going to kill the head of CAIR?”

			I chuckled and said, “No. She and Aaron are here with the Antiquities Authority of Israel. They’re doing something at the United Nations, working with UNESCO on some sting that was conducted in Jerusalem.”

			“What’s that got to do with them? Sounds like they’re trying to take your cover.”

			I said, “They’re just providing protection for the Israeli bigwig. It’s an easy gig. They drop him at his hotel, and they’re free.”

			We reached the entrance and he held open the door, saying, “Well, if you’d have told me she was involved, I would have waved off on the entire bet. She’s fucking loco.”

			Aaron and Shoshana were a couple of Israelis who used to work for the Mossad, but were now freelance contractors with one foot in the civilian world, and one foot still in the nebulous world of intelligence. I’d run across them a few years ago on a Taskforce operation, and our initial introduction hadn’t been roses and mutual respect. I’d tried to kill Shoshana, believing she’d had a hand in the death of a teammate, and Aaron had intervened.

			Since then, we’d bonded in a weird sort of way, with Jennifer taking to Shoshana like a protective big sister, which she needed because Knuckles was right: Shoshana was a few bricks shy of a load.

			She’d had an incredibly hard life, orphaned at a young age when her parents were killed in a terrorist attack. Then the Mossad sunk its teeth into her, using her desire for vengeance until it had warped her to the point where normal became assassinating anybody she was directed against.

			She’d been on the verge of a complete breakdown, the stress of her life and the pressure from the Mossad grinding her apart, when Aaron had taken her on his team, and had saved her. I’d thought it was because he felt it was his duty, but on a mission together in Poland, I’d seen the darkness in Shoshana come out in him. They were connected on some plane beyond man and woman, and I wasn’t going to question it, as Aaron was the only thing keeping Shoshana in check. She was an amoral predator who had no more compunction about killing than a lion on the hunt. If Aaron hadn’t pulled her back from the brink, she’d have been planted long ago.

			They’d eventually left the Mossad and opened up a company as partners, Aaron no longer the team leader and Shoshana no longer the subordinate. They’d started dating—which was using that term loosely—with Shoshana completely out of her depth. Every time we were together, Shoshana would study Jennifer’s relationship with me like it held some deep secret, wanting to copy what we did, which would have been cute if it wasn’t a little bit psychotic.

			Two months ago, Aaron had asked Shoshana to marry him, which surprised the hell out of me, because I was pretty sure he’d have to sleep with one eye open and a knife under his pillow for the rest of his life, but what do I know? They were flip sides of the same coin, not unlike Jennifer and me, so I suppose it worked.

			At least she wasn’t running amok stabbing people on the street . . .

			We entered the foyer for Del Frisco’s and Knuckles said, “I’m not sitting next to her, whatever happens. It’s your engagement, so you can engage.”

			I smiled, wondering if Knuckles wasn’t a little afraid of her. Nothing against him, because I knew I was. Thank God she was sweet on me.

			I said, “No problem. Worse comes to worst, I’ll sick Jennifer on her.”

			Knuckles laughed, because that was a little bit of an inside joke. Originally, we’d thought Shoshana was a lesbian and was lusting after Jennifer. That was before we learned she was just crazy. Even with all of that, I truly liked her. Respected her. Admired her quest to crawl out of the abyss she’d been thrown in. Hell, truth be told, I saw more of me in her than I’d like to admit. I guess I loved her, in a teammate sort of way.

			My phone vibrated, and I saw a text from Jennifer.

			Upstairs bar.

			I texted: Here. Coming up. The demon with you?

			Not yet. Left the UN and putting principle to bed. Be here shortly.

			We mounted the stairs and saw Carly and Jennifer at the end of the bar, holding two seats for us. Each of them had two bags at the base of their barstools, which, I suppose, I should have expected.

			I gave Jennifer a kiss and took my stool, giving Carly’s barstool the side-eye to see if Knuckles would be brave enough to do the same. Jennifer saw what I was doing and tapped my knee, saying, “Quit that.”

			I turned my back to them, facing Jennifer, and saw her looking. She flicked her eyes to me and smiled, saying, “He kissed her.”

			I filed that in my repertoire of things I could use against my 2IC, and turned around, saying, “Our table good to go?”

			Carly said, “Yeah. They said it would just be a minute.”

			We made small talk, both Knuckles and me ribbing the ridiculously expensive purchases the girls had made, and the hostess arrived, leading us to our table. We sat down, and Jennifer picked up her phone, seeing a text. She said, “They’re here.”
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			I turned to the stairs and saw the dark angel cresting the top. She didn’t look like much of a threat. Tall and sinewy, without any womanly curves, she could easily be mistaken for a boy from behind, but her face was like a porcelain doll’s. Almost too perfect. She certainly didn’t look like a killer. Which was something many a man had regretted thinking.

			Aaron followed behind her, and anyone in my line of work could see the edge in him. He was big, the same size as me. About six-two, he carried some meat on his frame, and not in a bad way. And he was always scanning, looking for a threat. Even walking up the stairs of a steakhouse.

			Shoshana glanced around the balcony, found Jennifer, and I saw true joy. She went from her to me, locked eyes, then came running over. I stood up, and she hugged me fiercely, like she’d just found out I’d survived a plane crash. I put my arms around her looking at Jennifer. She shook her head, telling me to let it go. I did.

			She broke the hold and said, “Good to see you, Nephilim.”

			She knew I hated my given name, but used it anyway. I waited for the next part, and it came. She slapped my belly and said, “Looks like Jennifer’s still feeding you well.”

			Jesus Christ. If I grated cheese on my belly, she’d say the same thing. I was never sure if she thought it was an insult or a compliment.

			Knuckles laughed, and she turned to him for a hug. She took one look at him, then went to Carly, staring into her eyes. She glanced back to him and said, “You have a girlfriend now? Nobody told me.”

			Carly turned red. Knuckles fumed. Jennifer leaned back in her chair, covering a smile. I just shook my head. Shoshana had a weird, psychic ability to read people, something that went beyond just body language. She could really read a person’s intent. I’d thought it was bullshit at first, but I’d seen it in action, and it was real. As Carly had just found out.

			Knuckles blustered a bit, and Shoshana turned from him, not even realizing she’d done something wrong. She began talking to Carly.

			I shook Aaron’s hand, asking him about his trip here, and he leaned into me, saying, “I need to talk to you before this is done. One-on-one.”

			His eyes were serious, and the statement was intriguing. I nodded and said, “Okay. Easy day.”

			We ordered dinner, then sat around making small talk. Shoshana laughed at our bet, and Carly defended herself, then Jennifer made the mistake of asking where they were going on their honeymoon. Shoshana said, “Honeymoon? Like in the movies? Do people really do that?”

			The table went silent, Aaron rubbing his face. I couldn’t believe she thought a honeymoon was nothing more than a Hollywood fantasy. Surely she was kidding.

			Jennifer explained how it worked in the real world, and Shoshana became animated, loving the idea. Wanting to do anything that would make her normal. She turned to Aaron, rattling off what she wanted, and he looked like an old dog lying on the floor being teased by a child. I felt sorry for him.

			After eating the meal, I said, “Gotta go to the restroom. Anyone know where it is?” I looked at Aaron. He said, “Nope, but I could go too.”

			We left the table, finding the damn bathroom about seven feet away next to the bar. Not a lot of time to talk. We went in and I said, “Okay, what’s up? We don’t have much space before someone gets suspicious.”

			He said, “I need you to come to the wedding. Shoshana needs it.”

			Taken aback, thinking he was going to talk about some super-secret mission, I said, “Aaron, no offense, but Israel’s asking a bit much for a destination wedding. I’d love to be there, but I’m not made of money. That trip will cost five grand easy.”

			He said, “I know, but I think I’ve found a way to pay for you. You’re still owner of Grolier Recovery Services, right? Dealing with archeological sites?”

			Jennifer and I owned a company that ostensibly did coordination for archeological work around the world, but in reality was a cover to put some terrorist’s head on a spike for the Taskforce.

			Suspicious, I said, “Yeah? How’s that help?”

			“You’ve heard about the Hobby Lobby sting in Jerusalem, yes?”

			“Uh, no.”

			He looked shocked, like I should be following obscure news reports from Israel. He said, “The CEO of Hobby Lobby, the American company, is building a Bible museum, and he purchased a large amount of illegal artifacts from dealers in Jerusalem. As far as we can tell, he is not the culprit and thought he was doing the correct thing, but antiquities dealers in Jerusalem sold him illegal items. That’s why I’m here, in New York.”

			I said, “Okay? What’s that mean to me?”

			“We want to continue the sting but need an American buyer. That’s you. Your company fits in perfectly for someone who would do such a thing. All we want you to do is approach various dealers and attempt to purchase something illegal. We’ll tell you what is legal and what’s not.”

			“Last time you guys used my cover I almost ended up in the middle of World War Three.”

			Aaron chuckled and said, “No subterfuge. It’s exactly what I told you.”

			“And why do you want me to do this? Surely you guys could fabricate something on your own.”

			He looked at the floor, then came back to me. “Shoshana was devastated when you said you wouldn’t come to the wedding. You have no idea how much she reveres you and Jennifer. She has no family. They’re all dead. No friends. I’m it. She wants a real wedding because she thinks that’s what will make her whole. In her mind she had you in the audience, watching the vows. When you said you couldn’t come, it cut her deeply.”

			I was shocked. If I had known it was that important, I’d have fronted the money, regardless of the cost. To me, it just made sense not to go. I’d had no idea.

			He continued, “If you do this, my government will cover the cost of your trip. You do a couple days work, and you come to the wedding.”

			I held up my hands, saying, “Stop. Of course I’ll do it. I feel a little bit like a heel for saying no in the first place.”

			He smiled, relieved. “One more thing: Shoshana doesn’t know about this. You can’t let on that you’re coming now because Israel is footing the bill. You can’t let her know we talked.”

			I nodded, understanding completely. I said, “Just tell me the time and place.”

			He patted my arm, saying, “Trust me, you’ll enjoy it. I know Jennifer will. You can’t find anyplace with more history.”

			I said, “No offense, but I’m sure with Shoshana that wedding will turn into a shit show.”

			We both laughed, not realizing how prescient I would be.
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			It had been a week since the secretive man had come to visit their little shop, and Dawood had begun acting more and more erratic, snapping at his younger brother for the smallest things. Two days ago, Dawood had slammed his laptop computer closed when Abdul came within sight of the screen; then yesterday, five strange men—boys, really—had entered the store. Once again, after Abdul greeted them, they demanded to see Dawood. After they’d left, Abdul’s curiosity got the better of him, and he snuck a look at Dawood’s computer. It was actually the store’s computer, but with their father currently in jail awaiting his day in court, Dawood had taken it as his own.

			Abdul typed in the password and was told it was incorrect. He did it again, and received the same result. Dawood had changed it.

			Abdul heard, “What are you doing?” causing him to jump in his chair. He saw Dawood in the doorway to their office and said, “Why did you change the password?”

			Dawood walked to him, closed the laptop, and said, “Because Father may tell those Jew dogs what it was. If they come back here, I’m not going to help them incarcerate him.”

			“But he’s done nothing wrong. The computer logs will help, not hurt.”

			“Let me worry about what’s right and what’s wrong. You just man the register until Father comes home. Do as you’re told. With Father gone, I’m in charge here.”

			Abdul said, “What are you hiding?”

			Dawood grew angry, advancing on his younger brother and snatching him by the arm. He marched Abdul to the front of the office, saying again, “Just do as your told.”

			He pushed Abdul through the door and said, “I will have some visitors soon. Send them straight back and keep an eye on the front desk. I won’t have time for customers.”

			Without another word, he slammed the door closed.

			Abdul stood for a moment, then went to the register. He was internally working up the courage to confront his brother again when the front entrance bell rang. The five men from the day before entered. The lead one, a thin man with a scraggly teenager beard said, “Dawood?”

			Abdul knew him as Faisal. He pointed to the back, and all five disappeared into the office, closing the door behind them.

			Abdul waited for a moment, glanced toward the storefront, then walked on tiptoe to the office door. He gently placed his ear to the crack between the door and the frame, hearing voices.

			“. . . did you get the explosives?” Abdul recognized his brother’s voice.

			“Yes. I have a complete shahid vest. It will fit under my clothes.” Abdul thought that was Faisal, the leader of the group of men, but he couldn’t be sure.

			“You can’t wear it with the clothes you have on now. You need to look like a tourist. A Christian tourist.”

			“I know. I’ve already conducted a reconnaissance, and had no trouble getting into the church.”

			“Good. Very good. Were there Americans inside?”

			“Pretty much the entire place.”

			“Even better. The American benefactors continue to help Israel keep us away from where Muhammad, peace be upon him, ascended into heaven, and we will do the same with their prophet.”

			Abdul had no idea what that meant, but the sweat beaded at the base of his neck all the same. He knew it wasn’t good.

			Faisal said, “What about you? Did you get the weapons?”

			“They’ll be delivered today.”

			“They are expecting all six of us. When five show up, will that be a problem?”

			“No. What can they do? Haram al-Sharif will be locked down by those Jew dogs if even one of us shows up. It will be fine. The key is you cannot attack until ours is complete. You must have patience. Wait for my call, or until you hear the police response moving away from you.”

			“What about your contact with the Islamic Movement? He will be angry at the change of the plan.”

			Abdul heard Dawood laugh, then say, “What do we care? We’ll be martyrs.”

			Abdul’s eyes snapped wide at the words, then he heard the bell ding to the front door. He wiped the sweat from his neck and scampered to the register desk, seeing two females entering.

			One was lithe, almost androgynous, with a pageboy cut of black hair and the porcelain face of a doll. The other was tall, with her blond hair in a ponytail and gray eyes that reminded Abdul of the scandalous pages of a Maxim magazine he secretly kept hidden in his room.

			The black-haired woman said, “Hello. My friend here is from the United States and is looking to buy some unique antiquities. We were told you might have something of interest to show her.”

			Abdul went back and forth between them, not hearing her question, the words from his brother still bouncing about his head. She waved her hand in front of his face, saying, “You there?”

			He blinked his eyes and said, “I’m sorry, what did you ask?”

			The black-haired one stared at him, her eyes squinting slightly. The blonde stuck out her hand, saying, “My name is Jennifer, and this is Shoshana. I own a company called Grolier Services, and we deal with archeological sites.”

			She held out a card, but the other woman captured his entire focus, her glare penetrating. Scary. He took the card without looking at the blonde. She continued, “I’m looking to purchase Iraqi cuneiform tablets, preferably older than 1000 BC. Can you help with that?”

			Like an animal caught in a spotlight, Abdul couldn’t break from Shoshana’s eyes, her gaze giving off a weird glow. This time Jennifer put a hand in front of his face and snapped her fingers, saying, “Hey, are you listening?”

			He turned to her, saying, “I’m sorry. What did you say?”

			Jennifer repeated her request, and he animatedly held up his hands, saying, “No, no, we can’t help with that. We don’t deal in other countries’ artifacts—especially Iraq.”

			Shoshana said, “That’s not true. I know Jerusalem vendors buy things from UAE and other places. You get them here and scrub them through your business.”

			“Maybe someone can, but you most certainly won’t through this store. We follow the law strictly.” He turned to Jennifer and said, “A word of advice: You should be very careful of anyone selling such things in Jerusalem. Iraq has had an enormous amount of looting, so the provenance of such things will always be in question. You’ll either buy a fake, or you’ll buy something stolen.”

			Shoshana started to say something when the office door opened, the five new friends exiting, followed by Dawood.

			He walked to Abdul, hugged him, kissed him on the cheek, and said, “I’m going to spend the night at Faisal’s place. Lock up the store for me, okay?”

			Abdul nodded dumbly, remembering his brother’s earlier words.

			Dawood said, “I’ll see you tomorrow,” then left the store behind the other men. Abdul saw Shoshana float her weird gaze on the lot of them, centering on Dawood.

			When the door swung shut, she turned back to him, and he saw something dangerous underneath her gaze. Deadly. He nervously turned to Jennifer and said, “I’m sorry I’m no help.”

			He drummed his fingers on the counter, praying they would leave. Jennifer said, “No, that’s okay. Your advice is a big help. I appreciate it.”

			She smiled warmly and said, “You might have saved me from some trouble I didn’t know was there. Sorry to bother you.”

			He gratefully drank in her kindness, doing his best to avoid the animosity radiating from the woman to her right.

			They left the store, and he sagged down onto a stool, placing his head on the counter and sucking in great breaths of air. The black-haired woman had rattled him, and he didn’t know why.

			Then he remembered what his brother had said, and a wave of nausea roiled him. He needed to do something, but what? He couldn’t turn in his own blood to the Jewish authorities. He just couldn’t. But he couldn’t let Dawood do something heinous. He had to stop it somehow.

			He went through his options and decided he would confront his brother tomorrow. Tell him what he’d heard. It would be difficult, and his brother might beat him, as older brothers did, but Abdul’s protests would stop him if he remained resolute. He nodded to no one, convincing himself of his decision, feeling more confident now that he had made one.

			His mind returned to the woman, her eyes boring into his soul. He felt the sweat break out again, wondering what she had seen.
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			Ezra looked at his watch, seeing that Masoud was now twenty minutes late. Not a good sign. Best case, he hoped Masoud was having trouble finding the safe house. Worst case, Masoud had decided not to play. Actually, worst, worst case was he’d not only decided not to play, but had informed his supervisors of the plot.

			He began working mitigation plans in his mind, wondering if he should pull the trigger on his nuclear option. Ezra had learned much from his time working with Yamas and Shin Bet, the first one being always cover your ass. Before even contacting Masoud, he’d set the Arab up for multiple different transgressions, all of which would cast any story he portrayed as a desperate attempt to save himself. The key to success, though, was to execute before someone broke down Ezra’s door. Before it would look like Ezra was retaliating. It had to appear as if Masoud was doing that.

			He removed the gloves he was wearing, picked up his cell—his real one—and pulled up the contacts list. He decided to pull the trigger, executing his escape. There would be other times to implement his plan; all he needed was patience. He dialed a number and heard it ring. The motion detector he’d emplaced in the courtyard went off. He ran to his video feed and saw Masoud walking to the door. The cell phone connected, and he heard, “State your security code.”

			He hung up.

			Masoud rang the bell, and Ezra gave him a moment, not wanting to appear overeager. He replaced his gloves, answered the door, and noticed the sweat on Masoud’s brow, his face sickly.

			Ezra immediately thought that there were men coming in behind him. He placed his hand on the butt of a pistol at his back and said, “Are you okay?”

			Masoud pushed his way in, saying, “No, I’m not okay. This is tearing me apart.”

			Ezra relaxed, closing the door behind him. He said, “We’ve done nothing yet. Come on, man, you need to hold up.”

			Masoud looked at him and said, “I’m not sure I can. I’m really not. I haven’t slept for days.”

			He rubbed his face, then looked back at Ezra. “Are you positive about this? If I get the guns in, you’ll be able to prevent any killing?”

			Ezra went to the kitchen, then brought him a glass of water. He said, “Of course. The entire point is to solidify our operations together. Right now, the Israeli public feels suspicious about the Islamic Waqf. Having anything other than a complete interception of the attack would be self-defeating. My command would never authorize this without absolute assurances that it would succeed.”

			Masoud nodded and said, “You have the weapons?”

			Ezra went to a closet, pulling out a duffel bag. “Here. Six AKs, with one magazine each.” He didn’t mention that there were two more AK-47s in the closet, waiting to be discovered when the border police searched this house.

			“How will the terrorists find them?”

			“The terrorists worship at the al Aqsa mosque. They know it intimately. You place them, tell me where they are, and I’ll make sure the assholes who want to use them can find them.”

			Masoud sagged back into his chair, saying, “Are you sure this is the right thing to do? What if they kill someone?”

			“They won’t. I promise. All you need to do is watch the cache. The minute someone moves to it, call me”—Ezra held up his flip phone—“and we’ll be in there before they can even load them.”

			Masoud set the water glass on a table and stood. He picked up the duffel bag and said, “Okay, okay. This is a huge risk. Please don’t screw it up.”

			Ezra said, “I won’t, I promise. Tomorrow, you’ll be a hero. But the weapons must be in place before one P.M. Can you do that?”

			“Yes, I can do that. I’ll hide them tonight and tell you where they are.”

			Ezra stood as well and said, “Good, good. Trust me, this will work out.”

			Masoud opened the door and left the house, taking the duffel bag. Ezra watched him walk away and exhaled. He went back to the closet, making sure that the other weapons were still in place. The ones he’d use when he “discovered” the central planning location for the assault, and the mastermind behind it. He now had Masoud’s fingerprints on the doorknob of the house, as well as the chair he’d sat in and a water glass that would remain exactly as it was until the police broke down the door.
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			Aaron and I made it back to the hotel before Shoshana and Jennifer. We’d split up the various antiquities dealers between us and checked out each one. Our list had proven uneventful, with every dealer well aware of the arrests that had already been made, but we did locate one shady guy whom Aaron said he’d want to explore further.

			We waited on the girls in the oriental bar of the famous King David Jerusalem Hotel, just a rock’s throw from the Old City. It seemed that everything in the country of Israel had a piece of history tied to it, and the King David was no different. While it was the hotel of choice for dignitaries and royalty visiting Jerusalem, it had the infamous pedigree of being the location of one of the deadliest terrorist attacks in the twentieth century—conducted by the Irgun, a militant group of Jewish nationalists fighting for the creation of the state of Israel.

			In 1946, it was home to the headquarters of the old British administration that oversaw the historical land. The Irgun blew it up, killing ninety-one people, and leading to a split in the methods the Zionists would use to achieve statehood. A country born out of terrorism, Israel had been battling the demons of its own tactics since its inception.

			I came back to our table with a couple of beers from the bar and said, “What’s taking them so long? We had one more shop than they had.”

			Aaron took his bottle and said, “Pretty sure Shoshana’s taking Jennifer on a tour, since you showed no interest in doing so.”

			“Hey, that’s not fair. We had work to do today, and you guys are taking us to the Temple Mount tomorrow, before the wedding.”

			Jennifer had a degree in anthropology and was fascinated by anything smacking of history, and you’d be hard-pressed to find another city on earth that had as many historical sites as the Old City. It was probably too much to ask for her to just do the boring work we’d been tasked with.

			Aaron laughed, saying, “Maybe she didn’t trust we’d get the approval for the special visit.”

			“Did you?”

			“Yes. The Ramsad said we’re good. He’s sending me the passes.”

			The Ramsad was the head of the Mossad, which meant that Aaron and Shoshana still had some pull. I said, “From the top dog himself. Wow. I’m impressed.”

			“Well, it’s not the current Ramsad. It’s one who retired years ago, but he still holds sway. He put Shoshana on my team. He’ll be at the wedding.”

			I smiled, saying, “I would love to hear that story.”

			Aaron said, “It wasn’t pretty, trust me.”

			“Hey, you don’t have to convince me. I’m the one that almost killed her. I’m sure you came close to doing the same a time or two. How on earth did you two end up engaged?”

			Aaron looked me in the eye and said, “But you didn’t kill her, did you?”

			“That was Jennifer’s doing. And your intervention.”

			“Was it?”

			I could tell he knew I was lying. I said, “Okay, I don’t know why I didn’t kill her. I really should have. Wait, that came out wrong. I mean, given the position I was in, and what I believed she’d done, I should have.”

			“The reason you didn’t kill her is the same reason I love her. We both see something in her. You believe it’s pure, but crazy. I know otherwise.”

			I thought, Because you’re just like her, only you keep it hidden.

			Of course, I said nothing out loud. Aaron took some peanuts from the bowl on our table and said, “You know, she loves you two almost as much as me. Because of her past, she is very stingy with her trust, and you made the cut.”

			I laughed, and he turned serious, hissing, “They’re here. Drop it.”

			I turned around and saw Jennifer and Shoshana enter the bar, laughing about something. They approached the table and I said, “What took so long?”

			Jennifer said, “Our final shop was on Via Dolorosa, so we had to see the last walk.”

			I said, “The last walk of what?”

			Jennifer frowned and said, “The last walk of Christ. Seriously? Shoshana’s a pretty good tour guide. We went through the stations and ended at the Church of the Holy Sepulchre.”

			Shoshana said, “I guess having a biblical name didn’t do much for your religious education.”

			I said, “I’ve seen plenty of churches, thank you very much.”

			Shoshana’s mouth opened slightly, and I realized it was because she couldn’t believe I was that stupid. I said, “What?”

			Jennifer said, “Pike, the Church of the Holy Sepulchre is where Christ was crucified, and where his tomb of the resurrection is located. It’s not just another church.”

			I held up my hands, knowing I was outgunned. I said, “Okay, okay, I’ll go back with you tomorrow if you want.”

			Jennifer sniffed and said, “We won’t have time. We’re going to the Temple Mount tomorrow, and then we have the wedding.”

			They sat down, and I said, “Our recce of the stores was a little bit of a bust. How about you?”

			Jennifer glanced at Shoshana and said, “Ours was the same. Nobody wanted to bite on the bait.”

			I could tell she was holding something back. I said, “But?”

			Shoshana slid her eyes to Jennifer, then said, “But nothing. As you Americans say, we struck out.”

			I looked at Jennifer, and she nodded. Aaron stood, saying, “Well, we’ve got a pretty big day tomorrow, and a few preparations to take care of. Meet you for lunch around noon?”

			I stood as well, saying, “Sounds good. Where?”

			Shoshana said, “Jennifer wanted to check out a restaurant we saw today, the Panoramic Golden City, but we ran out of time.”

			Jennifer brightened and said, “Oh yeah. It’s got a rooftop deck. It looked cool.”

			I said, “Fine by me. We’ll see you guys there.” I shook Aaron’s hand, then risked kissing Shoshana on the cheek. Her lips curled into a smile, liking the gesture.

			Whew.

			We watched them walk away, and when they were out of earshot, I said, “This restaurant serve anything besides goat meat?”

			“I didn’t check the menu. I just want to see the view.”

			I turned to her and said, “Okay, what happened today?”

			Jennifer said, “I honestly don’t know. That last shop we went to? The one on Via Dolorosa? Shoshana went into the red. She did that weird thing she does, and I thought she was going to attack the clerk at the counter. After we left, I asked her about it, but she refused to talk to me, saying it was nothing.”

			I watched them walk through the courtyard and said, “Maybe it was nothing. She’s crazy.”

			Jennifer followed them with her eyes and said, “She might be crazy, but she’s never wrong. It was something.”
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			Dawood closed the flip phone, watching the sun rising outside the window of the hostel room they’d rented. He thought about returning to the store one more time. It would be open by now, and he wanted to apologize to Abdul, tell him he was a good brother. But he knew he couldn’t. Doing so would potentially compromise the entire operation.

			He would have to be satisfied with his hug the day before.

			He found Faisal in the small kitchenette and said, “I got the call. I have the location of the weapons.”

			Faisal’s face grew cold, the words no small thing. It meant he would sacrifice his life today. He said, “We should wake the rest. Let them prepare.”

			“Yes. I was thinking we would go to prayers together at the mosque. One final time.”

			Faisal solemnly nodded. “That would be good.”

			Dawood said, “You can’t go. I’m sorry.”

			Faisal’s face closed down, and Dawood said, “Wake them up. We need to make the videos.”

			They gathered the men, and all of them were awkward, unsure of how to act. They had no commander to tell them what to do. Nobody who had done this before. For all of the bluster in the news about social media, they had not been radicalized that way. In truth, they found groups such as ISIS and al Qaida a world apart from them. Something that happened, but had nothing to do with their trials.

			They cared not a whit about a caliphate. Their fight wasn’t religious. It was political. They wanted a state, period. They wanted to remove the boot on the throat of their brothers in the West Bank. And they had reached a level where they were willing to give their lives to do so.

			They made awkward GoPro videos expressing their hatred of the Jewish occupation of East Jerusalem, but each man appeared unsure of himself. Dawood made them redo the staged scene, aggravated that they sounded so hesitant. After the third take, he was satisfied.

			He placed the GoPro on the center table of the hostel room, knowing the Jewish investigation would find it. He said, “It’s now eleven o’clock. We have two hours. Eat some food. Get energy. We leave in forty-five minutes.”

			Faisal said, “I want to come pray with you.”

			“No. You remain here. You’re close to your target here, but will be too far away if you go with us, and I cannot predict what will happen when we go to pray. Worst case, you get prevented from moving due to a security lockdown.”

			Faisal reluctantly nodded, saying, “You will be the heroes. You will fight until you die. I will just die.”

			Surprised, Dawood said, “We will all die, but your attack will be much, much greater than ours. There have been many attacks in Haram al-Sharif. There has been none where you go. It’s why I changed the plan.”

			Faisal considered his words, then said, “Maybe you’re right.”

			“It is key that you don’t move from here until I call. If I can’t call, listen for the sirens. Wait until everyone is focused on Haram al-Sharif. Do not go early, and when you get in, hide. There will be confusion, and you must time it right. If everyone starts running to the exit, detonate where you are, but you know the goal.”

			Faisal nodded, saying, “I do.”

			“Get there. Make a statement.”

			“I will. Allah will be with me.”

			Dawood smiled, but he felt no joy. Truth be told, he felt sick to his stomach. He said, “As with us.”

			***

			Ezra unlocked the door to his safe house, once again wearing gloves. He gingerly worked around the doorknob to prevent tainting the fingerprints left by Masoud. He went inside, his sole purpose to cleanse any indication that he’d ever been there. He didn’t think there was anything, but he was meticulous to a fault. He went from room to room, even looking under the bed, and decided the place was clean.

			He used his contact phone to call Masoud. It rang, and then a nervous voice answered, “They’re still in place. Nobody’s found them.”

			Ezra said, “Good, good. The men are on the way. They’ll pray first, and then execute the plan.”

			Masoud said, “I don’t think we should wait. You should come in during the prayers. Separate the worshipers and then you pinpoint the ones that are evil. Don’t let them get the weapons.”

			Ezra heard the trepidation and knew he had to squash it. He said, “Masoud, you know the border police can’t come into the mosque. I can’t assault it. That would probably engender just as much of a protest as someone shooting a gun. Calm down. This will work out. Let them come in.”

			And then he had a thought. “You loaded the magazines into the weapons before putting them in your hiding spot, correct?”

			It wouldn’t do for his little cell to waste time distributing magazines and loading the guns in full view of others. They might be intercepted by worshippers inside the mosque. No, they needed to grab the weapons, run to the courtyard, and start shooting.

			“Yes, I did. Wait, are you saying I should have left the AKs empty? Yes! I should have thought of that. All you need is for them to grab the weapons. They don’t need ammunition.”

			Ezra snapped upright, thinking furiously. He said, “We can’t have them tricked. It can’t look like a setup. Anyway, there’s no time for that. Don’t touch the weapons. It’s daylight. Someone will see you. Let it go.”

			He heard, “Okay. Okay.”

			Ezra said, “Hang in there. It’ll be over soon.”

			He hung up, surveyed the safe house one more time for any signs of his presence, then left. He needed to be closer to the Temple Mount when the next phone call came.

			The one that would detail success.
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			Shoshana came bounding out of the rooftop door to the restaurant, looking as excited as a kid going to Disneyland. It was weird seeing her like this. Usually, I was trying to keep her from slaughtering someone, and I could count on one hand the number of times I’d seen her smile. Well, smile from joy instead of something twisted.

			She caught sight of us and began dragging Aaron by the hand. We stood up, and Jennifer saw me grimace at her enthusiasm. She hip-bumped me, whispering, “Come on, Pike. Let her enjoy this.”

			I whispered back, “Look at her. I think she’s had a stroke or something. This is like that movie Primal Fear. What happens when Carrie decides to return?”

			Jennifer put her palm over her mouth to hide her smile, and I stuck a hand out to Aaron. He shook it, and Shoshana stood by, looking at me expectantly. At first, I was confused, then I saw her face darken, the little demon starting to seep out. I caught on quickly. I leaned in and gave her a hug and a peck on the cheek. She beamed, all smiles again.

			I wondered if she’d have tried to gut me if I hadn’t given her a kiss.

			We took a seat and Aaron held up some official-looking papers, saying, “Our entrance to the Temple Mount. We’ll go in between the morning opening and the afternoon. When it’ll just be us. Well, us and the Arabs, who can go at any time.”

			Jennifer said, “How’s that work?”

			“The Temple Mount is closed to non-Muslims from eleven thirty until one thirty. The tourists will start lining up to get in, but we’ll get to cut the line.”

			“Do we need a guide?”

			Shoshana said, “I’m the guide.”

			Looking at the menu, I said, “Looks like it’s goat meat for lunch.”

			Shoshana said, “Sorry they don’t have a Big Mac. Eating something different could do you some good. You don’t need the extra fat.”

			I started to respond when Jennifer changed the subject, glaring at me like a mother separating two siblings. “So, Shoshana, did Aaron give you a ketubah?”

			Aaron looked surprised, but Shoshana was pleased. “He did. And it’s been signed.”

			Aaron said, “How did you know about that?”

			“I read it. When I learned I was going to a Jewish wedding.”

			Aaron nodded, impressed. I said, “What the hell are you guys talking about?”

			Shoshana shook her head and said, “Couldn’t expect him to do any reading.”

			Jennifer laughed and said, “It’s like a biblical prenuptial agreement.” To Aaron she said, “Are you going all traditional, with a chuppah and everything else?”

			Now really impressed, Aaron said, “It’s sort of a mix. They’ll let us set up the chuppah, but the security requirements at the Kotel are such that it’s going to be quick, without all the pomp and circumstance. But Shoshana would have the ceremony nowhere else.”

			Our food arrived, blessedly saving me from saying anything stupid, because I had no idea what they were talking about.

			We made small talk, and Shoshana was acting almost normal. Like a female on a date, instead of a female pretending to be on a date so she could slit your throat. I relaxed, enjoying the time with them. Shoshana finished her dish, stood up, and took my hand, surprising me. Jennifer elbowed me and I stood. She led me to the edge of the roof, pointing in the distance at a gold-domed building.

			She said, “That’s the Dome of the Rock. Right next to it is the Western Wall. We call it the Kotel.”

			I glanced back at her and realized she was teaching me instead of using my ignorance as a joke. I said, “That’s where you’re getting married? At the Western Wall?”

			She nodded, her eyes glistening. “Yes. It’s sacred to Judaism. Tradition states we get married outside, under the stars, but we put up a canopy called a chuppah as a symbolic home. I thought the location was perfect.”

			I looked in her eyes, for the first time realizing she held more depth than I had ever imagined. She had always seemed one-dimensional. A killer of men, and nothing else. I leaned in and kissed her cheek. It was a reflexive action, and I was surprised I did it. I said, “Thank you for treating me as an equal here. I’m sorry I didn’t study beforehand.”

			She smiled at the gesture and said, “You have always been my equal. Thank you and Jennifer for showing me what is possible.”

			I began an aw shucks routine, kicking the dirt with my feet, when she said, “When are you going to marry Jennifer?”

			What the hell? It was a trap.

			I started to say something, and she held a finger to my lips, saying, “I brought you out of earshot for a reason. Don’t become a fool and make a scene.”

			I remained mute and she said, “I can feel Jennifer. I can see it. Don’t be stupid and lose what you gave to me.”

			Before I could answer, Aaron stood up and shouted, “Hey, we need to go. It’s a fifteen-minute walk, and we don’t want to be fighting the tourists when the Mughrabi Gate opens.”

			Shoshana said, “This isn’t done. We’ll talk later.”

			I followed her to the table saying, “I don’t need your help with Jennifer.”

			She looked back at me and said, “Yes, you do. More than anything else I can give you.”

			•   •   •

			Dawood entered the tunnel, weaving through the people shopping in what was known as the Cotton Merchants’ Market. He saw the Cotton Merchants’ Gate ahead of him—the one closest to the Dome of the Rock—and recognized the Islamic Waqf officials outside, checking everyone who entered.

			He stopped the men and said, “Everyone have their certificates?”

			They nodded, knowing the only way they would be allowed to enter through this gate was to prove they were Muslim.

			Dawood said, “Okay, don’t show any fear or trepidation. They’ll smell it like the dogs they are.”

			He received another nod, the team looking at him with wide eyes, their breathing coming in short, sharp gasps as if they’d just avoided a car accident. He said, “Take a deep breath. All of you. Calm down. You look like you’re about to rob a bank.”

			One of the men laughed, breaking the tension. Dawood said, “Remember the plan. We’ll enter the esplanade, move straight to the mosque, and enter the prayer hall. We’ll conduct our prayers, and then I’ll go outside to look at the Mughrabi Gate. You will go to the classroom on the eastern side. All of you. The weapons are in the trunk at the rear, the one they use to store children’s toys. You remember?”

			They all nodded back at him, having been inside the al Aqsa mosque many times. He continued, “There should be a long line of tourists waiting to enter the Mughrabi Gate. Christians and Jews. You get the weapons, and I’ll meet you at the front of the mosque. We’ll attack that gate. If there aren’t a bunch of people waiting, we’ll go through the gate and attack the Western Wall. Be prepared for both. Either way, kill the police first.”

			He went from man to man, searching each of their eyes. He saw nothing but determination. He brought them into a circle, hugged them, and said, “Allahu akbar.”

			Softly, they chanted back, “Allahu akbar . . . Allahu akbar.”

			He broke the huddle and turned to the stairs leading to the Dome of the Rock. Marching to his destiny.
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			Sitting in a plastic chair at the back of the Western Wall plaza, surrounded by worshipers and tourists visiting the sacred expanse of stone, Ezra waited on the next call. A woman approached him, asking about restrooms, and he directed her to them. He wished he could have come in civilian clothes, but he would need the uniform to clean up the loose ends of the operation.

			Masoud, of course, was the primary one, but he wasn’t the first on deck. That honor would go to Dawood’s brother. He could finger Ezra as having come to talk to Dawood, so he would need to be eliminated.

			Without even realizing he was doing it, Ezra rubbed a small pistol through the fabric of his pants. It was untraceable—a weapon he’d taken off of a terrorist more than a year ago, saving it for a special occasion. Today was that day, and Abdul Haq would die “fighting” his arrest.

			The team itself was, of course, a huge vulnerability, but he was confident none of them would be alive at the end of the day. He’d leave that to the security forces blanketing the Temple Mount. The only one he needed to ensure died in the firefight was Dawood. None of the other men could identify him.

			The contact phone vibrated in his pocket, and he felt a spurt of adrenaline. He withdrew it, glanced left and right to ensure he was out of earshot of the throngs of tourists, and answered.

			Masoud came on, breathless. “They’re here, they’re here. Come now, before they begin shooting.”

			“What are they doing?”

			“Praying. But one went out to the courtyard.”

			“What’s he doing?”

			“Looking around.”

			Ezra thought, He’s conducting reconnaissance. We’re close.

			He said, “Okay, so they’re about to grab the weapons?”

			“Yes, yes! Please come quickly.”

			“I’m on the way. Remember, don’t say anything to anyone about our relationship.”

			“I haven’t. Of course not.”

			“I mean when the police arrive. That area will get blanketed, and the police conducting the security sweep won’t know about you.”

			Ezra heard nothing, then a faint, “Okay, okay.”

			“There’s no need to worry if you keep your mouth shut, but if you start saying you hid the weapons, no matter what you say next, they might lose control.”

			“Wait . . . Are you saying I might get arrested?”

			“Maybe, but don’t worry about it. I’ll solve that problem quickly, and then we’ll announce the sting.”

			“I don’t know about this.”

			“It’s too late now. Just hang on. A few more minutes.”

			“Are you coming now?”

			Ezra imagined Masoud was looking out a window, wondering where the police response was. He said, “Yes. We’re organizing the assault right now. It’ll be seconds until we’re there.”

			Ezra hung up the phone before Masoud asked another question, but he didn’t leave his chair. He simply waited on the gunfire. He now had Masoud firmly implicated in the attack, calling his drop phone moments before the gunfire.

			The cell number was inside the vast database of Israeli security as a suspected terrorist handset. Ezra had found it on an operation a few months ago. It should have gone into evidence for the conviction of the man who held it, but they had enough evidence to burn him. He’d kept it. Now it had connections to both the terrorists about to shoot and a member of the Waqf who ostensibly was responsible for preventing just such a thing. Ezra would leave it at the safe house as one more nexus in the case against Masoud. Once the man was in the custody of Israel, he would meet an untimely end, and the evidence collected against him would be used to dismantle the Islamic Waqf control of the Temple Mount.

			The phone began to vibrate again, an insistent buzzing. Ezra ignored it.
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			We went down the stone steps to the plaza fronting the Western Wall, and I saw a multitude of people coming and going, with a parallel line of Orthodox Jews, regular worshipers, and tourists facing the stone, some rhythmically nodding and chanting, others sticking in bits of paper. To the right was a wooden walkway that gradually went up until it connected with the Temple Mount at the top of the wall.

			Shoshana said, “That’s the Mughrabi Gate. See the people? It’s always crowded.”

			Sure enough, there was already a line of tourists waiting to get in. I asked, “Why only one gate? Why don’t you just open another one?”

			“We can’t. When Israel acquired the holy sites in the Six-Day War, they agreed to what’s known as the ‘status quo,’ which means that Jordan would maintain responsibility, and all the rules that were in effect before the war would remain. One of them was that non-Muslims can only enter through one gate—that one. We can’t even pray up there, according to the status quo.”

			I said, “That seems a little shitty, given the historical importance to you guys.”

			She smiled and said, “That’s why the Kotel is so important. We pray here because it’s as close as we can get to the temple.”

			Aaron said, “Speaking of which, would you like to leave a note in the wall?”

			I said, “No, that’s okay. I’m not sure what I’d put in it.”

			Jennifer said, “I want to leave one.”

			Shoshana said, “Well, you’ll have to go to the women’s side, and they don’t really follow that tradition. Or you could have Pike leave it.”

			I knew the segregated worship areas would aggravate her, and expected fireworks. Instead she said, “Aaron, could you leave it for me?”

			Huh? I blurted out, “Why? Am I not good enough?”

			She was already scribbling. She said, “It’s not that. It’s just private, and I know you’ll read it.”

			Aaron chuckled and took the note, saying, “It would be my pleasure. You can follow me up to the rope line if you want.”

			She nodded and they walked away, Shoshana trailing them with her eyes. She said, “I know what she wrote.”

			I said, “No, you don’t. Quit that shit. It’s probably a prayer for our mangy cat.”

			She said, “No, it’s not. And you know what it’s for as well.”

			I really didn’t want to have this conversation, especially with a crazy woman who thought she could read minds. I glanced at my watch and said, “We’ve only got about five minutes before they open the gate.”

			She gave me a disgusted look and said, “You can’t run from this forever.”

			I said, “I’m not running from anything. I’m just not going to intrude on her privacy. She wants it secret, so it’ll stay secret.”

			She said, “Doesn’t matter. Her prayer is in the wall, and God favors her. It’ll happen whether you want it or not.”

			I rolled my eyes, watching Aaron and Jennifer come back to us. Shoshana whispered in Jennifer’s ear, and Jennifer whispered back, aggravating the hell out of me. Aaron said, “We’d better hoof it to beat the tourists.”

			We walked to the southern end of the wall, toward the walkway. It looked like one of those old wooden bridges with a roof, except it was long, going up one way before making a turn and continuing higher to the gate.

			Aaron showed our passes to the policeman at the bottom, and his eyes grew large. Shoshana said, “This was supposed to just be a temporary fix, but trying to do anything permanent causes the Islamic Waqf to freak out about the status quo, so it’s been here forever.”

			The policeman handed back the passes, saying to the tourists, “Make a hole.”

			I would have expected the tourists to complain, but nobody did. Probably because of the solemn nature of the shrine.

			We went all the way to the top, meeting more policemen. Aaron went through the pass thing again, and once again got the same response: wide eyes and an automatic obsequious deferral. I don’t know what the paper said, but it clearly held some leverage.

			He opened the iron gate, and we entered the courtyard for the Temple Mount, the al Aqsa mosque on the right and the Dome of the Rock on the left.

			Shoshana was all smiles, genuinely giddy about showing her land to her friends. She said, “Let’s go to the Dome of the Chain first, then to the Dome of the Rock. I’ll tell you about . . .”

			She stopped talking, causing me to look at her, confused. She was staring at an Arab male walking toward the mosque. She said, “That’s the boy from the store.”

			I said, “Yeah, so? He’s Muslim.”

			The man reached the entrance to the mosque and disappeared inside. Shoshana morphed right in front of my eyes, the smiling, laughing bride replaced by a violent killing machine, the danger emanating out and surrounding her.

			I said, “Hey, what’s wrong?”

			She looked at Aaron and said, “It’s going bad. Right now.”

			He read something in her that I couldn’t see. Something he’d grown to trust. His face hardened and he said, “Go.” She began running toward the mosque, and I immediately followed, hearing Jennifer do the same. For as much fun as I had teasing her, deep down I believed.

			Aaron turned to the police at the gate and shouted, “Call security. Flood this place,” then turned to chase us.

			Jennifer caught up to me and we closed on Shoshana. She shouted, “What’s happening?”

			I said, “Get ready to fight.”

		

	
		
			13

			Shoshana reached the entrance to the mosque just as five men came barreling out, all carrying folding-stock AK-47s. None of the weapons were held at the ready, the men acting as if they were sprinting somewhere else and hadn’t intended to use them immediately. The first man out was the one from the antiquities shop. She saw his eyes spring open, and his weapon rise. She was just as shocked as he was at the force confronting her, expecting a single threat. She leapt on him without hesitation, knowing she was dead. One of the men would kill her, but not before she took the leader’s life. She just prayed that Aaron would stop the others, making the sacrifice worth it.

			She had yet to realize that she was not alone, and that she’d been followed by a friend who believed in her. A friend who was just as good at killing as she was.

			The two lines crashed together like the Roman legion meeting the Visigoths, Shoshana attacking with a ferocity that destroyed the leader’s ability to resist, slapping his weapon high and hammering his face with a palm strike that shattered his nose. His head snapped back and she planted her leg behind both of his, slamming him backward to the ground, using his own weight as a weapon. He bounced his skull against the stone and feebly tried to fight back, but he was woefully late. She wrapped an arm around his neck, pushed his head forward, then drove it into his chest with all the force her legs could muster, snapping it. She grabbed his weapon and rolled upright, seeing an Arab aiming an AK-47 at her head.

			She screamed a war cry, waiting on the bullet, and his head exploded, the body thrown backward. Amazed, she looked to her right, seeing Pike Logan with an AK-47 aimed her way, standing over the body of a dead terrorist. Behind him was Aaron, battling another man. She whipped back to her feet, looked to the right for a threat, and saw Jennifer on the ground in a fight for her life, the man on top of her.

			She saw Pike rotate to Aaron’s battle and leapt over her dead target to Jennifer, reaching the fight just as the man drew a knife. He raised it, and she trapped his wrist, locking the elbow joint. She extended his arm and lashed out with her foot, catching the back of his elbow and splintering it. He screamed, and Jennifer rolled out from under him, jerked his head back by the hair, curled her knuckles at the first joint, and speared his throat with a ridged knife-hand. He ceased fighting, rolling around in a death gargle, and they both turned to the final fight, but there wasn’t anything to be done.

			Pike had made it to Aaron, and the two destroyed the last man in a flurry of blows, ripping him apart. Aaron held him from the rear, and Pike delivered a deathblow. Aaron let him go, the body collapsing to the ground, a lifeless sack of meat. Shoshana saw both of them sweep out with their newfound weapons, looking for a threat.

			The border police started to rush in, squads of men fanning out, and she heard a shout behind her. She whirled, and an Arab man dressed in an Islamic Waqf uniform came running into the plaza from the mosque. She swept his legs out from under him, flattened him to the ground, then rotated her legs over his chest, cinching his right arm into an arm bar. He yelped, waving his other hand in the air.

			The police closed on them, shouting orders and waving weapons. Pike and Aaron dropped their AKs, holding their hands in the air. She maintained control of the Arab.

			In short order, the place was blanketed with border police, locking down the entire Temple Mount complex. One came to her, and she said, “I don’t know what this guy does here, but I’m not sure he isn’t involved. He came running out, toward the gunfire. Anybody innocent would have run away.”

			The Arab said, “I was trying to warn you! I was trying to stop it!”

			Still in a bloodlust, she kicked him away and said, “Sure you were, shithead.”

			Two border police grabbed him, forcing his hands behind his back. He looked at her and said, “I was trying to help.”

			She caught his eyes and his aura radiated out. As it always did, whether she asked for it or not. She wanted to hate him, but she couldn’t. He was hiding something, but he wasn’t evil. She banished the thought, letting the police solve the problem.

			Aaron came to her, ignoring the ring of guns aimed his way. He asked if she was hurt, the concern evident. She shook her head, looking at the blood on his knuckles. She said, “I guess I was right.”

			He smiled and said, “As always.”

			Pike went to Jennifer, also ignoring the policemen surrounding the group, and Shoshana watched closely, wanting to learn. He embraced her, then whispered in her ear. She saw Jennifer wipe the blood from her hands onto her thigh, nodding. And then he kissed her gently, saying something that brought a smile to her face. The softness and caring Pike displayed surprised Shoshana. He had never shown her anything but hard edges and a bluster that he held in front of him as a shield. He looked her way, saw her staring, and scowled.

			So he hides it.

			She glanced back at Aaron, wondering if he did the same thing, but knew instinctively he was transparent. He’d lived with the abuses heaped on his team for taking her, and had disregarded what anyone said about her patriotism and skill, standing up for her when others would not. He’d brought her into his fold when nobody else would, and now had no need to hide anything.

			Pike and Jennifer walked over to them, and Pike leaned in close, searching her for wounds. She saw the worry and said, “I’m okay. Thank you. I thought I was on my own.”

			He said, “Well, you’re lucky that Aaron went batshit like you did, because I was headed back down the walkway.”

			She smiled, and he cupped her chin. He flicked his head to Jennifer and said, “Thank you.”

			She nodded.

			Jennifer said, “What now?”

			The police response was getting out of control, the plaza blanketed by uniformed members, with at least five holding them in place with their weapons, not letting them move more than five feet. A lieutenant barreled forward shouting in Hebrew, saying they needed to close on the cell that’d done the attack before they fled the city.

			Shoshana glanced his way, then did a double take. She saw red. A threat.

			In English, the Arab Waqf member she’d captured said, “Ezra . . .”

			In Hebrew, the border police lieutenant said, “Take that Waqf member into isolation. Get him out of here and don’t let him talk to anyone.”

			He turned to another man and said, “How many injured? How many dead?”

			“None, sir. Well, none innocent. The terrorists are all dead.”

			The lieutenant appeared shocked at the answer. “What?”

			“Yes, sir. Those people stopped them all.”

			Shoshana saw him point their way. Pike asked, “What’s being said?”

			Aaron said, “Just getting a casualty count. Which is zero.”

			The lieutenant approached, and the heat he held followed him. Shoshana read him as a threat, and had no idea why.

			He said, “Who are you?”

			Shoshana saw his name tag, Ezra Kravitz, and her eyes narrowed. Aaron handed him their passes to the Temple Mount, and like everyone else, the lieutenant was impressed.

			He said, “Thank you for what you’ve done. We can always count on the average Israeli to defend ourselves from this scum. It’s why they’ll never win.”

			In English, Aaron said, “These two are American. And they aren’t average.”

			Ezra nodded politely, then turned to the police and said, “Let them go.”

			The group of police surrounding them clapped them on the back and moved away, their guns no longer a threat. Shoshana watched Ezra lean over the leader of the attack, the one from the antiquities shop, searching his body. He found something, then shouted to the commander of the police force securing the area.

			“I need four men. This terrorist has a shop on Via Dolorosa, and it’s one I know. The owner was arrested for antiquities fraud, probably financing this attack. We need to search his place before his support system escapes. Make no mistake, they didn’t do this on their own.”

			The commander of the guard snapped some orders, and Ezra left at a trot, followed by four men armed to the teeth.

			Aaron watched them go and said, “It doesn’t look like we’re getting married today. At least not here. They’re going to lock this whole place down.”

			Pike nodded and said, “Good trade-off if you ask me.”

			Shoshana watched the scrum of police disappear and said, “No. We’re not getting married today, because we’re not through. I want to talk to that Waqf guy.”

			Aaron said, “Why?”

			“That shop wasn’t on the list of implicated antiquities dealers. We wouldn’t have been targeted against it yesterday if it were. Yet that lieutenant said it was.”

			Aaron raised an eyebrow, saying, “And?”

			“And that lieutenant is a threat. I don’t know why, but he’s shining as hot as a thermite grenade. The guy from the Waqf is the key.”

			Aaron said, “You sure? You want to push this? Now?”

			Shoshana understood what he was asking, knowing she was giving up what she’d dreamed about her entire tormented life. She locked eyes with him and said, “Yes. We can wait. We will wait. That man from the Islamic Waqf is hiding something. I can see it. And whatever it is, it’s dangerous.”

			Pike said, “So let the police sort it out. Why does it have to be you?”

			She said, “They won’t be able to. What he’s hiding only I can find.”
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			I tapped Aaron on the shoulder and leaned in to his ear. “This isn’t going to end well. You need to pull her back.”

			He said, “She believes there is a threat. And if she believes it, then there is one.”

			I said, “It doesn’t matter one bit what she believes here. That pass from the Ramsad held no sway, and she’s going to get arrested.”

			We’d found out the Waqf official had been hustled to an isolation cell in a border police station on the western side of the plaza. Shoshana had rushed over, not waiting on any sort of discussion, and had been immediately stonewalled. The papers Aaron held and our actions on the Temple Mount were duly noted, but the Waqf guy was ordered to be in isolation, and the minions who were running the show at the station were not going to break their orders. Which was aggravating the hell out of Shoshana.

			She was talking to the third flunky since we’d arrived, and getting the same answers. She demanded yet again to at least see the Waqf official, and was rebuffed. They hadn’t gotten rude yet, but Shoshana had an incredible skill at turning goodwill into aggravation.

			I heard her say, “Let me talk to your boss.”

			The current official she was arguing with said, “I am the boss, and I’m telling you no. If you want to talk to him, you can wait until Ezra returns.”

			That triggered Shoshana. I saw the menace at the same time Aaron did, and we both started forward. Jennifer held up a hand and said, “I got it.”

			She ran to the desk and pulled Shoshana back, whispering in her ear. Shoshana calmed down. I turned to Aaron and said, “I know you trust her instincts, but this is a waste of time. Let the police sort it out. What does she think she’s doing?”

			A door opened, and we saw the Waqf official being led in by four men, his head down and his hands cuffed behind his back. He turned and looked at us, and Shoshana stiffened. He disappeared behind a steel door, and she ran back to us.

			She said, “We need to go. We’re not going to get anything else done here.”

			I saw that Aaron was willing to continue the insanity. I said, “Shoshana, what are you trying to do? We stopped a terrorist attack today. What else is there?”

			She ignored me. Aaron said, “What did you see?”

			“That man is innocent. They’re going to kill him because they believe he’s bad. They’re wrong, and Lieutenant Ezra knows it.”

			I said, “Shoshana, come on. You can’t possibly believe that. We just stopped a Palestinian terrorist attack. You yourself said that guy was running to the sound of the guns instead of running away. Let the security forces handle this.”

			She turned to me and said, “I watched a man die once. One I knew was innocent. I will never do that again.”

			I was taken aback at her expression. It was raw, like road rash from a motorcycle wreck. I said, “Mikhail?”

			She nodded.

			Mikhail was her control at Mossad before she’d found Aaron. He’d been killing Palestinians to protect a black market racket he was running, and he’d made the mistake of using Shoshana to do so through sexual means, telling her they were terrorist targets. She’d done it once, and then refused a second time, based solely on her conviction from what she’d seen in her mark. The fallout had caused him to be released from the Mossad, and her to be regarded as a traitor by many in the organization. Only Aaron had been willing to give her a chance.

			She said, “This is the same thing. Lieutenant Ezra is bad, and he needs to be stopped.” She floated her weird glow over me, testing the bounds of my loyalty.

			She said, “You don’t believe me. I see it. But we need you. You and Jennifer. The police will do nothing, because Ezra outranks them, just like the others in the Mossad looked away in the past. Follow me now. Please.”

			She knew what she was asking was beyond what anyone should, but she believed she could convince me, because once upon a time she had with Mikhail. A year ago, after Mikhail had attempted to murder both my team and Shoshana, Jennifer and I had set him up for her to kill, a cathartic release of the pain she had experienced at his hands.

			Before I could say anything, Jennifer nodded. “Okay. We’ll do it. But what is ‘it’?”

			I whipped my head to her, and then went to Shoshana. She stared at me, begging for my concurrence. She knew, at the end of the day, my decision was what would matter, regardless of what Jennifer said. Her face was as serious as if she was searching for cancer, then it broke into a smile, aggravating me. I’d made my decision, and she didn’t have the decency to let me utter it.

			I started to say something, and she said, “Let’s go. We need to interdict them at the antiquities shop. That’s where Ezra was heading.”

			Jennifer and Shoshana began walking to the exit, and Aaron pulled me back, not letting me follow. “Pike, this is not without risk.”

			I said, “Yeah, yeah, I get it, but it’s not as bad as the risk you’re taking. I don’t have to live with her for the rest of my life. Good luck with that.”

			I started to turn away, and he held my sleeve. He said, “She’s right. I believe it, but this is dangerous. There might be some killing that happens. Killing of uniformed Israelis. I am committed because of Shoshana, but you need to realize what might happen if you do the same. There could be serious repercussions that Shoshana’s instincts won’t protect against.”

			Jennifer reached the door, then turned back, wondering where we were. She looked at me, and I saw she was all in. Wanting to right the wrongs of the world regardless of the repercussions. And Aaron was correct: They could be heavy.

			She locked eyes with me, seeing the hesitation in my face, and she opened the door, telling me she was going with or without me.

			I said, “Fuck it. We’re going. By the time we’re done, Shoshana will probably have killed anyone who can testify against me.”

			Aaron smiled and said, “You may be right.”

			I started walking to the door and said, “If I don’t do it, I’ll never get to see the shit show of your wedding. That alone is worth the price.”
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			We exited the station at a run, Shoshana and Jennifer in the lead because Aaron and I had no idea where we were going. Darting down alleys and cobblestone streets, the stone walls echoing our footsteps like they had for a millennia of people before, we left the Jewish Quarter and entered the Muslim one, dodging through throngs of people shopping at the various stalls.

			We went through a tunnel full of tourists, then hit an intersection of roads. Shoshana pulled up underneath a round metal placard with the Roman numeral II etched in it. She said, “The shop is fifty meters to the west. I say we enter hard, demanding to see Ezra.”

			I said, “What about the police with him?”

			“We deal with them, if we have to.”

			Aaron said, “But nothing lethal except to save your own life. He took the first four men who were standing around, so I doubt they’re in on a grand conspiracy.”

			I nodded, and Shoshana pointed up to the placard, saying, “Your messiah picked up the cross here, before carrying it to his death. It’s a good omen.”

			Jennifer was transfixed by the juxtaposition of history.

			I said, “How is that good? They crucified him.”

			“And in so doing, made him more powerful. It transformed the world.”

			I snorted, saying, “I’ll carry the cross, but no damn way am I dying.”

			Shoshana smiled like a wolf. “I know. You’re going to prevent death. Just like he did.”

			Aaron said, “I’ll lead. Pike, get right behind me. Shoshana and Jennifer, flow in after us.”

			I said, “Let’s go.”

			We sprinted down the alley until we reached a shop with a sign reading, HOLY LAND ARTIFACTS. Aaron held up for a split second, surveying through a window. He said, “Four in the lobby, which means there’s one more somewhere else.” He didn’t wait for acknowledgment, reaching for the handle of the door and swinging it open.

			The men whirled at our entrance, weapons raised. We held up our hands, and Aaron began rattling off in Hebrew. The men lowered their weapons, looking hesitant about what to do. Ezra wasn’t in the room. Shoshana demanded something in Hebrew, and the men grew agitated.

			I heard a shout through the back office, the door wide open. Then someone said in English, “Pick up the pistol.”

			Another voice said, “No. I won’t.”

			“Pick it up! Or I’ll just put it in your dead hand. Your choice.”

			Shoshana had heard enough. She began running to the back room, the action startling the nearest policeman. He dove on her, bringing her to the ground. She started to fight, and another one drew his pistol, pointing it at her head, shouting something in Hebrew.

			The others snapped into a security posture, aiming their weapons at us. One of them began talking, and I saw Aaron raise his hands. Jennifer and I did the same.

			I thought, Well, this just turned into a shit sandwich.

			The voice in the office screamed, “Pick up the pistol!”

			The other voice said, “What has happened? Was it my brother? Did you catch the man with the bomb?”

			Nobody we’d fought had a bomb, and that was enough for Shoshana. She shot to her feet and the policeman jammed the pistol into her temple, his face a mask of rage. I thought he was going to pull the trigger.

			The voice in the office said, “Don’t shoot! Okay, okay! I’ll pick up the pistol.”

			With a gun to her temple, the entire mission over, Shoshana locked eyes with her touchstone and said, “Aaron. Stop this. Now.”

			It was hard to describe what happened next. Aaron heard the words, and his aura changed in front of my eyes, like watching the transformation of Dr. Jekyll into Mr. Hyde. He turned into something else entirely, just like Shoshana did, but it was worse than anything I’d ever seen her become.

			Then he attacked, a whirlwind of violence ripping through the police around him.

			He turned to the first man, trapped his pistol with his left hand, the barrel pointing to the roof, and destroyed him in a flurry of blows with his right, his hand and elbow moving too fast to see, but the sound of a blunt object hitting meat told the tale.

			Before his target had hit the ground, I lashed out backward with a boot, catching the second policeman in the gut with a mule kick, causing an explosion of air from his lungs and forcing him to bend in half. Aaron was on him in a second, wrapping his arms around the back of the man’s skull and driving his knee into his face like a piston, until the policeman simply fell.

			The man with Shoshana pulled the pistol away from her temple, turning the barrel to our fight and giving Shoshana space. She snarled, locked the hand holding the pistol, and rotated the wrist in a large circle, against the direction it was intended to go. The man leapt off his feet to avoid the pain, flipping in the air before slamming into the ground.

			The policeman who had tackled Shoshana turned to attack her, and Jennifer bounded to him, grabbing two fistfuls of hair at the back of his head and yanking toward the ground. The target’s body flew backward, instinctively trying to prevent his neck from breaking, helping Jennifer in her task. His feet went out from under him, and Jennifer bounced his skull against the floor.

			All of it happened in the span of two seconds, but it may not have been quick enough. Aaron and I both raced to the back office, Aaron reaching it just as Ezra came to the door, leading with a pistol. Aaron grabbed his forearm and slammed it into the frame of the door, a bone breaking with an audible crack. The pistol flew across the room, and Aaron ran to it, snatching it up. Ezra retreated back into the office, holding his arm and running to something on the floor.

			I followed right behind him, seeing a Palestinian boy on his knees, his eyes wide at the battle. In front of him was an old revolver. Ezra reached for it, and the boy slapped it away, the pistol skidding across the floor under a desk. Ezra screamed in frustration, and I was on him.

			It wasn’t much of a fight. I popped him in the face with a one-two punch, swept his feet out from under him, and slammed him to the floor. He quit fighting, mewling about his broken arm. I put a knee on his neck, holding him still.

			I turned to see Jennifer in the doorway pulling security to the rear, and Aaron holding Ezra’s pistol on the boy. Not threatening, but just to be safe. He waited until Shoshana entered the room, looking expectantly at her. She squatted in front of the boy for a second, then nodded. He lowered the weapon.

			The boy said, “What is going on?”

			She said, “Your brother attacked the Temple Mount. He wanted to kill many innocent people.”

			“I had nothing to do with that! I swear! I heard them talking and was going to confront him today.”

			She said, “I believe you.”

			The boy’s mouth fell open.

			Underneath me, Ezra said, “He’s a terrorist! I don’t know who you are, but you’re interfering with an official police investigation.”

			The boy showed absolute fear at the situation he was in, not knowing whom to trust. Not knowing what to believe. Shoshana said, “Why was that man trying to kill you?”

			“I don’t know. He was in here to see my brother a few days ago, but he never said he was a policeman. He came in the clothes of a Palestinian, and he was speaking Arabic.”

			Shoshana hooded her eyes, then walked over to Ezra. She squatted down and gave him the full force of her gaze. He recoiled from the violence lurking just below the surface, saying, “Let me go!”

			She ignored the outburst, asking, “Where is the bomb? You tell me that, and I’ll let you live. You don’t, and I’ll gut you right here.”

			Ezra showed confusion, then true fear, saying, “The attack was at the Temple Mount! You saw it. There was no bomb. I am a lieutenant in the border police on a sanctioned counterterrorist mission. You had better let me go.”

			She searched his body and pulled out an old-school flip phone. She watched him closely, then said, “This is important to you, yes?”

			He spit out, “That’s not my phone. I found it on the Temple Mount. And I don’t know anything about a bomb.”

			The boy said, “It’s a friend of my brother. A shahid. He’s a walking bomb.”

			We all whipped our heads to him, and Shoshana ran back. “What do you know?”

			He shrank back at her intensity. She calmed herself, locked eyes with him, and it was like watching a cobra mesmerizing its prey. She said, “You have nothing to fear. I promise. Tell me.”

			He said, “They had six men, and one was detailed to blow himself up. They said that if they couldn’t have free rein where the Prophet Muhammad ascended to heaven, then they would destroy the same for the Americans.”

			I said, “They’re planning on blowing up the Dome of the Rock? That makes no sense. Why would Americans give a shit about that?”

			Jennifer whirled into the room, agitated. “No! They’re going to blow up the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. It’s where Golgotha is. The place where Jesus was crucified. It’s where he ascended into heaven. That’s what the American reference is. Christians.”

			It crystalized instantly. She was right. I said, “Aaron, we need to get a police response to that place right now. Can you call on one of their radios? Will someone listen to you?”

			The boy said, “No, no! You cannot do that. My brother told him to wait until the police reacted to the other attack. If you rush in with police, he will kill himself.”

			Shoshana said, “What did he look like?”

			The boy described him, and Shoshana said, “I remember. Jennifer, do you?”

			“Yes. The one with the scraggly beard that you stared at like you wanted to gut?”

			Shoshana nodded. “That’s him.”

			I said, “Where’s the church?”

			“Two hundred meters away, just up the street.”

			I said, “Jennifer, strip four radios from the guys outside. We can use them ourselves. Aaron, we need to go, right now.”

			Shoshana turned to the boy and said, “Thank you for your help. Go. Get out of here.”

			He looked wary, squinting his eyes, expecting a trick. Wondering if Shoshana would kill him for “escaping,” like the other policeman had tried to do. Shoshana read his anxiety, as only she could, and shook her head.

			“Do not fear me. You made a mistake not turning in your brother, but I know you’re not evil. I don’t want you here when the police wake up. I want you gone. Do you have a place you can hide?”

			He nodded hesitantly. She said, “Go to it. Wait until this is over.” She pointed at Ezra and said, “When you see the news that he’s under arrest, come out. Come find me. I will protect you.”

			She handed him one of their business cards, and he nodded again, this time more forcefully. She said, “Go.”

			He scampered out of the store, jumping over the police bodies in the front. The door swung closed and Aaron said, “The clock is ticking. We need to go.”

			I said, “What about this shithead?”

			“He needs to remain here until we’re done. Immobilize him until we can return.”

			Jennifer ran to the front, pulling two sets of handcuffs from the police lying in the showroom.

			I said, “My pleasure.” I looked at Ezra. “Good night.” And hammered his temple with my fist.

			His body went rigid for a second, then his eyes rolled back into his head. Jennifer returned, saw what I’d done, and stopped, holding the handcuffs.

			I looked at her and said, “What? He’s immobile now.”
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			We sprinted west down Via Dolorosa, dodging the visitors at each station on the path of Christ’s final walk. We reached an intersection and Jennifer turned south, now running through a souk of some sort, forcing us to battle through the throngs of tourists eagerly buying religious trinkets.

			She broke out into an opening, the cloistered walls falling away to a courtyard, the flagstones packed with tourists. At the back was a Gothic-looking building, with rough stone and brick. It wasn’t that impressive. Near the front door was a squad of policemen, milling about and scanning the crowds.

			Jennifer said, “This is it.” She pointed to a double-door opening at the base of the building. “That’s the main entrance, but those cops weren’t there yesterday.”

			I said, “It’s because of the attack. Where should we go?”

			“There are two possible sites he’ll target: Calvary, where Jesus was crucified, and the tomb, where he was resurrected. One’s on the ground floor, and one’s upstairs.”

			I said, “Which one is more crowded?”

			“The tomb, but it’s crowded in a line, with people filing past. Actually, both sites are sort of like that. If he wants to just destroy the artifacts, that won’t matter to him, but if wants death, he might be in the crowds milling around inside the chapel.”

			Shit.

			I turned to Aaron and said, “You take Shoshana and go to the tomb. I’ll take Jennifer and head upstairs. Remember, this guy is looking for a response. If he sees us coming, he’ll detonate.”

			I pointed at a squad of policemen and said, “Whatever you do, don’t get those guys involved. He sees them come inside, and somebody’s dying. That means neither one of you can turn into that little death-dealing slaughter-monster you guys seem to like.”

			Aaron chuckled and tapped his hand mic under his shirt, attached to the radio at the small of his back, saying, “Stay on the net. Call if you make contact.”

			I nodded and said, “You two first.”

			Shoshana said, “Chicken?”

			I said, “Not at all. I just figured he’d rather blow up some Israelis than me, so I don’t want to be near you. I’ll give you thirty seconds, and if I don’t see smoke billowing out, I’ll follow.”

			She didn’t find my comment funny, but at least Aaron smiled. I watched them thread through the crowd and disappear inside.

			I said, “You sure you can recognize him?”

			Jennifer nodded. “Yeah. He’s got a long, thin face and facial hair that looks more like mange than a beard. And he’s Palestinian. Separate the grandma-grandpa tourists, look for the singleton.”

			I smiled and nodded. “Excellent student you are. Good teacher you must have.”

			She said, “Come on, Jedi, let’s go.”

			We walked through the courtyard, avoiding the police like the plague, and entered the church. The décor inside was night and day from the outside, with incredibly ornate carvings and everything gilded in gold and silver, inlays of multicolored tile everywhere as the architectural styles of Orthodox and Catholic competed for attention. The main chamber was packed with people, all milling about like an anthill kicked over. It would be impossible to find him in that crowd, and I could feel our time running short. He was waiting on a trigger of some sort, probably from the dead terrorists at the Temple Mount, and when he didn’t get it, he wouldn’t just leave.

			He’d execute.

			Unlike the innocents celebrating a once-in-a-lifetime journey to a spiritual awakening, he was here for death. I knew him. I’d met him countless times before. Once he’d made the mental leap to kill himself—to become a shahid—he was the most formidable enemy on the planet. Life itself mattered naught, because he was already dead inside.

			Jennifer grabbed my hand and said, “This way.”

			She made an immediate right, walking to an alcove and some stone steps so old they were worn down in the middle by about an inch. We wound our way upstairs, running into a line of people all waiting to exit at the top. I turned away, toward the wall, and keyed my mic under my shirt.

			“We’re headed up. You guys got anything?”

			I heard nothing for a moment, then the radio broke squelch loudly. I frantically turned down the volume on the unit at the small of my back, a couple in front of me glancing my way.

			I heard, “Nothing yet. Still searching.”

			The line started moving, and we broke out into an antechamber, the area gaudily decorated with gold and silver inlays, the scent of candles floating on the air. To the right was a chapel, with a crowd of people waiting. To the left was an ornate display, a large statue of Christ over an altar covering an outcropping of stone, the area surrounded by lit candles, with gold and silver chandeliers hanging above.

			The lighting was low, and the noise was muted, with everyone instinctively whispering. A line of people waited to see the altar covering the rock, and I noticed that, one by one, people were actually crawling into the altar, praying for a moment, then moving on.

			We moved into the chapel to the right, trying to penetrate the gloom. I saw nobody who resembled our target, and asked, “You see him? Anything?”

			Jennifer said, “No. Not unless he’s wearing a wig of gray hair.”

			We meandered to the back of the chapel, our eyes darting left and right. We reached the wall and I said, “Okay, this is clear. Next room. You get in line for the altar. I’ll act like I’m waiting for you on the other side.”

			She nodded, and entered the line of the faithful striving to pray next to the rock that had felt the blood of Jesus Christ.

			I wandered slowly to the front of the chapel that held the altar, next to a tray holding small candles left by the worshipers. I scanned the line, and froze, seeing someone who met the description. An olive-skinned guy just cresting out of his teenage years, dressed respectably for the setting, with a sport coat and slacks, but sweating profusely. And he had a mangy beard.

			I took an assessment, and saw both of his hands were empty. Now was the time to take him. I couldn’t just tackle him, though. Especially if I was wrong and the real target was nearby. If he saw that act of violence, he’d know he was made and would simply attack.

			I keyed my radio and said, “Koko, Koko, I think I’ve got him. He’s three back from entering the altar. Can you see him?”

			She said, “No. Too many people. You want me to break out of here?”

			“Yeah. Come back to my location. Quickly.”

			I saw the man put his hand in his right front pocket, and I felt the tension rise. If he had a detonator, he’d just armed himself.

			I realized the dilemma I was in. I couldn’t shout at him, threaten him, or do anything else that would deter him. There was no show of force that would stop him, short of killing him outright.

			I had a pistol, but even that was risky. I couldn’t be sure of hitting him with a surgical shot at this distance, and closing on him might engender the very thing I wanted to prevent.

			I read the odds of this ending well, and a shameful, reptilian part of me demanded I flee, running as fast as I could away from the danger.

			Jennifer appeared by my side, scanned the line, and said, “That’s him.”

			He was now number two, and I knew what he would do when he bent down to enter the altar.

			Jesus Christ. What now? I realized I’d taken the Lord’s name in vain at the worst possible moment. Shit. Sorry about that, Jesus.

			I said, “Jennifer, I hate to say this, but I need you to approach him. Get his hand out of his pocket. Get it off the detonator. You’re the least threatening.”

			“How?”

			I thought furiously. What could we do? What would get his hand out of the pocket? And I saw the line advance.

			He was now number one. I saw the woman in front of him cross herself, crawl into the altar, and begin praying. I had maybe five seconds.

			I said, “Take out your phone. Go. Tell him you want him to take a picture of us in front of the altar. Apologize, say we’ve run out of time and can’t wait in line.”

			She immediately did as I asked, and I let her get five steps away before following, far enough back so as not to appear as a threat. She said something to him, and he shook his head. She pleaded, holding out the phone.

			In a thick New York accent, the next man in the queue said, “Hey, lady, we’ve all been waiting in line. You can’t just walk up like that.”

			Jennifer said, “Please, we’ve run out of time. We have to catch our flight. It took longer than we thought it would.”

			Typical New Yorker, he said, “That’s not our problem. Leave the guy alone.”

			At that point, I wanted to punch him more than the terrorist. I approached.

			“Honey, he’s right. We should have planned better.” I turned to the New Yorker and said, “I’m sorry.”

			Jennifer said, “I’m not leaving without a picture. We flew all the way here. You’re the one who screwed this up, not me.”

			The New Yorker’s wife got into the act, saying, “You’re not cutting the line. We waited over thirty minutes.”

			I felt the terrorist’s finger on the trigger, itching to fire. Felt the pressure mounting. Keeping my eye on his hand, I said, “Please. Make my wife happy. All we want is a picture.”

			The man from New York became incensed, closing in on me, and I knew we were dead. If he did anything threatening, if he tried to act like a badass, the terrorist would blow us all to kingdom come.

			The woman in front of us left the altar, and my subconscious screamed at me to run. The New Yorker said, “Get out of here. I’m warning you.”

			And the terrorist saved us—because he was just as afraid of a commotion as I was. And he really wanted to blow up the altar. He held a hand up to the couple and said, “I’ll take it. It will be quicker than arguing.”

			I felt the sweat rolling down my face, and knew it wasn’t from the heat inside the church. I waited, silently praying for real, something I rarely did, but when it happened, shamefully it was when I needed His help the most. If there ever was a direct line to God, I figured I was standing next to it. Time literally stopped for me. Hard to explain, but I was convinced I was watching my own death.

			He removed his hand from his pocket.

			Empty.

			And time resumed.

			He reached for the phone Jennifer was holding, and I slammed forward with a right cross holding all the momentum I could muster, snapping my hips to generate velocity. It caught him right above his cheekbone, my adrenaline making the punch so hard I felt his eye orbit crunch.

			His head snapped back and I grabbed his shirt, whirling him away from the altar, and the jackass from New York leapt on me, punching the back of my head. I threw an elbow, catching his short ribs and shouting, “Jennifer!”

			I slammed the terrorist to the marble floor and ripped open his shirt, seeing a suicide belt. I traced the wires running from the right front pocket to the small of his back. I flipped him over, yanked up the tail of his shirt, then ripped out the wires, the blasting caps coming free, now dangling in the air.

			I sagged back, exhaling the pent-up breath I’d been holding. I heard a yelp and turned, seeing Jennifer holding the New Yorker in a joint lock, him on his knees, keening pitifully. His wife was running around him in a circle, waving her arms about like she was clearing a fart from the air.

			The police from outside came barreling up the stairs, all guns and eyeballs. They drew down on me, and I clicked my mic, saying, “Aaron, I’ve got jackpot. And I need someone who speaks Hebrew.”
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			The morning air was pleasantly crisp—much more so than the past few days of heat. Later, Shoshana would say it was because God had waited for this day, knowing her first attempt at a wedding would be interrupted.

			We were standing in the plaza of the Western Wall, a small group of men watching the bride and groom under a multicolored bit of cloth held in the air by four poles, reciting their vows. The chuppah. Yes, I knew what it was now.

			The rest of the plaza was empty, still on lockdown. It was a perfect moment, given the trials it had taken to get here, spoiled only by the faint sound of shouting. Outside, a massive number of Palestinians were protesting being refused entrance to the grounds of the al Aqsa mosque, but I didn’t fault Israel. While they’d learned exactly what had happened, they had to be sure, along with the fact that the security forces were trying to figure out how to get out of this mess without admitting fault. There was no way they would say one of their own had orchestrated the entire thing. But they knew it was true.

			A day and a half ago, the police had come storming into the upper balcony of the church, waving weapons and screaming at everyone to freeze. Which, of course, caused everyone to run.

			Jennifer and I had remained where we were, me protecting the unconscious body holding the bomb from some idiot stepping on it, and her restraining the jackass from New York. Soon enough, we were the only ones on the upper deck. The police took one look at the body at my feet and went batshit, shouting into radios and waving guns in my face.

			Aaron and Shoshana made it up to us, and began talking reason. The police called in an EOD team to dismantle the bomb, and while we were waiting, the man wearing it began to wake up. I put him back to sleep, which is to say I bounced his head against the stone, and that was it. We were arrested despite Aaron’s proclamations of innocence.

			The cops bundled Jennifer and me up, shouting in Hebrew at Aaron, and he said, “Pike, I’ll get you out. They want to know who the other man is. Is he a threat?”

			The New Yorker and his wife were off to the side, waving their arms in the air and demanding to be let go. I said, “I don’t know if he’s a threat, but he tried to stop me from taking that guy down.”

			Yeah, I’m an asshole, but he would think twice before acting like a jerk again. I’m pretty sure he spent the rest of his Holy Land tour in a jail cell.

			Jennifer said, “Pike, that’s not fair.” But it was too late to take the words back even if I’d wanted to. They cuffed him and his wife. The last I saw of them, she was cussing him out and trying to slap his head with her manacled hands, the police fighting to keep her off of him.

			We’d spent the rest of the time in a jail cell, getting interrogated by one guy after another, and giving them nothing—because I had no idea what the risk would be to Shoshana and Aaron, and I wasn’t going to place them in someone’s crosshairs.

			The second night we’d been allowed to sleep, and early the next morning a new man entered the cell all by himself. He was older than the others, maybe sixty-five. Maybe more. He said, “Do you know who I am?”

			On the bench, Jennifer caught my eye, saying nothing, but telling me not to treat this guy like I had the last. And I thought she was right. This man had an air about him.

			I said, “No, sir. I don’t.”

			He nodded and said, “You did a great service two days ago. One that must remain hidden, unfortunately. Can you do that?”

			I said, “So you found out the border police guy was in on it. And now you can’t let that be known.”

			He grimaced and said, “Yes, but it’s more than just protecting a reputation. If his role is exposed, the status quo of the holy sites will be placed into jeopardy, and with it, more death and destruction will occur. More protests, more killing, more everything. The people will turn it into a conspiracy of epic proportions. You have no idea how a little bit of truth can be turned into a monument of lies.”

			Having lived through Abu Ghraib, I was all too familiar with it. I’d captured plenty of foreign fighters in Iraq who’d been convinced that we were raping whole villages on a Christian crusade solely because of the pictures from that travesty.

			I said, “I get it. Trust me, I do. There was an Islamic Waqf member who was captured. He was not involved. What happened to him?”

			“How do you know he wasn’t involved?”

			“I just do. Please tell me you aren’t cleaning him up as a loose end as well.”

			He chuckled and said, “You’re wrong. He was involved. But he was tricked. He thought he was doing good. He was not, but he’ll be okay. We aren’t evil.”

			So that’s why Shoshana said he was hiding something.

			I remained quiet and he said, “I’ll ask again, how did you know about him?”

			I said, “Look, we’ll keep our mouths shut. You guys do what you guys do. We have no reason to get involved here. We just came to visit friends, and we stopped two terrorist attacks. I’d think that would matter.”

			He said, “You have yet to ask to see your embassy. Why is that?”

			I said, “I don’t want to get them involved. If I do, it’ll be just one more problem.”

			He nodded and said, “Because you have something to hide as well, perhaps?”

			My temper slipped against my will. I said, “Because I’m trying to help you assholes out. Fine. I demand to see my embassy. I’ve had enough of this shit.”

			He’d laughed at that point, banging on the cell door for the guard. He turned back to me and said, “Shoshana told me you would only take so much. But I had to be sure you could remain quiet. I appreciate it. As does the state of Israel. Of course, you’ll get no official thanks.”

			My mouth fell open and he said, “You’re free to go. You only have about an hour to get to the wedding.” He handed me a card with nothing but Hebrew lettering on it, and said, “You’ll need that to get in.”

			He’d left at that point, without even telling me who he was. The young guard had released our handcuffs, returned our property, and we were unceremoniously kicked out onto the streets of Jerusalem. We’d called Aaron, then Shoshana, but neither had answered.

			Jennifer said, “Let’s go to the Temple Mount. Maybe they really are getting married.”

			We’d gotten our bearings, learning we were at a police station northwest of the Old City, about a mile away. We flagged a cab and raced to the Jaffa Gate, the cabbie telling us the whole way that the important sites in the city were on lockdown and that he could give us a tour of something else.

			We thanked him, exited, and went through the gate into the Armenian Quarter, the stone streets now swarming with military personnel. We ran east, entered the Jewish Quarter, and were stopped at the stairwell leading to the plaza of the Western Wall, the area ringed with men holding weapons. I presented the card the man had given us, and like had happened before with Aaron’s pass, the guard’s eyes went wide, and he called his superior.

			That guy came over, and he, too, was impressed. He made a radio call, said a few words, stiffened at the response, and let us in.

			Jennifer said, “What is on that card?”

			I said, “I have no idea, but I’m keeping it. Hopefully it works in other countries as well.”

			She smiled and we jogged down the steps, breaking into the plaza and finding it deserted, except for a small grouping in the center. Jennifer saw a patch of cloth held aloft in the air, like it was set up to protect someone from the sun, and she said, “That’s the chuppah. That’s the wedding.”

			We jogged forward toward the crowd and a policeman came forward, stopping us. He said something in Hebrew, and I said, “I don’t speak that shit. English.”

			Taken aback, he said, “I’m sorry. This is closed to outsiders.”

			Aggravated to no end, I thought about just punching him, when someone shouted. We both turned, seeing Shoshana parting the crowd. She was wearing a white dress that went all the way to the ground, and she was grinning from ear to ear. Behind her was Aaron, also wearing white.

			Shoshana locked eyes with the policeman, a little bit of the dark angel coming out, then turned to us, smiling again and waving us forward. Like a light switch had been flicked on and then off, it caused the policeman to melt away.

			We ran forward, the small crowd staring at us as though we were intruders. Shoshana wrapped her arms around me and squeezed. Aaron kissed Jennifer on the cheek. The mood of the audience shifted, now realizing we were special, and I felt like thumbing my nose at the group. I doubt Shoshana had hugged any of them, and I’m sure Aaron hadn’t kissed them. Because outside of Shoshana, Jennifer was the only woman there.

			Aaron said, “I didn’t think you guys would make it. I’m so sorry for your troubles. I’ve been calling anyone who I thought could help.”

			I’d said, “Well, you finally hit someone who matters. Who was he?”

			“The Ramsad who put Shoshana on my team years ago. He has a soft spot for her.”

			I’d laughed, saying, “Well, with you, that makes two people on the planet.”

			He’d said, “No, with you, that makes three.”

			Shoshana hit me on the shoulder and said, “There’s more than three.”

			I smiled and said, “Prove it.”

			Jennifer said, “I make four.”

			Shoshana smiled and said, “You make more than four. You’re worth at least two of Pike.”

			I laughed and said, “You got that right.”

			She took Aaron’s hand and said, “If you know that, then why did she have to put a note in the wall?”

			Jennifer’s mouth fell open and Shoshana said, “Aaron knows my worth. It’s why I didn’t write a note like Jennifer. It’s why I’m getting married.”

			She started leading Aaron back through the crowd, toward the rabbi waiting expectantly. I said, “Wait, what’s that mean?”

			She turned and said, “You’ll figure it out, Nephilim. If the last few days have shown me anything, it’s that you always do.”
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			Being a spy is a lot like being a bank robber. In espionage—as in crime—it’s always the little things that get you. You can plan for an entire operation, allowing for one contingency after another, foreseeing when and where things might go wrong, but you inevitably miss the little things. A drop of sweat on a doorknob, drywall shavings left behind after the installation of a bug, a nick from a tension wrench in the brass plate of a lock. Small things with huge impacts.

			In this case, the little thing happened before Aaron Bergmann had even left Israel, when a travel voucher routed through Mossad headquarters included a man who had been specifically excluded from the mission read-on. For a specific reason. And that little thing would prove devastating for Aaron and his neophyte apprentice.

			Casually tapping the tablet in front of him, Aaron said, “Alex, turn just a tad bit to the right. I’m missing the man on the left.”

			Across the table from him Alexandra Levy shifted slightly, her face aglow. She said, “This is so exiting! Straight out of a James Bond movie.”

			He chuckled, then said, “Right there. Good.” He hit record on the tablet.

			Alex stiffened a little bit, as if she were posing for a photographer, holding her angle. She whispered, “That thing will really read their lips? Tell us what they’re saying?”

			Aaron said, “Yep. If you can keep the camera on them, but don’t look so rigid. Relax a little. I’ll tell you if it shifts off.”

			Aaron continued manipulating a piece of software in his tablet, something that was highly classified and usually reserved for active Mossad agents. A simple button camera in Alexandra’s blouse was tied by Bluetooth to his tablet and seemed to be out of a 007 movie, but in truth, both were commercially available to anyone who wanted them. The secret was the software churning through what the camera sent it.

			Artificial intelligence for facial recognition had grown by leaps and bounds in recent years, and the Mossad had taken that in a different direction, focusing on the spoken word. They’d replicated the human act of lipreading in the cyberworld, designing a software suite that could decipher what was being said without hearing sound.

			Alex relaxed her body a bit, contrition floating across her face. “Sorry. This isn’t my expertise. You should be doing the camera work.”

			He laid the tablet on the table and took a sip of beer, saying, “You’re doing fine. This beats working in the diamond exchange, right? Keep up the talent and I might recruit you for my firm.”

			She grinned and said, “No, no, this is enough excitement. I enjoy being able to help—I’ve never even been to Africa—but I’ll stick with my boring job.”

			There was no fear in the statement. No realization of the risk. It was like she thought they were executing a high school senior prank. She had no idea of the threat level.

			That would come later.

			She glanced over the balcony toward their target and said, “Besides, I don’t think your partner would agree to that. I think she hates me.”

			Three people sat at the table they were filming, two white and one black. Their target was a man of about thirty-five, and unlike the rest of the patrons in the restaurant, he was dressed in a suit as if he were still working in his office in Israel. The other white man looked like he was about to head out on a safari, wearing cargo pants and a shirt that had more pockets than a photographer’s vest. He had shaggy blond hair, ice-blue eyes, and a feral quality. Aaron had seen his type plenty of times before, but only in war zones. It intrigued him.

			The final man was tall, with a thin mustache and coal-black skin. He was dressed like a local but didn’t act like one. Ramrod straight, he showed not a whit of humor. Had they held the meeting at a café in downtown Johannesburg—where the target was staying—they would have attracted attention by their very disparate appearances, but they didn’t here. Which explained why Aaron’s target had chosen this restaurant. The one thing remaining was to find out why the meeting was occurring.

			The only man Aaron recognized was the one the Mossad had asked him to track—an employee of a diamond broker in Tel Aviv. The other two were a mystery, but he’d know about them soon enough, when they reviewed the footage later.

			The primary problem with the lipreading software was choosing a language—try to lip-read German when the target was speaking Chinese and you’d get gibberish. Here, in the township of Soweto, just outside the city center of Johannesburg, South Africa, he was sure they were speaking English. There was no way the black man spoke Hebrew, and he would be astounded if his target from Israel spoke something like Swahili or Afrikaans. No, they’d be speaking English, and the fact that his method of recording the conversation came through in visual rather than auditory form was a plus in the current environment.

			The outdoor balcony they were on belonged to a restaurant called Sakhumzi, as did the patio holding the target’s table. Just a stone’s throw from the historical houses of Nelson Mandela and Bishop Tutu, in the section of Soweto known as Orlando West, the restaurant hosted a smorgasbord of local food and native performers and was a permanent stop for tour groups large and small traveling to see the ghetto made famous in the uprising against apartheid. Because of it, there was a constant drumbeat of laughter and clapping—something that had no effect on the lipreading software. As long as Aaron could keep a line of sight with whoever was talking.

			Aaron focused on the computer, tapping icons and ensuring three computer-generated squares remained over the men’s mouths. He said, “Position is good. Keep that.” When he hadn’t responded to Alex’s statement, she repeated, “Your partner doesn’t care for me at all. I thought she was going to throw me out of your house.”

			Aaron looked up from the tablet and said, “Shoshana? She doesn’t hate you. She’s just mad because I brought you instead of her. She was aggravated at me for the decision. It’s nothing personal.”

			Making sure not to disrupt the camera angle, she said, “I don’t think so. When you left the room, she was . . . a little scary.”

			Aaron laughed and returned to the tablet, offhandedly saying, “You need to get to know her. She’s not all knives and death threats. She just acts that way. She understands that she didn’t have the knowledge base for this mission. When we fly back, I’ll take you to dinner. The three of us.”

			Alex smiled and said, “I’d like that. I think she thought . . .”

			Aaron looked up from the tablet and said, “Thought what?”

			“That we . . . I mean, you and me . . . might . . .”

			Aaron scoffed and said, “You’re twenty years younger than me.”

			She said, “Yeah, but it was the Mossad that asked me . . . you asked me . . . I mean, they wouldn’t do that unless it was for a reason.”

			Aaron realized she thought she really was in a movie. And that she was hitting on him. A twentysomething sabra who worked inside the Israeli diamond exchange, she was no doubt attractive. Brown hair, brown eyes, liquid skin, and a quiet intelligence surrounded by an innocence he no longer possessed, he would have hunted her like a wolf a decade ago, but no longer. She deserved to live in her innocence. His entire existence was ensuring people like her could do so. He decided to put an end to the fantasy.

			“Alex, I picked you because you understand the diamond market. Yes, you’re attractive, which meant I could use you to blend in, but I need your knowledge. Period. You watch the tape, you tell me what they’re talking about within the diamond world, and I write an assessment. That’s it. This isn’t a complex thing. We’re not here to save Israel from Blofeld. We’re here to save Israel from embarrassment. That’s all. It’s a simple mission.”

			Turning red, she tilted forward and whispered, “What does that mean? I wasn’t suggesting anything.”

			He said, “You’re screwing with the camera angle. Lean back.”

			The target at the table answered a cell phone.

			Aaron said, “Shit. Lean back—now.”

			Alex did so abruptly, causing the camera to sway wildly. Aaron said, “Stay still.”

			The man turned away from them, still on the phone.

			Aaron said, “We need to move. You need to move. Stand up and go to the bathroom. Walk by the table and get me a shot of his face as long as you can. Stop and ask the table for directions, but not to him. Let him keep talking on the phone.”

			Hesitantly, Alex stood. More forcefully than he wanted to, Aaron said, “Go.”

			She did, sidling between the throngs of tour bus patrons and locals, threading between the tables and down the stairs, the picture on Aaron’s tablet jumping left and right. She reached the patio and it stabilized. She walked toward the restrooms, then stopped at the table, asking directions. He recorded about a fifteen-second snippet of the phone conversation, unsure if the software would be able to utilize the footage because the target’s face was partially obscured by his smartphone.

			He glanced over the balcony to see the interaction, and she broke contact, doing a passable job of being a tourist. He saw no outward interest in the interruption.

			Aaron ignored the rest of the feed, wondering if Alex would be smart enough to cut it off if she really chose to use the bathroom. She did. Or maybe the Bluetooth simply lost contact because of distance.He grinned and took a sip of his beer, surreptitiously giving the target table a side-eye.

			The Israeli was asking a waitress for the check. Aaron immediately picked up his phone and called Alex, telling her to return.

			The men tossed some rand on the table, preparing to leave, and he saw her coming across the patio. She mounted the stairs to the balcony and he stood, saying, “Hopefully they take the same car. If they split up, we’ll stick to the target.”

			Hidden by the balcony railing, they let the group exit the restaurant, then followed, getting to the parking lot just as they were loading a single car. A part of him spiked at the action, since they’d

			arrived in two separate cars.

			He should have listened to his sixth sense. Lulled by the minimal threat of his mission, he thought he had his bases covered, but he had forgotten a hard truth he’d learned in the past: In warfare, the enemy gets a vote.
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			As we crossed the lobby to the Las Vegas Venetian casino, another gaggle of bearded men went by, all wearing cargo pants and baseball caps with Velcro patches. Half of them toted some form of corduroy nylon backpack, which also sported a variety of gun-porn patches, depicting things like ISIS Hunter or a Punisher skull.

			I said, “I have never seen this many supercommando ‘operators’ in one place in my life.”

			Knuckles laughed and said, “Yeah, this event brings ’em out of the woodwork, no doubt. But make no mistake, the real deal’s running around in here as well. In fact, keep your eyes peeled. The odds of us running into someone we know are pretty high, so be prepared to run the cover story.”

			Working in cover was the worst when you did it in an area where the locals potentially knew you. Whenever that happened, the nastiest thing that could occur—besides getting your fingernails pulled out by the enemy—was running into someone who knew who you were in real life. It was the surest way to blow the hell out of what you were pretending. An FBI agent infiltrating an outlaw motorcycle gang would be in dire straights if he bumped into a friend from law school.

			In this case, Knuckles was still active-duty Navy and I was retired Army. In the world of the Taskforce, when we were out in the badlands earning our ISIS Hunter patches for real, he was a civilian employee of my company, but if another SEAL from his past saw him here, they’d know that was bullshit, so we’d created a story that was plausible should that happen to either of us.

			It was my first trip to the fabled SHOT Show in Las Vegas, the largest gun show on earth, and the interior of the Sands Convention Center was literally stuffed with booth after booth selling various weapons, accessories, and outdoor gear. It was Mecca to people like me, and the Taskforce sent a contingent every year to prowl the halls looking for anything new that we could incorporate into our mission. Back when I was on active duty, as the team leader, I’d always let a junior member of the team make the trip, and Knuckles, my 2IC, had been a few times before.

			Given how he was dressed, I was surprised they let him in.

			In contrast to the bearded ones, he looked like he had come to protest the convention, with his long hippie hair, Che Guevara T-shirt, and lack of any tacti-cool paraphernalia. He was even wearing a leather necklace with a bronze peace sign the size of a fifty-cent piece—either as irony or as a challenge. With him it was hard to tell, but if someone took it as a challenge, they’d be sorely wishing they hadn’t. Unlike a lot of the posers at the convention, he was most definitely an Operator.

			While the trip was a little bit of a boondoggle, we did have a specific mission. We’d just come from a booth manned by a company called ZEV Technologies—a maker of high-end aftermarket components and custom frame/slide work for Glock pistols—and had sealed a deal to test some pistols for our specific applications.

			Although we already had our own armorer support that we used to hone our combat weapons, Kurt Hale—the commander of the Taskforce—was wondering if we weren’t just reinventing the wheel and wanted to see if it would be better to simply farm out the work. After talking to ZEV, I was beginning to believe he was right, only our wheels were something from a Conestoga wagon while ZEV was racing around on run-flats.

			We pushed through the crowd and entered the cavernous Venetian casino, working our way to Las Vegas Boulevard. We exited into the sunshine, leaving the commandos and gamblers, only to be hit by Guatemalan refugees trying to hand me cards with hookers offering their services. One of the strangest things about Vegas.

			Knuckles said, “What did you think?”

			“Seriously? I think we should have flown here with the entire team’s Glocks. No question they can do better than our internal armorers. Nothing against them, but did you work the one they had on display? Better trigger than ours by far.”

			Knuckles took a left toward Caesars Palace, passing the gigantic Venetian hotel, saying, “So forget about any other vendors?”

			He had a point. While we didn’t fall under any official DoD rules about contracts, it would be stupid to latch on to the first one we found. We had a list of potential companies that could meet our goals, and it wouldn’t be right not to at least check them out. But I was pretty sure where I would end up on my recommendation to Kurt.

			I said, “Naw, we should hit ’em up as well, but we only get two days out here, and I want some Vegas time. I’ll send Retro and Jennifer to go hunt them down.”

			“Retro isn’t going to like that, and Jennifer’s not exactly an expert.” Retro had been a teammate of mine since Jesus was wearing diapers, but all things come to a close sooner or later. He was set to retire from the military at the end of the month and had truly come out here for vacation. Kurt knew he wasn’t needed but had let him come along as a little retirement gift. Unbeknownst to me, in all our time together, he absolutely loved playing craps, and his wife frowned on gambling. I learned he had planned on spending his entire time in the casinos betting away his per diem like a drunken sailor.

			As we were planning to leave for the trip, he’d begged to come along, getting a seat through Kurt, then had turned around and told his wife he was desperately needed for national security, which she bought. As they say, “What happens in Vegas . . .”

			I said, “It’s not going to kill him to take a break for a few hours, and as far as Jennifer goes, she could learn something.”

			Jennifer was my partner in Grolier Recovery Services—our company—and, outside of some serious weapons training I’d given her, had no military experience. She wasn’t qualified to judge whether a vendor was worthy and wasn’t needed on this trip either, but I’d paid for her to come along out of my own pocket because, well, she was a partner in more ways than one. She’d planned on spending her time at the pool—or if the weather was too cold, in the spa.

			I felt my phone vibrate and saw it was her. I said, “Speak of the devil.”

			I answered, “Hey, we’re on Vegas Boulevard headed home. What’s up?”

			“Kurt wants to talk on the VPN. Secure.”

			“About what?”

			“Apparently, about a mission. In Vegas.”
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			Aaron Bergmann left the parking lot of the Sakhumzi restaurant, keeping a few cars between him and his target, blending in with the traffic on Vilakazi Street. In short order, they had left what was sarcastically called by the locals the Beverly Hills of Soweto, crossing out of the Orlando West neighborhood and into Orlando East.

			Making sure he was still screened from the car in front of him, he turned to Alex and said, “What’s the video telling us?”

			Alex, in the passenger seat, said, “It’s got nothing about diamonds or the diamond exchange. They’re talking about weapons. The black man is being called a general, and he’s asking the blond guy how many soldiers he has. Our target’s only contribution is saying that money is no object.”

			She looked at him and said, “What’s going on? This isn’t about blood diamonds. It’s not about embarrassment to Israel or the diamond exchange.”

			They entered a single-track road leading to two giant power-plant towers looking like they belonged in a nuclear facility, only they were now painted with multicolored graffiti and artwork. Why would they be coming here?

			He said, “Get off the video. Google this place. What’s here?”

			She did, just as they passed a sign describing the towers as a fun park, with bungee jumping, paint ball, and other adventure sports. Aaron let the target car roll past the parking lot, seeing it continue on to a cluster of abandoned buildings. He pulled over to the side of the road, caught by a stream of patrons exiting the park, the sun beginning to set.

			He said, “Give me something. What is this place? I’m about to lose the target.”

			Looking up from her tablet, Alex said, “It’s an old coal-fired power plant. It closed in 1998. In 2008, it reopened as a bungee-jumping place called Orlando Towers. Since then, it’s expanded into a bunch of different adventure events. Something called ‘SCAD Freefall’ and other things.”

			“That’s no fucking help. Who owns it? Why are they here?”

			Alex snapped back at his tone, looked fearful, realizing she was failing in her duties. She said, “I have no idea. I don’t know how to ascertain that.”

			Aaron glanced forward and saw the car drawing away at a slow pace, passing through the remains of the power station. It pulled into an alley between two brick buildings that looked like a setting from a Saw movie, the doors hanging askew and the windows broken. He had to make a decision.

			He said, “Switch seats with me. Give me the tablet.”

			They did so without opening any doors, playing a game of Twister, arms and legs flapping back and forth in an awkward dance, him keeping an eye on the car to their front. It began to disappear through the crumbling buildings, and he made a choice that would prove fateful.

			“Keep going. Slowly. Keep the car in sight, but don’t turn down that alley. Stop before they can see us in the rearview mirror.”

			She did so, turning on the headlights to counteract the dying sun. He immediately snapped, “Off, off, turn them off.”

			She reflexively twisted the stalk hard enough to break the plastic, shutting out the lights. She looked at him in a panic, and he patted her hand, saying, “Take a breath. We’re okay.”

			She exhaled and then inched forward, past the tourist park and into the abandoned buildings. She leaned toward the windshield in the gathering gloom and said, “I see the car in the alley. It’s pulled over next to a trash pile.”

			He said, “Park it here, in the shadow of the buildings. Whatever they’re doing, we’re not going to see. We’ve gone far enough.” He pulled out a night vision monocular and handed it to her, saying, “Keep an eye on the car. I’m going to cycle the video.”

			He powered up the recording from the restaurant, the conversation between the men spit out at the bottom of the screen by the software package, looking like closed captioning at a sports bar. He saw that Alex was correct. The men were discussing weapons, strategy, and money. The deputy prime minister of Lesotho, Makalo Lenatha, was mentioned, then the black man spoke, and Aaron finally had a name: Lieutenant General Jonathan Mosebo, head of the Lesotho Defence Force.

			The readout continued, and he learned that the general was being unceremoniously fired by the prime minister and was none too pleased about it. The other Caucasian, a man called Johan, calmed him down, and the talk continued along nebulous lines about force structures and loyalties.

			Nothing to do with diamonds. What the hell?

			The phone call came, the target answering, and he fast-forwarded through Alex’s short walk down the stairs. When she appeared by the target’s table, he slowed the video down again, and the scrolling sentences at the bottom turned into gibberish. Confused, he punched a couple of icons on the software package, then realized what the problem was: The man wasn’t speaking English.

			He’s speaking Hebrew.

			He glanced up from the tablet and saw that a single streetlight had come on, providing enough feeble illumination to potentially compromise them. He began manipulating the software package, saying, “How’re we looking?”

			Alex said, “Good. I haven’t seen any movement from them at all.”

			Which should have been an indicator.

			He loaded the Hebrew suite into the software program, saying, “Get the car turned around and out of the ring of that streetlight. We’ll stay for a couple of more minutes, but this isn’t worth burning ourselves. There’s more going on here than just blood diamonds. I need to assess and report back for guidance.”

			She started the vehicle, and he rewound the video feed, getting to the start of the phone conversation. She did a U-turn, parking the car on the opposite side of the street, now facing toward the exit of the dilapidated power station.

			He hit play, and the screen cleared. The software suite could only lip-read the target’s end of the conversation, making the readout a little confusing, but eventually, one sentence stitched the others together, clearing the state of play like fog hit with the morning sun.

			I have a tail? From Mossad?

			The text across the bottom of the screen hung still as the man on the other end of the line talked. Aaron saw the words on the tablet, not wanting to believe them.

			His voice grating low, he said, “Get out of here. Now.”

			Alex said, “What?”

			The man on the other end of the phone quit talking, and the screen spit out the target’s response. You want me to take him out? Are you sure?

			In that millisecond, Aaron realized that he was no longer the hunter. He was the hunted. They had been led here for a reason.

			He bolted upright and saw men appearing like wraiths from the dilapidated buildings, an anthill kicked over, running toward the car.

			He shouted, “Get the fuck out of here!”

			The driver’s side window was smashed. He saw Alex’s head yanked out of it, a man trying to pull her from the car by her hair. He exploded forward, grabbing the wrist and slamming it backward, into the shards of glass that remained in the window. The man screamed, releasing Alex’s head. Aaron leaned over and jammed his foot on the accelerator, causing the car to burst forward. The men dove out of the way, with one flipping onto the hood. Alex shouted, and the car skipped into the curb, bounced back, and headed straight into the wall of a building.

			Aaron grabbed the wheel, but not soon enough. They slammed into the brick, the vehicle stopping in a grinding of metal. His door was ripped open, hands jerking all over his body, spilling him out. He hit the ground hard, felt a fist hammer his temple, and heard Alex scream again.

			A visceral fear flooded him, the adrenaline coursing through him in a spastic jolt. Like a father defending his family against overwhelming odds, knowing he would lose, he began doing what he knew best.

			He turned to fight.
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			Knuckles took a sip of his club soda and said, “This is bullshit. I should not be burning myself for this mission. We should be using Jennifer. It’s easier, and you know it.”

			I kept my eye on Retro at the craps table and said, “If GRS is to remain in play for the follow-on mission, I only have two guys here who I can burn. You and Retro.”

			“You don’t have to burn me. I can do the follow-on mission. Retro’s the one retiring.”

			I took a sip of my own club soda and gave him the side-eye. I said, “You’re slated to train Carly. You want to ditch that for a simple Alpha follow-on mission?”

			Carly was a Taskforce CIA case officer who had been granted the honor of attempting to achieve Operator status in the Taskforce. Only the second female to be allowed to try, after Jennifer. It was an open secret that she was dating Knuckles, and he’d fought like hell to get her a shot, with Kurt agreeing only after I’d given my concurrence. She needed some serious training to even begin to think about succeeding, and Knuckles had been detailed to conduct it. His willingness to ditch that for a simple surveillance mission with no chance of high adventure was a little strange, to say the least. Especially after how hard he’d fought to give her the chance.

			He toyed with his napkin, then said, “Real-world missions take precedence. That’s all.”

			“So I should burn Jennifer so you can go on a potential trip, when she has no commitments and you do? What would Carly say about that?”

			He remained quiet, and I knew something was different. We were so close, I could read a tick of his eyebrow and learn volumes. But I wasn’t sure I wanted to push.

			He balled up his napkin and said, “You heard Kurt. This has a whole lot more behind it than a simple Alpha mission.”

			Earlier, after leaving the convention center, we’d returned to our hotel room at Caesars Palace to hear what Kurt was thinking. Waiting on the elevator to arrive, Knuckles had broached a topic that was also on my mind: “What the hell do you think this is about? We can’t operate on US soil.”

			The Taskforce was an extrajudicial force—which was a Washington, DC, way of saying it was illegal—but it still had some rules. One of those was that we only operated overseas, hunting bad guys in bad-guy lands. Home soil was the purview of the FBI and others.

			I said, “No idea. But it does make me wonder why Kurt was fine with me coming out here with a full team when two guys would do.”

			The bell dinged and Knuckles said, “Well, this could be fun, but I’m smelling a shit sandwich. Like always.”

			I chuckled and said, “So working with me is always eating shit?”

			We hit the fourth floor and he said, “Pretty much.”

			We’d entered my room to find Jennifer and Retro expectantly waiting, the laptop on the desk connected to the Taskforce through an unbreakable VPN. Jennifer’s eyes were alight, relishing a mission beyond sitting by the pool. Retro looked like he wanted to kick me.

			I shut the door and said, “Okay, before I get on, what’s the deal?”

			Retro said, “The deal is Kurt wants to do some sort of surveillance mission here in Vegas. Against our charter, I might add.”

			I looked at Jennifer, and she said, “Apparently, there’s an arms dealer he wants us to track. Some guy who’s got a booth here at SHOT.” She glanced at Retro and raised an eyebrow, saying, “I think

			it sounds fun. Retro’s a little angry.”

			He said, “I’m not angry. I just think it’s a little sleazy cutting this trip short for a mission that we’re not even allowed to do.”

			Which meant he was pissed. His answer brought a grin to both Knuckles and me because in the twenty-two years that he’d been running missions, he’d never cared about the rules.

			I held up a hand and said, “Okay, okay. Don’t worry about your craps weekend just yet. Dial Kurt up. Let’s see what this is about.”

			We connected, waited a bit, and then Kurt Hale settled in front of the camera. He turned around to look behind him and said, “Close the door, George.”

			When he returned to the screen, I saw his lips curl into a ghost of a smile. “How’s Vegas?”

			I said, “A little boring, to tell you the truth. I understand you want to spice things up.”

			He laughed and said, “You find a vendor for the work on our pistols?”

			“Yeah, I got the one that I think we’re going to end up with, but we haven’t checked out the others yet.”

			“Good. Don’t worry about the others. Just send the information you have.”

			“What’s up, sir?”

			The camera feed disappeared, and in its place a target card appeared.

			A single PowerPoint slide that had the specifics on someone we were hunting.

			Name: Tyler Malloy

			Citizenship: United States of America

			Professed Occupation: Arms dealer

			Activity: Intercepts indicate possible facilitation

			of weapons transfers to groups designated as Foreign

			Terrorist Organizations by the Department of State.

			Currently attempting to gain trigger components

			suitable for nuclear weapons. Currently licensed

			in good standing with Department of State ITAR

			protocols.

			Threat: Low

			Authority: Alpha only, secondary protocol

			Next to the information on the slide was a picture of a thick-necked guy of about twenty-eight, with the ubiquitous “operator” beard and a pronounced Jay Leno–looking jaw. He was giving his best I’m a badass scowl.

			I said, “What’s this guy’s story?”

			The slide vanished, and Kurt reappeared on-screen. “He was an enlisted Marine for four years, one tour in Helmand. After that, he became an independent contractor for a company called Blue Spoon. He ended up in Bulgaria training a bunch of Syrian ‘moderate’ rebels under the failed CIA program. While he was there, he seemed to figure out where the money was really made, which was supplying the arms for the fight instead of getting paid by the hour to train up a bunch of farmers. Blue Spoon was buying a ton of AKs and other old Soviet arms from Belarus and Bulgaria, and he spent his time there learning the trade and building personal contacts. Eventually, he went out on his own, using those contacts and undercutting Blue Spoon pricing until his little company became the sole supplier. That was three years ago. Now he’s a real player, selling everything from tanks to missile launchers. He’s moved far beyond the small train-and-equip program for Syria.”

			I said, “And we’re tracking him because why, exactly? The card says he’s a nobody, low threat and secondary protocol. Hell, according to the Oversight Council, he’s not even worth a primary mission. He’s a standby target in the if we have the time category. He’ll probably get arrested by the FBI for breaking ITAR if we let him run it out.”

			“Except he’s apparently got some ideas about purchasing nuclear components, and we don’t know why. The guy is amoral with respect to buyers, and while we don’t really give a shit if he sells some AKs to someone who passes them to Hezbollah, nuclear components are something else entirely.”

			I brought up the elephant in the room. “Sir, he’s an American. We’re on American soil. We can’t operate here. I get President Hannister loves us, but surely he didn’t authorize this.”

			Kurt vanished from the screen and a new picture appeared. An older man in a foreign military uniform, with a receding hairline and tiny piglike eyes. He looked like a caricature of some old Soviet propaganda poster. Kurt said, “This is Stanko Petrov—Tyler’s unofficial right-hand man. Formerly a colonel in the Bulgarian Army from the Warsaw Pact days, he scraped by after the fall of the wall until he met Tyler. He’s the man who got Tyler his start in the arms trade. He now acts as a sort of combination personal security slash personal assistant to Tyler. Everything that Tyler’s planning to do goes through him. And he’s Bulgarian.”

			I smiled and said, “Ahhh . . . Sooo. Approval because we aren’t officially tracking an American. We’re tracking a Bulgarian. Nice. Where’s his target card? What’s the Council’s level of operational approval for him?”

			Kurt reappeared and said, “He doesn’t have a card. Look, Pike, his guy has an iPad mini that’s glued to him like a third hand. Everything Tyler does is executed through Stanko, and that iPad will have it all.”

			I glanced back at my crew, now on unfamiliar ground. Usually it was I who was begging to break the rules. Now my commander was ordering me to do so. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. It was easy to rage against the machine when the machine kept you in check. It was something else when the machine itself began to go off the rails.

			I said, “Sir, you sure about this? Did you talk to the Oversight Council?”

			He exhaled and said, “No. They don’t care about Tyler, and truthfully, neither should we, but I’ve got a feeling about him. He’s not a good guy. He can pull his small-time shit and stay off the radar, but he’s up to something, and that something is potentially big. I don’t want to react to a threat. I want to prevent it from occurring.”

			I paused, not responding. He said, “Pike, all I want you to do is attempt to access the iPad. If you can’t, you can’t. Just get me details on where and when his next overseas trip is, so I can begin executing Alpha authority against him. Let me deal with any fallout. I’m not asking you to thump him on the head. When I learned he was at the SHOT show, it was the perfect coincidence.”

			I considered his words. In truth, it sounded easy enough, and, honestly, I could use some high adventure. If Kurt thought it good enough, then I wouldn’t question, although I’d keep the overstep in mind. Because I’d personally saved the president’s life on a previous mission, we now had his ear, which meant we’d get to do whatever we wanted with our intelligence, but cutting out the Oversight Council might not be the best thing for the nation, because it would be up to the Operator on the ground to determine what was right in the future. And I was that Operator.

			Not liking the role reversal, I relented, with a caveat. “Okay, but we get the follow-on mission.”

			Now it was his turn to pause. He said, “You guys are off cycle. You don’t even have a team. Retro’s retiring, Veep’s attending SOTIC, and Knuckles is on a training billet for Carly.”

			I said, “They don’t call it SOTIC anymore. It’s just the SF Sniper Course now.”

			Kurt said, “Whatever. I’m sure that was a bullet on some officer’s OER.”

			I said, “What’s Blood doing?”

			“Some liaison work with OGA.”

			“Well, there you go. That’s my team.”
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			I watched Retro throw the dice, holding a spit cup and arranging a huge dip of Copenhagen in his mouth with his tongue. I said, “At least he’s getting in his craps time. He can’t bitch about the mission now.”

			Knuckles said nothing. I looked at him and poked the blister. “What’s going on with you and Carly?”

			He said, “Nothing. I should be going on this mission. You’ve never left me behind.”

			I looked him in the eye, the mission taking a back seat. He turned away. I said, “You’ve never shirked on a commitment before. Remember that time in Bosnia? When you were supposed to leave, but you refused because you feared for a source of ours? The Council ordered you out, and you stayed. You have a commitment to Carly. What’s changed?”

			He bluntly said, “We broke up.”

			I leaned back, taking that in. He’d spent so much energy getting her a shot at selection because of their relationship, and now they didn’t have one. I knew it had to hurt. I said, “Does she still want to do it?”

			Glumly, he nodded. “Yeah. She does.”

			“What was the breakup? Something bad?”

			“No. We just . . . sort of decided. It wasn’t bad.”

			I looked at Jennifer across the hall, waiting near the reception counter for our trigger. She was reading a magazine, oblivious to the conversation.

			I said, “You can’t do that, Knuckles. You made a promise. Carly deserves it. She bled for us.”

			He looked up, and I saw that he knew I was right. He said, “Yeah, I get it. You think I should train her? Knowing what you know about her? You had questions before.”

			I laughed and said, “So now you’re questioning her capability because you’re no longer in the sack with her? You brought this on yourself. And, yes, I think she’s capable. Any team showing an interest in her?”

			Kurt had already decided that—if Carly succeeded—she wouldn’t be coming to my team. For one, there was no reason to stack a single team with the unique capabilities a female might bring. For another, he wasn’t keen on the fraternization. He allowed it with Jennifer and me because we were civilians, and he honestly couldn’t do anything about it. Knuckles, being active-duty Navy, was a different story.

			“Yeah. Johnny’s team. Axe likes her. He’s seen Jennifer and wants that in the mix. But she’s not Jennifer.”

			“Nobody is Jennifer. Train her ass to the best of your ability. This s just an Alpha mission. If you don’t do it, Jennifer will lose trust in you. And that means something on this team.”

			He nodded reluctantly, and my earpiece came alive with Retro’s oice. “How long can I play? I’m pretty sure I’ve destroyed every key card within ten feet of me.”

			Retro had a device that generated an enormous electromagnetic field around him. In essence, he was carrying a giant magnet in his pocket, which would wipe any hotel key that came within his web. Two feet to the right of him was the Bulgarian, Stanko, his iPad mini on the rail as he gambled.

			Kurt had given us what he knew about the Bulgarian, most of which was useless, but one tidbit stood out: Like Retro, he was fond of playing craps. It had been a simple matter to find Tyler’s booth—learning his company had the unimaginative name ParaBellum—and follow Stanko for the short time it took him to begin gambling. From there, I’d set my plan in motion, with Retro now on board when he learned all he had to do was roll the dice. Well, until he had to do something embarrassing. Which was why he was calling.

			I said, “Next time you get the dice. Play to your heart’s content until then.”

			I heard, “That’s three players. Is the Taskforce going to pay for the bets?”

			“No fucking way. Force it now, if you want.”

			I heard, “I knew you were too cheap. I should have left this team a long time ago.”

			I laughed and said, “I thought you were winning.”

			“I was. Not now.”

			Seven minutes later, through Retro’s microphone, I heard, “New shooter, new shooter.” Then Retro himself saying, “Okay, here you go. One roll, and then he’s off to his room.”

			Off the net, I said, “Knuckles, get ready.”

			“You sure about this? When I get in the elevator with him, I’m done, forever.”

			“Yeah, I know. Sorry. But you’re doing your part for America.”

			He scowled, and we both looked at Retro’s table. He rolled once, got what he wanted, and jumped up and down, spilling his vile cup of spit onto Stanko’s shirt. Immediately, there was an altercation, with shouting and threats. Retro handled it well, backing off and offering chips as a placating measure. Stanko took them, then stalked off, heading to the elevator.

			I looked at Knuckles and said, “Showtime.”

			He nodded and left, walking behind Stanko.

			Ordinarily, we could have used the Taskforce to figure out this guy’s room. A seamless little hack that would prevent the ridiculous play I had just put in motion. In this case, because the entire mission wasn’t sanctioned by the Oversight Council, Kurt had refused to give me the assets I’d need to do that, stating that I had my team and that was it. I’d been aggravated about that but knew better than to push. I either accepted the mission or I didn’t. We’d just needed to find another way to determine his room, and the easiest way was to get him to go there, so we could follow him.

			I watched Knuckles get in the elevator with Stanko, the only two to do so, and knew Knuckles was pissed. No way would he be able to do anything against this target again. Not after riding up an elevator with him.

			I remained still, sipping my club soda and waiting on the call. It came in two minutes. “Passed by him. He’s in room 703.”

			A minute later, “His key card failed. He’s on the way back down.”

			I said, “Roger that. Jennifer, you got the ball. Give us a time hack.”

			She said, “Roger all.”

			Retro came over to my table and said, “You done with me? I’d like to get back some of what I lost in the name of the Taskforce.”

			“Yeah. I’m done until tonight. I’ll need you then.”

			Retro walked and talked like a Neanderthal, but underneath, he was a little bit of a computer geek. Honestly, beyond the loss of his friendship, that was going to be the biggest blow to my team. When he was gone, I’d have to find a replacement on the tech side. But I already had an idea about who that would be—the millennial currently in SF sniper school.

			I said, “You sure that gadget you brought will work?”

			Retro had given Knuckles what looked like a standard iPad charging cord, one with the small brick at the end. Instead of Apple-approved electronics, inside the brick was a man-in-the-middle device that would allow us to digitally drain everything in the iPad through its lightning port. When Stanko plugged it in to charge, we’d start sucking it dry.

			He said, “Yeah, it’ll work. I tested it on my own iPad. It’s set for the Venetian Wi-Fi network, and I can access the website that downloads the data from anywhere.”

			Jennifer came on the net. “Ivan’s at reception.”

			We always gave targets a nickname, just to keep them straight in case there was more than one, because using real names on an open net was a nonstarter. Ivan seemed to fit here.

			I said, “Roger . . . break, break . . . Knuckles, you in the room?”

			“Yeah, I am, but we’ve got a problem. He’s got the iPad cord going straight into a USB outlet from the hotel. There’s a bank of them on the desk. He’s not using the AC adapter.”

			Retro said, “He’ll have to use it sooner or later. We don’t get the info right now, we’ll get it eventually.”

			I said, “It’ll join any Wi-Fi hotspot?”

			Retro sagged back, realizing his mistake. He said, “No. Not if it’s password protected. That needs to be loaded in advance.”

			Jennifer came on. “He’s done. He’s got his new key card.”

			Shit.

			“Knuckles, Knuckles, abort. Get out. We need to regroup on a different course of action.”

			Retro stood up, saying, “Well, that was worth it. Can I get back to the table?”

			I rubbed my forehead and said, “Yeah. We’re done here.”

			I watched Ivan return to the elevators, still wiping a napkin on Retro’s stain, and called Knuckles. “He’s on the way up. You clear?”

			“No. I’m taking a look around. The desk has some paperwork on it.”

			“Abort. I don’t want to risk him knowing we were in there. This is low-hanging fruit. We’ll try something else tomorrow.”

			I heard nothing, prompting me to say, “Knuckles, you copy?”

			He came back, “We won’t be trying anything tomorrow. I have a paper itinerary here for a flight. He’s headed out of town.”

			“Where?”

			“Tel Aviv, Israel.”

			“What time is the flight?”

			“He’s leaving Las Vegas in the morning, and Tyler Malloy is on the same itinerary. I’m out of the room.”

			The first thing that popped into my mind was, Mission accomplished.

			Jennifer came on: “Tel Aviv? What’s there?”

			Knuckles said, “Shoshana, for one. Now I’m glad I’m no good for future work.”
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