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			Dear Reader,

			This short story is a little bit of a departure from previous works, in that it’s the first one not involving any true Taskforce members. In fact, it’s set before the events of 9/11, and thus it takes place before the Taskforce was created. The Israeli team of Aaron and Shoshana generated much more interest than I ever thought they would when I created them. (The truth is that I fully intended to kill them in the book in which they were introduced but couldn’t bring myself to do it.) Shoshana and Aaron’s pasts have been hinted at, but I thought they deserved their own story. As always, there are multiple historical real-world operations threaded throughout the tale. I’ve attributed them to the Samson team and to others, but that is literary license on my part. I hope you enjoy it.

			Best regards,

			Brad Taylor

		


		
			1

			Mar del Plata, Argentina

			June 1998

			Gunther Baumhauer watched his grandchildren scamper around the barn like young colts, getting into just about everything. In his younger years, with his own children, he would have issued a stern warning against such actions, but that was no longer his purview. In truth, he enjoyed the activity, and he’d raised his boys correctly. They would do the same.

			His eldest son, Konrad, entered the barn and immediately began disciplining the children. Gunther held up a hand, saying, “They’re curious. Let them explore.”

			Konrad said, “Father, curiosity is fine in the fields. Not here in this barn.”

			Gunther said, “Don’t worry. I always keep anything dangerous locked up, just like I did with you.”

			Never one to cross his father, Konrad nodded, keeping a wary eye on the boys. A distinguished man of seventy-four, Gunther still projected the ramrod posture of a military man half his age. He had arrived in Argentina in 1946 with nothing but the clothes on his back and a single gold coin. With hard work and perseverance, he’d built a winery out of the raw earth with his bare hands when everyone said that such a thing on the coast was folly. The best wine was grown in the mountainous west, not in the east. Gunther had ignored them all, knowing the climate would work, and now other vintners were moving to Mar del Plata, attempting to emulate his success.

			His work ethic had allowed him to provide for his family, paying for all three of his sons to attend universities, but his true goal was to impart in them what it meant to be a man. Nothing was more important, and he was proud to have succeeded. Now they were continuing the ethos he had instilled in them, with the middle son, Derek, using his computer degree to expand the winery’s reach through something called the Internet. Gunther thought it was a wasted effort but, remembering what he had been told years ago at the start of the winery, had let him continue.

			Konrad said, “Carlos wants another meeting. He wants to talk about a new operation. I think it’s too soon.”

			Gunther said, “Maybe. Maybe not. Depends on what it is.”

			“I can’t see how dealing with them is any better than the people we target.”

			Gunther smiled and said, “I know they are difficult to work with, but they share the same goals. We use them when we can. When?”

			“I don’t know. Carl is on his way back from Buenos Aires. We’ll find out tonight.”

			One of the boys had found an old oak trunk with an iron clasp, the edges worn from age. He attempted to lift the lid and Konrad barked at him to stop. He did so, looking at the adults with fear in his eyes. The other two boys stopped what they were doing, waiting to see if the one would be punished.

			Gunther said, “Let him continue. They’re getting to the age of knowledge. Maybe it’s time to teach them their heritage, just like I did with you.”

			At the words, the two scampered to the trunk, and then all three lifted the heavy lid until it collapsed backward with a thud. The first boy reached inside and brought out a medal of some sort, holding it in the light and saying, “Papa, is this yours?”

			Konrad said, “No. It’s your grandfather’s.”

			The second brought out a folded piece of cloth. He unfurled it, revealing a flag, a bent cross in the center of a field of red. He said, “What’s this?”

			Gunther said, “That, my son, is your heritage.”
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			Tel Aviv, Israel

			June 1998

			“So we’re getting fucked for the mistake the Caesarea made?”

			Aaron Bergman looked at the file on his desk and said, “No. I don’t think that’s the case here. We aren’t being punished.”

			Daniel said, “Sir, come on. We get forced into using two assholes who had no idea what they’re doing, they screw up, and now, we get this witch? We’re done. They wanted it to happen, and now it has.”

			“Daniel, there is no way they would do what they did in Amman just to sink us. The repercussions were too great.”

			“But they did give us two non-Samson operatives. Did they not? If we’d have done the hit, it would have been flawless. And now we get this castoff.”

			Aaron said, “Bring her in.”

			Daniel opened the door and a tall women entered, waif thin, with no curves at all, looking like what Aaron supposed an elf in a Tolkien novel would. If an elf held death in her heart. She stood in front of him at attention. He said, “Shoshana, right?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“You wish to join the Samson team?”

			She said, “No. I wish to serve where I’m most wanted.”

			He looked at Daniel, then said, “What makes you think you’re wanted here?”

			She said nothing for a moment, simply staring at him, until he began to feel uncomfortable under her gaze, as if she were reading his heart. Then she said, “I can work here.”

			Aaron said, “That wasn’t my question.”

			She said, “You take me if you want. Or you don’t. I’m willing to work with you. That should be enough.”

			At that, Daniel blurted out, “Who do you think you are, talking like that? You’re a disgraced operative, looking for a job. You have no idea what we do.”

			Her lips curved into a smile that held no joy, and she said, “Disgraced? Yes, I’m disgraced. That’s why I’m here with you, joining this team. You men have disgraced the entire Mossad. You’re the only unit to have ever caused the resignation of a sitting ramsad. Trust me, I understand why I’m here.”

			Daniel bolted upright and said, “You have no fucking idea—”

			Aaron held up a hand, saying, “Not everything is as it appears.”

			She gave her penetrating glare, and said, “And so it is with me.”

			 • • • 

Fifteen minutes later, Aaron finished his questioning and allowed her to leave the room. He said, “I’m inclined to take her.”

			Daniel said, “Why? She torched a terrorist interdiction with some bullshit about ‘sensing’ he was a good guy? And then she torched the career of a Mossad agent who’d done more than most here in preventing terrorist threats? How on earth can you take her on?”

			Aaron read the file again, seeing that the woman had refused to kill a suspected Palestinian terrorist who had been targeted for elimination. Then that her team leader had attempted to destroy her because of it. The fight had become brutal, in an internal office way, and she’d spilled the fact that her team leader had been making money using Mossad assets. The fact of his overreach had proven true, and he’d been cut free from the Mossad. She’d been reassigned because nobody in her old cell would trust her anymore. Like a cop who had finally snitched on everyone taking bribes, she was internally despised.

			Her old boss swore that she was a traitor, accusing her of sleeping with the enemy, and not in a figurative way. He claimed she was literally sleeping with the Palestinian, and that’s why she refused to target him. And he had provided photos to prove it.

			He read the file and wondered why she was selected for his unit. The entire episode made him wonder about his service and made him think about the woman who’d just left. How does an Israeli Jew decide in the middle of coitus that the man below her isn’t the enemy? How have we become a country that would force a decision on a person in that situation?

			He had killed many, many men in his life, but it had always been because of pinpoint intelligence. Because he knew the target was evil. It’s why Samson had existed as long as it had.

			Originally created as a Special Forces element of the IDF called Sayeret Shimshon—or Samson—they’d specialized in penetrating the Gaza Strip, working as Arabs in a world that was less than hospitable to Jews. They’d learned to live in an environment that wanted to kill them, even as they killed the enemy with surgical precision. Their specialty had been operating in the heart of the beast, hunting the most lethal men on the planet in their own backyard.

			In 1994 Israel gave the Gaza Strip back to the Palestinians. In so doing, Aaron’s unit became superfluous, and was disbanded. Well, disbanded on paper. The high command still maintained Sayeret Duvdevan, the sister counterterrorist unit tasked with the penetration of the West Bank occupied territories, and thus had no use for the Gaza unit, but hesitated to throw away something that had been very difficult to create.

			The Mossad had stepped in.

			In 1979, Operation Wrath of God had ended with the killing of Ali Salameh, the archetype of terror and architect of the Munich Olympic massacre in 1972. After that hit, the Kidon—or bayonet—teams had been reassigned back to general Mossad operations. In 1987, Hamas had formed, and the blood began to flow on Israeli soil. By 1994, some in Mossad were beginning to think disbanding the Wrath of God teams had been a mistake, and were looking to rekindle the Kidon mission, but convincing the command was another story. Too much training. Too much overhead. Too much everything for too little gain. Then Samson fell into its lap. Almost a Kidon element in its own right, all it needed was a little sharpening of a few global edges.

			The Mossad went to work, and the results were seen immediately, with the killing in Malta of Fathi Shaqaqi, the creator of the Palestinian Islamic jihad, in 1995.

			Then had come the hit on the Hamas political bureau chairman, Khaled Mashaal, last year in Amman, Jordan. After a lot of back-and-forth, he’d been marked for death, and Aaron’s team had been given the mission. But they weren’t given the entire operational portfolio. For internal political reasons, they were relegated to staging operations, and two idiots with Canadian passports—two operatives who could barely speak English, much less pass as Canadians—were tasked with the actual hit. They botched it completely, and the repercussions had been enormous, with the ramsad of the Mossad actually flying to Jordan and delivering the antidote to the poison at the request of the king of Jordan.

			That had been a year ago, and now Aaron was being given a castoff whom nobody else in the Mossad would work with. Bringing Samson into the Mossad had been a fight from the beginning, and it looked as if the old guard were sending a signal. They were still the outcasts, and this was one more example telling him his organization had no reason to exist. Except when he questioned the woman, he saw in her heart the very reason they were needed.

			He said, “Bring her back in.”

			Daniel said, “You can’t possibly be thinking about taking her.”

			“Yes. I am.”

			“Sir, come on! We’re in the hole because of Amman! You take her, and you’re admitting that we are worthless. She’s toxic.”

			“Maybe. Maybe not. I’ve never made a decision based on politics, and I’m not about to start now.”

			“Sir . . .”

			Aaron turned his eyes on his teammate and said, “Go get her.”

			Daniel glared for a moment, then relented. The woman followed him in, assuming her position of attention in front of Aaron.

			Aaron said, “You served in the IDF as a helicopter pilot?”

			“Yes. It’s in the record.”

			“Why did you come to the Mossad?”

			“I wanted to serve.”

			“Bullshit. Why?”

			She hesitated, then said, “My grandfather was the wrestling coach at Munich. The first to die. And I wanted to prevent the next Munich.”

			Daniel heard the words and Aaron could see a reevaluation. A change of heart, because the Samson unit’s lineage came directly from the Wrath of God teams that had worked to track down the killers from Munich.

			Daniel said, “Then why did you not kill the terrorist you’d targeted?”

			She turned to him and said, “Because he wasn’t a terrorist. The Mossad was wrong, and he didn’t deserve to die. I can kill, but I don’t do so just because I can.”

			Aaron said, “The file states you were in a romantic relationship with him. Why were you allowed to even stay in the Mossad if that’s true?”

			“Because it’s not true. My team leader set up the targets using me. I slept with them, and he killed them at their most vulnerable.”

			Aaron was taken aback at the statement. He looked at Daniel, and saw he was equally mystified. Aaron said, “Wait, are you telling me that he ordered you to sleep with the targets, so he could kill them? While you were having sex with them?”

			“Yes. It was an easy way to target, and I’m sure you’re thinking through how you can leverage the same tactic.”

			Aaron leaned back in his chair and said, “No, I’m not. I would never allow that. How did you know the man wasn’t a terrorist? After all of the Mossad intelligence on him?”

			She said, “I just knew. I could see it. Read it as easy as you do a book. It wasn’t the first time. My team leader had killed a man earlier who was also innocent. I think it had something to do with his extracurricular activities and not terrorism. He tried to do it a second time, and I couldn’t let it happen.”

			“What do you mean, ‘you just knew’?”

			“I . . . can see things.”

			“What does that mean? ‘See things’?”

			“Never mind. Just leave it. I’m a castoff coming to the castoffs. Take me or don’t.”

			Aaron let that go, asking, “Do you believe in the mission here?”

			“I did, when I was fighting against my grandfather’s murderers. I’m not so sure now.”

			Aaron closed the file and said, “Well, I guess it’s our job to get you sure again.” Aaron saw a little hope in her eyes at the words and believed he’d made the right choice. He said, “You ready to work? We don’t do intelligence collection here. We’re the end of the intelligence collection cycle. The sharp end.”

			Aaron saw something dark grow behind her eyes, a sliver escaping unannounced from the formal interview. She said, “Yes. I am the sharp end as well. Let me prove it.”

			Before he could answer, there was a knock on the door. His secretary stuck her head in, her eyes wide and scared. She said, “They’ve sworn in the new ramsad. His first request was for you. He’s in the building.”
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			Aaron heard the words and instantly thought, This is it. The ramsad—short for rosh hamossad, meaning head of the Mossad—might request their presence for a mission, which in and of itself would be unusual, but he would show up at this little-known back station only if he intended to disband the organization. The last ramsad had resigned under pressure because of the Amman mission, and the new one was clearly going to drive a stake into the heart of Samson, blaming them for the mission’s failure.

			He said, “What’s the Caesarea saying?”

			Caesarea was the select unit that conducted Mossad special operations, and its head was referred to by the same name. It was the wing that did covert action—compartmented from all other Mossad activities—and the one to which the Samson team answered. The commander was the man who had dictated the parameters of the operation in Amman. And in so doing, had dictated its failure.

			Aaron’s secretary said, “Nothing. He came with the ramsad. They’re both in the conference room, waiting on you.”

			Great. No backup there.

			He stood and said, “Shoshana, would you like to meet the ramsad?”

			Taken aback, she said, “I’m not sure that’s my place.”

			Aaron laughed, putting on his jacket. He said, “It might be the only time, because I believe that this is the end of Samson.”

			She nodded, remaining mute.

			Daniel laughed at her reticence and said, “You showed courage in here. Might as well keep it going. Can I come?”

			Aaron moved to the door and said, “The more the merrier.” He opened it and made a show of waving his arm forward, saying, “Shoshana, it was good to know you. You can officially put on a resume that you were part of Samson. For all the good that will do.”

			Aaron led the way down a small hallway, the walls adorned with travel posters for the supposed tour company that employed them. He took a left, walking down a narrow corridor to a conference room door that looked nothing like the simple wooden ones of the offices. This one was steel, complete with a digital keypad. It was a specially shielded room, with copper wiring preventing any electronic emanations or penetration.

			The keypad went green and Aaron entered, finding two men inside: the ramsad and the head of Caesarea. Aaron remained nonplussed. To the ramsad, he said, “Sir, to what do we owe the pleasure of a visit?”

			A man of about seventy, he’d been fighting for Israel since close to its inception, and had commanded Sayeret Matkal, the elite of the Israel Defense Forces. He had no aspirations at being chosen ramsad but had been brought forward after the debacle of Amman. Which could be both good and bad. As a Special Forces veteran, he might appreciate Samson’s pedigree, but the odds were just as good he would blame Aaron for the mess in Jordan. Sayeret units did not take failure lightly.

			The ramsad said, “I’m fairly sure you know why I’m here. The press reports and government inquisition of Amman have reached all the way to the prime minister. Someone has to pay.”

			Aaron nodded, thinking about throwing the Caesarea under the bus, but he simply said, “So it’s to be us? You can’t even announce it to the press. How will this matter?”

			The ramsad said, “No, you’re right. We can’t announce it. But we can let it leak. The population wants a sacrifice. An indication that we are correcting our deficiencies. But that’s not why I’m here. I have another problem. Something worthy of your attention.”

			Unsure of what he’d heard, Aaron glanced at Daniel. “So we’re disbanded?” Aaron said.

			“Yes. From the Mossad. But not from me.”

			“What’s that mean? Sir . . .”

			The ramsad said, “Shoshana, is it?”

			She jerked upright at her name, saying, “Yes, sir.”

			“You’re apparently wanted less in this organization than even the screw-ups of Samson.”

			For no reason whatsoever, Aaron immediately became protective, already believing she was Samson. Or maybe he wanted to defend his latent choice to accept her. He gathered himself and said, “Sir, maybe you should review the record before you begin casting aspersions.”

			The ramsad smiled and said, “No. Maybe you should look at who assigned her to you in the first place. I know the record. Did you accept her?”

			Confused, Aaron said, “Yes, sir. I did.”

			“Good. Because I know her skill. Something you will learn soon.”

			Now the entire Samson team was confused. None of them said a word.

			The ramsad said, “I have a mission for you, and it’s even outside the scope of the Mossad. Yes, you’re being cut free, and because of it, you can walk away, but I’m asking you not to. I’m asking you to take this on without the backing of the state of Israel.”

			The words hung in the air for a moment. In a measured tone, Aaron finally broke the silence. “We won’t do something heinous. If you’re looking for a team to do dirty work, you might want to look elsewhere. We don’t play for pay, cloaking ourselves in the flag of Israel.”

			The ramsad looked at Shoshana and said, “Is it the same for you? I hear you can be bought. Maybe not with money, but with other things.”

			Aaron glanced at her and saw the words strike a chord, but not in the way he would have expected. She seemed to fall into herself for a moment, then a darkness came out, spilling forward with a hatred he could feel from across the room, hinting at a hidden violence she was working to contain.

			She spit out, “You don’t own me, you shit, and nobody can buy what I have to offer. When I give what I have, it’s done freely, and I’m close to giving it to you.”

			The ramsad looked at the head of Caesarea and smiled. He said, “I told you.” Before Aaron could assimilate the change in conversation, the ramsad tossed a folder on the table. He said, “This is the targeting material for a man. We want Samson to kill him.”

			Aaron picked up the folder, saying, “We don’t kill on command.”

			“I understand that. At the end of the day, we must not succumb to the same temptations as the enemy. We must not become the enemy. But sometimes, rarely, we must do the unacceptable. This is one of those times.”

			Aaron flipped open the folder, seeing an ancient picture of a man in a Nazi SS uniform. He said, “What’s he done?”

			The ramsad said, “The man in that photo is Gunther Hoffmeister. He was the guard on the Wall of Death at Auschwitz. In addition to his duties as camp guard, leading our brethren to death in the gas chambers, he personally killed over five hundred people with his own rifle. None of them were Jews. All of them were accused of helping the Jewish population in the camp. Heroes who were attempting to stem the tide of the Holocaust. Nobody mourns their deaths. Common Polish peasants and Polish underground resistance groups who tried to stop the carnage. Now he will get his due.”

			Aaron stared at the face. The seeming innocence. He knew well the story of the Death Wall, having visited Auschwitz on one of his many tours in Mossad. After the Berlin Wall fell, it had been transformed into a monument, and what was inside was chilling.

			The wall was outside of Block 11, just down from the block where medical experiments were performed on the females. Built of simple wood to absorb the bullets and positioned in a brick courtyard, it had seen the death of thousands of people. An astronomical amount of murder in ordinary times, but compared to the butchery of Auschwitz, it was a drop in the bucket.

			He’d seen the basins just inside Block 11, where the condemned laid their clothes before being led out naked. Seen the last vestiges of a human life before that life was taken. He’d wondered how anyone could continue, day after day, to do the crime.

			Now he was looking into the eyes of the man who had done so.

			The ramsad said, “His name now is Gunther Baumhauer, and he runs a winery in Argentina. Your mission is simple. Kill him.”

			Aaron said, “Why don’t we bring him here? Like Eichmann?”

			“We thought of that. Truth be told, after Argentina’s reluctance to help with the bombings there in ’94, I decided not to. Times have changed politically. Nobody cares about Nazis anymore. Nobody but us. I just want him dead.”

			Four years before, in 1994, a suicide bomber had conducted the greatest terrorist attack on Argentinian soil, killing eighty-one people at Asociación Mutual Israelita Argentina, a Jewish assembly building. Nobody had ever been charged, and nobody appeared to be looking into finding out why. It was the largest terrorist attack against the Jewish faith since the creation of the state of Israel, and the odds-on favorite was Hezbollah, but there was nothing Israel could do about it, and nobody else seemed to care. Aaron instinctively understood the interplay with the hit. Kill this man here and disappear, and send a signal to Argentina that Israel wasn’t impotent.

			He said, “Why wash us of the Mossad? This seems right up the Samson alley.”

			The ramsad glanced at the ceiling for a moment, then said, “This doesn’t leave the room.”

			“Of course.”

			“As ramsad, I have an enormous amount of power. But it isn’t infinite.”

			Aaron hesitated for a moment, then said, “Meaning you’ve been told no on this mission.”

			The ramsad smiled and nodded, saying, “Correct. But it still must be done. We’ll lose him if we dither.”

			Aaron said, “I’m not sure I want to take on a mission that the government of Israel has said wasn’t worth it.”

			The ramsad leaned forward and Aaron saw fire. “It is worth it. The politicians grow weak, but the thousands who bled beneath that wall demand vengeance.”

			Shoshana interrupted, saying, “We’ll do it.”

			Aaron snapped his head to her, saying, “Maybe you should wait and hear the fallout. These people aren’t asking because of our patriotism, although they’ll play on that. They’re asking because they look at us as a bullet. Once fired, they no longer care what happens.”

			The ramsad said, “Aaron, what you say is true, except I do care what happens to you. And, yes, I’m asking because of patriotism, but I won’t cut you free. You have my word.”

			Aaron glared at him, trying to generate disdain at the perceived hollowness of the statement, but in his heart, he wanted to believe. He did believe. It was why he served.

			Shoshana stole his moment, saying, “I’ll do it. Alone if I have to.”

			He saw the dark angel in her blossom again, and wondered about the Palestinian mission, where she’d refused to kill.

			He glanced at Daniel, and got a nod. Aaron returned to the ramsad and said, “Okay, sir. We’ll do it.”
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			Konrad took the long way around the block, circling the café where he was to meet his contact. Located in the trendy, hipster section of Buenos Aires known as Palermo Soho, the neighborhood maintained a healthy cross section of expats and tourists from all over the world, making the café a good location for the meeting.

			From across the street Konrad recognized his contact sitting outside, sipping espresso. It was the same arrogant asshole he’d dealt with in 1994. He was a short man of about five foot six, with a swarthy complexion and a neatly groomed beard that made him look more Italian dilettante than the Iranian Quds Force commander he really was.

			Konrad jogged across the street, seeing the man he knew as Carlos follow him with his eyes. He went by the hostess station, ignoring the woman behind the podium and tossing out that he was meeting someone. He looped around the interior until he was exiting again, this time to the courtyard outside.

			Carlos stood as Konrad advanced, holding out his hand. Konrad shook it, then sat down saying, “We agreed not to meet again for another week. This is risky.”

			Carlos said, “Not here. In Palermo, we look like everyone else.”

			“And so does the Mossad. I would think you, of all people, would understand their reach.”

			Carlos sat down, holding out his hand toward the other chair and saying, “That’s exactly why I wanted to meet. Argentina has done nothing about the AMIA attack, but the Mossad has not been quiet. They have killed four of the team, and continue to hunt them. I want that to stop.”

			Konrad was brought up short at the words. He said, “And how will you do that?”

			“I want to kill the station chief here. At the least it will slow them down, but more importantly, it will send a signal to those Zionist dogs to stop interfering with my men.”

			“Wait, wait. The reason you attacked the Jewish center was precisely because Israel convinced Argentina to stop helping you with nuclear technology. You got what you wanted out of that strike. Argentina is helping you again, and they haven’t lifted a finger to investigate the bombing.”

			“But the Mossad assassinate us with impunity, and that must stop. I will not hide anymore.”

			A waitress approached, and Carlos grew quiet. Konrad ordered an espresso, waiting until she’d gone out of earshot before saying, “What do you want with me?”

			“The same thing. I need a car built. I have the explosives.” He slid a key across the table and said, “At a locker in the bus station. Not enough to do what we did to the Jewish center, but this time, it will be for a single man.”

			Konrad took the key and said, “You’re really pushing their patience. Argentina can’t allow another terrorist attack without a response.”

			“I don’t think so. It’s been four years, and this time we aren’t looking for massive carnage. We’re looking for one death. The killing of a man belonging to the organization that brought Eichmann to the Zionist gallows. I would think that would matter to you, given your pedigree.”

			Konrad said, “I’ll have to ask my father. I can’t make this decision unilaterally.”

			“Okay. One other thing: I don’t have a martyr here, like last time. I need the vehicle to be rigged to detonate remotely. Through a radio or some other means. Can you do that?”

			Konrad nodded and said, “Yes, actually, Derek’s been experimenting. He thinks it can be done with a cell phone. The usage will be limited to Buenos Aires because you’ll have to have cell coverage to initiate.”

			“That will be fine. I don’t envision we’ll need it outside of the city, which brings up another point: I need the pattern of life for the station chief. I need to know where to target him.” He slid another key across the table and said, “That key is to a safe-deposit box. It holds enough money to make it worth your while.”

			Konrad left the key where it lay, saying, “We provide support. You provide the action. I don’t have men trained to do what you ask. We’re technicians. We build things. We don’t do operations.”

			“My men, obviously, can’t do it. They are all known to him, and are being tracked. Even if I could get some unknowns here, they would stand out because of their ethnicity. Look, all we need is a pattern. Which roads does he use each morning and afternoon? I’m not asking you to build a target package. Just give me a location.”

			Konrad took the second key and said, “I’ll confer with my father. How soon do you need the vehicle?”

			“No timeline. His pattern will drive that. I guess I need the vehicle when you have the pattern. Say a week?”

			“Okay. I’ll get back to you by the end of the day.”
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			Aaron came out of the bathroom, finding Shoshana and Daniel arguing over their respective bedrooms. They stopped when he entered the den. He said, “Seems to be a pretty good safe house. Only one shower, but the kitchen functions and everyone gets their own bedroom.”

			Daniel said, “She threw her bags in my room.”

			Shoshana said, “He wasn’t even in the room. He went to the other room first, and I went to mine. I can’t help it if he decided he didn’t like what he found. First come, first served.”

			Daniel said, “Bullshit. Seniority gets first choice. I noticed you didn’t move immediately to the master bedroom, because you knew that was Aaron’s. I get second pick.”

			Aaron thought, These two act like teenage siblings, but he knew it would be left to him to resolve, and he didn’t need resentment from either one before they had gelled as a team. He said, “Toss a coin. The winner gets the master. The loser gets his choice. I’ll take what’s left.”

			Daniel and Shoshana looked at each other in embarrassment, the pettiness of their argument sinking in. Shoshana said, “He can have the room.”

			Daniel followed with, “She’s already started unpacking. Forget about it.”

			Before they could start arguing in reverse, Aaron said, “So it’s settled. Get your stuff unpacked. We need to start planning immediately.”

			Ten minutes later, Daniel and Shoshana entered the kitchen to find Aaron at the table, a folder in front of him, some type of uniform hanging from a chair, and a vial of clear liquid sitting in the center of the table.

			They took a seat and he said, “Okay, this is going to be a quick in-and-out thing. The ramsad has already laid the groundwork for us, and it’s pretty simple. Gunther’s seventy-fourth birthday is this week. As he does every single year, he will have dinner with his family at a restaurant called Espigón de Pescadores, on the coast next to Playa Bristol.” He reached over and held up the uniform, saying, “You, Shoshana, will be working there.” He saw her face and said, “Don’t worry. You’ve already been hired. Your first day is today. This afternoon.”

			She said, “Aaron, my Spanish is very, very weak. I won’t be able to do the job.”

			“You’re just a hostess. Nobody is hired as a waitress. You have to work your way up to that position. Your responsibility is to keep the water filled, bring out the food, and do things like provide the pepper for the salads. You won’t have to talk.”

			She nodded hesitantly and he smiled. “I have no doubt you can do it.”

			When she didn’t reply, Daniel said, “How did you bed all of those Palestinians? Surely that was playacting as well. You are Mossad, correct?”

			Aaron saw the darkness spread in her, and for a split second he worried for Daniel’s safety. So did Daniel. The rage was so palpable that he reflexively slid his chair back.

			She said, “I have no doubt about my skills. I’ll kill him, but you make a joke about my past again, and I’ll show you my skills in full.”

			Aaron snapped, “Stop it, both of you. Daniel, I’ll not hear that talk again. We don’t disparage teammates.”

			Daniel turned red, the rebuke strong and the implications clear: Shoshana was an equal. Coming from Aaron made it even stronger, as Daniel respected him more respect anyone with whom he’d ever served.

			Aaron turned to her and said, “He didn’t mean anything by it. Calm down.”

			She said, “You both need to understand something. I’m on the side of Israel, but that doesn’t mean I blindly follow Israelis. You cross me, and I’ll kill you as easily as I will the Nazi.”

			Daniel said, “This is insane.”

			Aaron glared at him and he said nothing else. Ignoring Shoshana’s words, Aaron said, “No more fighting. I’m growing weary of it. This is a simple mission, but it’s important to our survival in the Mossad. The ramsad asked for us for a reason, and this will be our way back in.” He looked at Daniel, saying, “You and I have a history in blood. Use the skills I know you have. Don’t let personalities interfere. Understood?”

			Daniel nodded, his respect for Aaron trumping any thoughts of Shoshana.

			Aaron turned to her and said, “I don’t know your skills, but if you threaten me again, we’ll learn who’s better. I am not your enemy. Yet.” He leaned into her face, speaking in a coldly deliberate manner, his voice not rising above a conversation. “I don’t give a shit about what happened to you in the past. It’s gone. But if you screw up this mission, I will be your enemy, and I am not a man to cross.”

			He said the last with a little bit of the same rage Shoshana had bottled up inside her, and she recognized it for what it was. Saw the purity of the darkness behind his eyes, and she liked it. She nodded.

			He leaned back into his chair, glanced at both of them, then resumed his role as the calculating team leader he was. He said, “May we continue?”

			They nodded.

			He said, “Okay, then. As I was saying, you will become a hostess at the restaurant. As such, you’ll have access to the food presented. According to our information, Gunther orders the exact same thing every year, starting with a prawn salad. He’ll ask for cracked pepper—which is where you come in.”

			Aaron held up the vial on the table. Daniel said, “Is that what I think it is? The same stuff used in Amman?”

			“No, it’s not. What was used in Amman had an antidote. This does not. It’s a conotoxin from a cone snail—extremely deadly. In the wild it basically paralyzes the victim so that the snail can eat it. In this case, it’s been refined to attack the cardiovascular system. In short, it will paralyze Gunther’s heart, looking exactly like a heart attack. You will sprinkle this on the pepper, and then grind the pepper up in his salad. All we need is one small fragment to enter his mouth. The poison will be absorbed by his mucus membranes, and he’ll die within minutes.”

			Shoshana took the vial, asking, “How dangerous is it to handle?”

			Aaron said, “It goes without saying that you need to be careful with it, but it won’t penetrate skin. If it gets on a cut—even a small one—you’ll die. Wear gloves.”

			She nodded, and he said, “The restaurant is out on a pier that’s about a hundred meters long, making it very difficult to get an ambulance to the door. The odds of them being able to transport him to any resuscitation device before he dies is very slim, but it also complicates our escape, should something go wrong. Daniel and I will be inside with you, armed.”

			Shoshana said, “Sounds simple enough.”

			“It is simple, but remember, someone else might want cracked pepper. You’ll naturally serve him first, as the guest of honor, but you’ll have to feign something went wrong with the pepper mill if that happens. Switch it out. We can’t have the entire family keeling over.”

			She nodded, and he asked, “Any questions?”

			“No.”

			“Then let’s get you to the restaurant for your job orientation.”
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			Derek Baumhauer dipped a thin piece of copper wire into a plate of resin, then rolled it in a pile of gunpowder on the table. He set it aside to dry and finished wiring a nine-volt battery and capacitor combination on his workbench. He turned to two Nokia 5110 cell phones, one dismantled. He soldered the capacitor construction to the key points of the integrated circuit board of the phone, then put it back together, the nine-volt dangling outside like the intestines of a gutted animal. Finally, he connected the copper wire—now coated in gunpowder—to the capacitor-battery.

			He held his breath and turned on the phone. It powered up, the small LCD window indicating  NO CELL SERVICE.

			He smiled. Step one’s a success. Now he needed to test the device, but to do so, he needed cell coverage.

			He exited the workroom, seeing sparks fly in the barn as his brothers, Carl and Konrad, worked on a Renault Clio, a small two-door hatchback that was ubiquitous in Argentina. This one was a few years old, blue, with various dents that would allow it to blend in perfectly in downtown Buenos Aires.

			Derek got their attention, Carl setting aside a CutsAll saw and Konrad turning off a blowtorch. Derek held up the two cell phones and said, “I’m going to test. Be back in a couple of hours. How’s the car coming along?”

			Konrad said, “It’ll do. We’re making a right-side blast, thinking that he’ll be walking by on a sidewalk.”

			“And if he’s in a car?”

			“We’ll have to reconfigure for a left side blast, but that’ll be much harder to do, given he’ll be protected. Much more explosive power needed. But we already know he’ll be walking from the last three days. All we need to do is confirm placement.”

			Derek grimaced and said, “I’m not sure about that. I didn’t mind the static tracking, but I’m surprised father agreed. It’s putting us in the operation. What if Carlos says he doesn’t like your pedestrian approach and wants us to track him to his home? It’s dangerous.”

			“I know, but Carlos is paying a large sum of money. Father wants a dry run after his birthday tonight. A final confirmation. Trust in him. He wouldn’t be doing this if he thought it endangered us, and so far it hasn’t. It’s been easy. The man does the same thing every day. It amazes me he’s a Mossad agent.”

			“It still concerns me. Suppose he’s doing the same thing every day just to draw us in? We aren’t skilled in this.”

			Konrad laughed and said, “One more day. After that, they plant the car. If it doesn’t work out, or Carlos says he doesn’t like our recommendation, we leave it up to him to do with the vehicle as he sees fit.”

			Derek nodded, but his mind was turning over the comment about money. They’d never done any operation before because of cash. It had always been about ideology.

			He spent the forty-five minutes driving to Mar del Plata reflecting on what they were preparing to do. Was it worth becoming embroiled in Iran’s politics simply because they hated the Zionists as well? Facilitating Iranian strikes was one thing, but actively conducting the mission was something else.

			He entered the small coastal town on Highway 226, traveling past various businesses and mom-and-pop stores. He hit the large traffic circle that intersected with Highway 2 and pulled into a side street, checking one of his phones.

			Four bars.

			The signal was as strong as he could expect in this town. Cell service had exploded in Argentina, but mainly in the capital of Buenos Aires. Out here, four hours away, it existed, but wasn’t the primary means of communication. If anything, it was a secondary, emergency capability for businessmen who were looking at the technology as a savior for beating out a competitor, failing to realize that its young embrace would return the favor in a few short years, when it would be impossible to succeed without one.

			He set the phone with the gunpowder inside a pot he’d brought for the purpose, then turned it on, waiting for it to register. Wondering if the internal electronics would function, and then wondering if it would cause the desired connection he’d built. He’d constructed plenty of destructive devices with radios, but he was entering a new world with cell phones. He was sure the theory was sound, but wasn’t as positive about his own creation.

			Basically, for any remote detonation, all that was needed was a surge of electricity to a blasting cap. The surge was easy. A battery could do that. What was hard was telling the battery to execute on command. That required a dam or wall that would be lowered only with the correct trigger. Which is where his cell phone idea came in.

			If it could get a call, causing a ring—in effect, sending electricity to a device inside the phone to make noise—it could detonate a car bomb. All that was needed was a gate.

			In theory.

			The copper wire he’d coated in gunpowder was thin enough that even a nine-volt battery would turn it hot, so much so that the gunpowder would harmlessly flare. If he could make that happen, he knew he could initiate a blasting cap.

			He checked the connection of both phones, saw they were on the network, and dialed, an eye inside the pot.

			He saw it connect, the phone now telling the “ringer” to alert the owner. Instead, it was sending current down to the capacitor, breaking the dam and allowing the nine-volt to freely juice the gunpowder.

			He hoped.

			The phone rang and rang—silently in the pot, but loud in his ear with the other cell. He watched and waited, and the phone went to voice mail. He hung up, disgusted at the failure.

			Then the gunpowder flared.

			The vehicle filled with acrid fumes, as if he’d set a book of matches on fire. He pulled back into the traffic circle, rolling his windows down and smiling.
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			Shoshana thought the lead waitress was a raging bitch, and considered giving her a little corrective advice with her fists, but realized the waitress probably just believed Shoshana was a nepotistic leech.

			Two days ago Aaron had introduced Shoshana to the manager, an old Jewish fisherman now too broken-down to leave the shore and working his final years running the restaurant just as he ran his fishing vessel. As it was with elements of the Jewish diaspora the world over, he’d been contacted early in the Mossad’s existence and had helped several Mossad operations with his boats. He’d been put out to pasture, so to speak, when he’d ceased leaving shore but now had coincidentally become a linchpin for their operation. Something he was more than willing to do after being told the target.

			He’d spread the story that his niece was visiting from Israel, and that she was a wayward soul. His sister—her mother—wanted to teach her some discipline and hard work. She would be here only for a week, but it was enough to show her the benefits of an honest job.

			The waitstaff, of course, agreed in public, then treated her like a punching bag in private. Especially the head waitress.

			At the small busboy’s sink, Shoshana was tying her apron, running through her mind the night’s tasks, when the dragon lady of a waitress approached and snapped a sentence in Spanish, speaking so fast Shoshana couldn’t catch it all.

			Something about the sink.

			The waitress saw her look of confusion and switched condescendingly to heavily accented English. “You have not cleaned the colanders like I asked. The chef needs to prepare the prawns as soon as he arrives, and I’m not going to listen to him yell at me. Why are you messing with the pepper grinder? That can wait.”

			No, actually it can’t. Shoshana didn’t say this, of course. She simply nodded, pulling on rubber kitchen gloves and scrubbing the colanders and the basin of the sink.

			Satisfied, the head waitress left the room, and Shoshana quit cleaning, returning to the pepper mill. She dumped the unground pepper onto a paper towel, then separated a small fraction of them. Her plan was to use the fraction of pepper on Gunther’s salad, and if anyone asked for more, she would have to return to retrieve another because hers was empty.

			She glanced at the door, seeing it closed, then withdrew the vial of liquid. Made of glass, it had a rubber stopper not unlike the tubes of blood found in a hospital, only instead of red, the liquid inside was clear with a faint yellow tint.

			She uncorked the vial and carefully dribbled out the poison, thoroughly sprinkling the pepper seeds. She completely coated the small amount with only half of the vial. She replaced the stopper, tucked the vial back in her bag, then lifted the paper towel, forming a funnel and pouring the seeds back into the grinder.

			When she was done, she placed both the paper towel and the gloves into her bag for destruction later. She returned to her work at the sink just as the head waitress returned. Seeing the cleaning wasn’t completed, the waitress became incensed.

			“What are you doing? They came early. They’re here, and you’re still messing around with the colanders. They are our best customers. How long can cleaning those take? What do they teach you in Israel? Or do you have someone else do your cleaning.”

			Shoshana ignored her, saying, “I’ll go give them their water and come back.”

			“No, you won’t. I’ll take the water. You stay back here and clean. In fact, clean those pots too.”

			Shoshana said, “I’m a hostess, not a busboy.”

			“Your uncle wants you to learn, so you learn.”

			Now worried she’d miss the entire dinner, Shoshana said, “I’m not spending the night in here. That’s not right.”

			“You’ll do as I say.”

			Shoshana locked eyes with her, letting a little violence leak out. The waitress faltered under the glare, finally saying, “Okay. You can deliver the food.” In a final show of bravado that was clearly forced, she finished, “If you’ve finished cleaning.”

			Shoshana nodded, returning to the pots. Thirty minutes later, another waitress stuck her head in the room and said, “Come on. Salads are ready.”

			With a grim smile, Shoshana realized the head waitress was now afraid of her. She grabbed her pepper mill and left the room.

			 • • • 

Sitting near an eastern window overlooking the ocean, Aaron and Daniel watched the Baumhauer clan settle around a long dining table at the center of the room, Gunther at the head and his three sons’ families fanning out around it, the wives fighting with the grandchildren.

			Aaron matched the face at the table with a small picture in his lap. Daniel was doing the same, and before Aaron could comment, he said, “That’s the target. No doubt.”

			Aaron nodded, taking a sip of his water. He waited for Shoshana to appear, but she did not. The same waitress that had taken their food order poured the water, then walked away.

			Daniel said, “Where’s Shoshana? Why is the waitress serving the water?”

			Aaron said, “I don’t know, but there’s no reason to panic yet. Give her a chance. She’s probably working through a problem.”

			“She brought our water, and the water for the table across the way. Something’s wrong.”

			“She said everything was fine when we saw her. She looked completely in control. She can handle the mission. If something’s happened, she’ll use her best judgment.”

			Daniel said, “That’s what concerns me.”

			A short time later, the door to the kitchen opened, and several people came out carrying plates of salad. In the lead was Shoshana.

			Aaron said, “See? Nothing to worry about.”

			He watched her approach, and she looked completely natural. As if she belonged. She set a salad in front of one of the wives, then turned to the husband to her left—a man named Konrad according to their intelligence package.

			She set the plate in front of him, and Aaron saw Shoshana falter, staring at him full-on. He glanced back, feeling the gaze, and she averted her eyes, setting another salad in front of the next person. The son known as Derek.

			Then she stared at him.

			Uh-oh.

			She broke her gaze before he noticed, setting the final salad in front of Gunther himself. She became absorbed with his visage. He turned to her and said something. She nodded robotically, and pulled out a pepper grinder from her waistband. She leaned over his salad, but did nothing.

			He said something to her, and she shook her head. She turned to the waitress, mumbled a response, then raced into the kitchen. She returned thirty seconds later, carrying another pepper mill.

			Aaron had no idea what had transpired but feared the worst. She’d brought out the wrong pepper mill, leaving the poisoned one in the kitchen. It was about as unprofessional as he could imagine.

			Daniel said, “What the hell is she doing? This whole staring and running back and forth is going to be remembered.”

			“I know.”

			They both watched her sprinkle his salad with pepper, then turn to the next person. Aaron almost stood up, wanting to shout, Stop it!

			He did not, and she sprinkled the son’s salad, then continued around the table, putting pepper on every plate that wanted it.

			Aaron put his head in his hands, pulling at his hair.

			Shoshana disappeared into the kitchen, and Aaron waited on the catastrophe.

			It didn’t occur.

			Forty-five minutes later, after Shoshana had delivered the main course and kept the water filled, the family finished their meal. They paid the bill and left.

			Daniel said, “What the hell just happened?”
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			Daniel exploded. “You didn’t kill him because of what? Say that again?”

			It was now close to midnight. Aaron and Daniel had left shortly after the Baumhauer family, then sat fuming in the safe house until Shoshana had finished her designated shift. She’d returned, walking into the room defensively. Aaron had known immediately that whatever had happened, it had been her own decision. He’d thought it was because of some security problem. Some issue that would lead to compromise.

			But he was wrong.

			Sitting in a chair, flanked on each side by Aaron and Daniel, she repeated, “There is something going on here that’s more than just killing a Nazi. I looked into them. I saw. They’re evil, and they’ve got something planned.”

			Daniel slapped the table hard enough to make her jump, shouting, “What the fuck does that mean? We have a mission. You accomplish the mission.” He glared at Aaron and said, “We’re done. Samson is done. All because of this idiot and her ‘visions.’ I’ll bet those Palestinians were terrorists after all.”

			Shoshana seemed to suck the light out of the room, her visage turning feral. She turned to him and said, “I’m telling the truth. Those men at the table are going to murder someone, and it’s going to be significant.”

			The glare was enough to stop Daniel’s outburst. In a softer tone, he said, “So you kill the fucker and disrupt the plan.”

			She turned to Aaron and said, “You know it’s not that simple. If I killed him, I would have altered their plan, not disrupted it. I’d have driven them underground, or worse, made them attack early. They think they’re clean right now. And they’re in the final stages of an attack. We can prevent that. Prevent the death.”

			Much more calmly than Daniel, Aaron said, “How do you know? What did you find?”

			Shoshana closed her eyes, not answering. Aaron touched her hand. She opened them.

			He said, “How?”

			In a resigned way, she said, “I told you I can see things. I don’t know how. I just know.”

			Daniel scoffed and stood up, pacing to the kitchen. Shoshana looked at Aaron, wanting his support. He felt her gaze, black orbs drawing him in. Reading him. She said, “You know I’m right.”

			He said, “Bullshit. All you’ve done is put our mission in jeopardy.”

			But for some reason, he did believe. She was unlike anyone he’d ever operated with, having a conviction that eclipsed rational thought. It was borne of something else.

			She said, “I didn’t say that as a question.” She flicked her head at Daniel and said, “He doesn’t believe me. But you do.”

			He chuckled and said, “How do you know what I believe?”

			“Because I can see it.”

			The statement was unsettling, not the least because it was true.

			She said, “You are not like the others. I knew it the minute we met. You can lead me. Use my skills. Do so now, and we save someone’s life.”

			Daniel returned to the table, saying, “You’re not buying into this bullshit, are you?”

			Aaron ignored him, saying, “What do you propose? We don’t have a big enough team to conduct a full penetration of the Baumhauer family. We only had enough to kill him.”

			“We go to the station chief. Tell the ramsad to set up a meeting. We get station assets on the family. Let them figure it out.”

			“Using what? Your ‘vision’? Nobody’s going to buy that.”

			She said nothing.

			He said, “Look, how am I going to approach the ramsad and say that you’ve got a ‘feeling’ that something bad’s going to happen?”

			She set her penetrating gaze on him and said, “Because you’re the team leader. The one I follow.”

			He sighed and stared at the ceiling for a moment, then said, “Daniel, get me the secure cell phone.”
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			Konrad took a sip of his espresso and glanced at his watch, seeing he was inside the window of the station chief’s habitual lunchtime. Today was the final day of tracking, and his path would determine where they’d tell Carlos to place the motorcycle.

			Yes, motorcycle.

			He was still aggravated about that. They’d spent days building the Renault car bomb, integrating the new cell phone initiator at the same time they tracked the station chief. The man had a habit of eating lunch on Florida Street, just a few blocks away from the embassy, but he varied his routes to get there. One place he was always located, for a brief moment in time each day, was the embassy’s main gate.

			In Konrad’s mind, the most logical location for a hit was just outside the Israeli embassy on Avenue de Mayo. The chief had exited the main gate every day, not using any secret exit or driving out of the garage. He simply walked out, then turned left or right on Avenue de Mayo to walk to the restaurants on Florida Street.

			It was the one place that they could guarantee a kill, but Carlos had demurred, stating that de Mayo would cause a massive amount of unnecessary death, as there was no way to prevent the VBIED from killing everyone around him. Carlos wanted something more surgical. Something that would keep the Argentinian government at bay, and the population less willing for a full-court press because of innocent deaths. And so they’d gone back to the drawing board, first analyzing the station chief’s movements, then building a device that was much more likely to kill only him. Not foolproof, but pretty close.

			Each day the station chief went to lunch on Florida Street, taking a circuitous route to get there. Clearly running a halfhearted surveillance detection route, he ended up on the same section of street every lunch hour, but there was no prediction of how he would get there, and setting a bomb on Florida Street was impossible, as it was pedestrian only. There would be no parking a car on that street, even if they could predict the restaurant he would visit.

			After day three, Konrad had picked out the pattern. The section of Florida Street he visited was north of the embassy, but the chief never took a direct route. He went east or west, then walked beyond the stretch of Florida Street he frequented, making a box before coming back south.

			The one constant was Juan Domingo Perón Avenue. He always hit that going south to north, then went east or west until he came to Florida Street, depending on which route he’d taken. From there, he went south on the pedestrian avenue of Florida, finding a place to eat. Unfortunately, Juan Domingo Perón Avenue had no parking for cars. It could be used, but each side was hemmed in with iron posts and broad sidewalks. No way could they park a Renault on the lane without blocking traffic, notwithstanding the car would have to possibly stay for days, waiting on the target to enter the kill zone.

			But they could park a motorcycle.

			The avenue was blanketed with mopeds and motorcycles, all lined up in neat rows facing the sidewalk, which had caused the shift and reconstruction of the VBIED from the Renault to a late-model BMW bike, the charge located in the gas tank with the shrapnel of nails and ball bearings aimed directly through the handlebars. When it went off, there would be a forty-five-degree angle of destruction directly into the brick wall of the building fronting the sidewalk. About as surgical as they were going to get with an improvised explosive device.

			Today was the final day of surveillance. They’d watched the station chief for a total of five days, and out of that time, he’d traveled east to west twice, and west to east three times. If he went west to east today, Konrad would recommend that as a choice spot for the bomb. If he didn’t, he’d leave it up to Carlos to decide. Either way, he and his family were out of the surveillance business.

			Konrad caught movement behind the steel fence providing a buffer to the front of the embassy. He leaned forward, seeing two men exit. One said something and they shook hands. He recognized the station chief. The other was an unknown. They separated, the chief going west up Avenue de Mayo, then taking a right and heading up the thoroughfare known as Maipú.

			With that route, it would be another west-to-east trip to Florida Street. Using a small walkie-talkie, Konrad called Carl, currently positioned on the eastern side in case the chief had chosen that route, redirecting Carl to intersect the target as he traveled north. That done, Konrad made sure Derek—positioned at the intersection of Florida and Perón Avenue and tasked with tracking the chief to a restaurant—had heard that the target was inbound.

			Then Konrad simply sat, drinking his espresso and waiting. Eight minutes later he got the call he’d wanted. “Target has turned once again on Juan Domingo Perón Avenue.”

			Yes. While he attempted to put some randomness into his walk, the station chief had gotten lazy. Probably told himself every day that this day would be different, and he would break his pattern. But he hadn’t.

			Two more minutes passed, then Derek came on. “I have him. He’s walking by me now. He entered a coffee shop called Il Barista.”

			Konrad said, “Good enough. Our work is done here. You guys head back to Mar del Plata and get the bike ready for transfer. I’ll set up a meeting with Carlos.”

			Carl said, “Copy all.”

			Derek said, “Konrad, the chief is meeting with the people from the restaurant.”

			Huh?

			“Come again?”

			“Remember that hostess who screwed up with the pepper mill? The one the waitress yelled at because she’d brought an empty one?”

			“Yes.”

			“She’s inside talking to the station chief. And the man she’s with I could swear ate dinner the same time we did.”

			The implications hit Konrad immediately. No way was this a coincidence. The waitress was a plant, and the man was probably Mossad. For the first time, he was glad Carlos had insisted that they conduct the surveillance. If Carlos’s men had, the connection would not have been made. The only question now was what they were up to. Why had they been in the restaurant? No way was it because of the planned attack against the Mossad agent. If it had been, the station chief would have been much, much more alert, and the meeting would have definitely been conducted in secret—not in a coffee shop.

			Only one way to find out.

			“Carl, Derek, I want you to remain. I’ll prep the motorcycle and get it to Carlos. Follow the two back to whatever transportation they have or whatever hotel they’re staying in.”

			Carl said, “And then what?”

			“Take them to the fortress and hold them. I’ll meet you there. Derek, do you still have that test cell phone?”

			“Yes.”

			“Bring it with you, in case I have to contact you.”

			“There’s no cell service out in the jungle.”

			“Just do it,” Konrad snapped. “It’s better than nothing if I have to call you on the road.”

			Carl said, “What do you think is going on?”

			“I don’t know, but whatever it is, it isn’t good.”

		


		
			10

			“I don’t know what kind of strings you pulled to get me here, but I’m not wasting assets on a bunch of ghosts. I have my hands full with Hezbollah.”

			Shoshana bristled at the words. The meeting was going nowhere, as she knew it would as soon as the station chief had entered the café. She’d known immediately that he didn’t give a rat’s ass about their information. Truthfully, no special skills were needed to see the indifference written on his face—mixed with aggravation at being forced into this meeting.

			She said, “We wasted two days for this guy?”

			“Hold on,” said Aaron, “let’s give him a chance.”

			It had taken a day and a half to get through the bureaucracy to even set up the meeting, then another half day to work out the particulars of when and where—most of the time wasted because of the inefficient means of communication. Aaron’s team couldn’t contact the embassy directly and were forced to go through Tel Aviv.

			Shoshana had watched the chief saunter over and sit down. He’d introduced himself as Gideon—a name everyone at the table knew was false—and then said, “So, a team that’s been in-country for all of five days knows more about the threats in this town than the Mossad station?”

			It had gone downhill from there, with Aaron describing their requirements and Gideon refuting each request, until he’d finally told them his focus was Hezbollah, no matter what strings Aaron had managed to pull. He saw Shoshana’s aggravation and said, “You do realize there is a threat from Iran, right? Did you happen to hear about the suicide bombing here in ’94?”

			Shoshana said, “We don’t need your sarcasm, we need your help. There’s an attack coming, and it’s going to be soon.”

			Gideon leaned back and said, “Oh yeah, I heard. From Nazis.”

			Shoshana started to snap at him, and Aaron touched her arm, keeping her quiet. In a calm voice he said, “There’s no reason to belittle us. The ramsad gave us our target here. We didn’t make it up, and we can’t help what we’ve found.”

			“Which is what, exactly? You haven’t said.”

			“We don’t know exactly. That’s why we’re talking to you. We need station assets to find out.”

			“Well, at least tell me the parameters. What type of attack? How did you come across the information? Who’s your source?”

			“As you know, we’re tracking Gunther Baumhauer. In the process of building a pattern of life, we came across indicators of operational planning. We don’t know who, what, or how, but he’s not a retired Nazi. He’s using his sons to develop an attack, and that’s all we know. I’d tell you the specifics of how we found the indicators, but I can’t compromise sources or methods, on order of the ramsad.”

			Which was the only way he could think of to avoid saying it was nothing more than a feeling from a woman who appeared to be some type of empath, something that would guarantee they’d be shown the door. In truth, he was surprised the ramsad had even agreed to arrange the meeting, but the head of Mossad alone appeared to believe in Shoshana even as everyone else shunned her.

			After spending a day and a half bouncing between offices, begging each one, Aaron had eventually gotten the ramsad on the phone. He’d explained that they’d delayed killing the target based on a greater threat they had discovered. The ramsad had questioned Aaron, of course, eventually getting to the point where, like the station chief now, he had pressed, asking, “How do you know? What asset gave you the information?”

			Not being able to use any “sources and methods” excuse with the head of the Mossad, Aaron had gritted his teeth and said, “Sir, Shoshana met them at dinner. She says she . . . saw something in the father and the sons. It’s why she didn’t execute the mission.”

			He waited on the backlash, feeling stupid he’d even bothered to call. After the words spilled out, he realized how ridiculous they sounded. But a part of him believed her conviction. To his utter surprise, the ramsad said, “Stand by your phone. I’ll set up a meeting with the Argentina station.”

			It took a second for Aaron to find his voice. “Sir? Based on that?”

			“Yes. Based on that. I told you she was special. It’s why I gave her to you and not another team.”

			Not knowing what else to say, Aaron settled for “Thank you, sir.”

			“Don’t thank me yet. Understand, I will defer to the station chief. He also has his orders, and they take priority over you.”

			Now, sitting in the café with Gideon, Aaron wasn’t sure if it was the station’s priority that was affecting Gideon’s willingness to help, or the fact that the threat seemed outrageous. Aaron would have backed off at that point, except for the small fact that the ramsad seemed to believe in Shoshana.

			Gideon said, “I know you have the ear of the ramsad, and you believe that gives you weight, but he’s also given me my targets. I’ve eliminated half of the cell from the ’94 bombing, and currently have two more in my sights. I don’t have the assets to divert to some decrepit Nazi based on indicators alone.”

			Aaron said, “Maybe a trade then. I have a Samson team here. Targeted killing is what we do. I don’t have the sources in Argentina to investigate a threat, or the contacts to even begin penetration here, but I can certainly track a target.”

			Gideon smiled at that and said, “I don’t need another Amman here.” He flicked his head to Shoshana and said, “Especially with her on your team.”

			Aaron heard the words, the aggravation building from two different directions. One, that his team was perceived as screwing up the Amman hit, and two, that Shoshana’s reputation had actually made it here, to this backwater station.

			Shoshana started to rise from her chair, and he touched her arm again. She looked at him, the fury leaking out, and he said, “Not now.”

			She jerked the arm away, but remained silent.

			He returned to Gideon. Aaron said, “You have a problem here, and I’m willing to solve it. You cast aspersions on me and my team, but you have no idea of our history. You are looking at an attack. I want to stop it. That is all I want. To stop an attack against Israeli interests.”

			Gideon said, “I deal with more threats on a daily basis than you could possibly conceive. I’ve handled them just fine. I don’t need your help, and I don’t want it.”

			Shoshana pulled out the vial that held the remaining poison and slapped it on the table. She said, “I was willing to kill for a purpose. You slander me as if what I’m doing is a joke. Keep this as a token. When you’re picking the bodies off of the ground.”

			Gideon said, “Melodrama. About what I would have expected from you. We’re done here.”

			He stood to leave and Shoshana grabbed his arm, saying, “Listen to us. Someone is going to die soon. It might be you.”

			He pulled his arm away and laughed, saying, “I’m the hunter in this land. And I have a mission to continue. From the ramsad.”

			He left the coffee shop without another word. Shoshana glared at Aaron, and he said, “We can’t dictate. We can only advise. And now we have to determine how to accomplish our mission, since we missed the chance at the restaurant.”

			She said, “Eliminating that old Nazi will do nothing but provide mental satisfaction. His sons are going to slaughter people. I cannot understand how we don’t want to stop that.”

			Aaron handed her the poison, then threw some cash on the table for the coffee. He said, “It’s not that they don’t want to. They don’t believe.”

			He stood to leave, and she said, “Do you?”

			She was staring at him in earnest, wanting someone to at last value her worth. He said, “Yes. I do.”
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			They entered the flow of pedestrians on Florida Street, Shoshana a half step behind Aaron. She said, “What are we going to do now?”

			“Get back down to Mar del Plata and call the ramsad. Let him know the state of play. Either he’ll help us, or redirect our mission.” He looked at his watch and said, “We have about five hours before the plane departs. Plenty of time. I guess we can call Daniel and tell him not to bother driving up.”

			“Wait, why don’t we spend the night here? Call the ramsad from here? If he forces a redirect of station assets, we’ll have to meet Gideon again, which will mean another trip. Let’s let Daniel make the drive, and we can all go back with him tomorrow if it’s a bust.”

			He considered, and she said, “Another day’s not going to matter in that Nazi bastard’s life.”

			He said, “Makes sense.” He continued walking, saying, “You put a lot of faith in the Ramsad.”

			She said, “My brother was Sayeret Matkal. He was killed in Lebanon, and the ramsad talked to our family. I met him then, when my military time was coming to a close. He encouraged me to continue serving. It’s why I joined the Mossad.”

			Aaron simply nodded. Shoshana said, “What about you? Why are you here?”

			“It’s a long story.”

			They turned the corner onto Juan Domingo Perón Avenue, heading toward the hotel they’d used the night before, and she wouldn’t let it die. She said, “Okay, tell me. We have a ten-minute walk.”

			His voice flat, he said, “My family was killed by a suicide bomber in the first intifada. He boarded a bus and killed everyone on board. He came from Gaza. I was in basic training at the time, and there was no question of where I would end up. Samson.”

			“How did you feel when we gave Gaza back?”

			He stopped and said, “I don’t feel one way or the other. All I want is peace. If that means violence, I’ll provide it. You’re looking for something that isn’t there.”

			He turned to see her reading him with her weird glow. He said, “Stop that.”

			She said, “Stop what?”

			“Whatever you’re doing. It’s unsettling.”

			She nodded her head, reminding him of a robot from a movie. As if she didn’t understand what she’d done wrong, oblivious to her own abilities. In truth, she confused him. She was obviously damaged, no longer believing in any chain of command after what had happened to her, but she was also so sure of herself that he couldn’t help but be drawn in by her confidence.

			He also felt sorry for her. She had been thrown into a nether war that had sucked the life out of her. She might never be a normal person, or live a normal life, and it made him sad. She was damaged beyond repair by events outside her control.

			Not unlike himself.

			She said, “I’m sorry. I can’t help it. I just do it. Like you breathe. I mean no harm.”

			He said, “I know. It’s just . . . not polite.”

			She laughed and said, “I like this team.”

			He said, “Really? After the way Daniel treated you?”

			“Yes. He’s just confused by me, but he is good. Pure. It’s why I joined your team.”

			The statement brought Aaron up short. He said, “You had no choice in that.”

			She turned cold, and he saw a flicker of the dark angel. “Make no mistake, I have a choice. I see what is good. And I also see what is evil. I used to doubt my skill, when I didn’t know better, and it cost the lives of two men I knew were innocent. I follow you now because of it. Don’t prove me wrong.”

			Aaron said, “Don’t put that on me. I can’t compete with some crazy psychic bullshit. I do what I do, and I need you to follow me, regardless of your ‘visions.’ Can you do that? Or do I need to worry?”

			She said, “You don’t need to worry. I already told you, I know your heart.”

			They turned the corner and Aaron looked at her for deception. He saw a childlike innocence grafted on a woman who’d seen enough evil to know better, the child yearning to fit in, but the woman believing it was futile.

			She said, “I’ll follow you into hell, and I’ll be the one on the other side with you. Me and Daniel.”

			He smiled and said, “Hell won’t be required.”

			A white van pulled up, bouncing onto the sidewalk. Aaron leapt back, cursing. The sliding door opened, and he was staring into the barrel of a pistol. He recognized the son named Carl.

			“Get in, or I’ll shoot you right here.”
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			Konrad slid a map and a scrap of paper across the table. Carlos picked up the scrap first, saying, “What is this?”

			“The number of the cell phone initiator. You call that number, and the bomb goes off. There is a delay, though, so you need to dial early. Maybe give it five seconds or so.”

			He nodded, then said, “And the map?”

			“It shows the station chief’s lunchtime travels over the past week. The X is where we recommend placing the bike. He’ll walk in front of it, and the building to his back will enhance the explosive effect, as well as protect any other civilians nearby.”

			“What if he doesn’t take that route?”

			“That’s always a risk, but he’s taken that route more times than the others. You’ll just have to follow him every day. Sooner or later, he will. When are you going to emplace it?”

			“I want to do it tonight, for a hit tomorrow.”

			“That’s no problem. I can have the weapon driven up today. It’ll be here before nightfall.” He was thinking, The sooner the better.

			He had spoken to his father, and they’d analyzed the implications of the meeting Derek had observed, which ranged from civilians who had suspicions about Gunther to actual Mossad operatives dedicated to hunting him like Eichmann. He had the two from the restaurant, and would soon learn who they were, but they were just the linkage. The primary problem was the station chief: Whether he was controlling a team or just receiving information he hadn’t begun to service, he was dangerous. He needed to be eliminated.

			It was no longer a question of ideology, but survival. Somehow, the Mossad had learned his family’s secret. Konrad had considered telling Carlos, but was afraid the man would back out of the operation, for fear his cell had been penetrated simply by association.

			Carlos tapped the map, thinking. He finally said, “Would you be willing to conduct the operation? We will pay handsomely.”

			Konrad snapped his head up at the words, saying, “What? No way. What are you trying to pull here?”

			Carlos held his hand up, glancing at the counter of the café, the barista staring at his outburst. He said, “You’ve already scouted the kill zone, and developed the pattern of life. You know more about the mission than any of my men, including this new cell phone initiator. It makes sense, does it not?”

			“No, it most certainly does not.”

			Carlos sighed and said, “Okay, I’ll tell you the truth. I can barely muster the forces to do this. The damned Mossad have killed over half my men, and the two that I was going to use have reported that they think they’re under surveillance. I fear they will be killed next. I’m going to send them back home, and get clean reinforcements, but if I do, the mission will be delayed at least a month. In that time, the station chief may alter his routines—or be replaced altogether.”

			A month was too long. In that time, the Mossad could kill more than these despicable Iranians.

			Konrad said, “Is this what you planned all along?”

			“No. I promise. Like I said, I had two men slated for this operation, but they’re now convinced that they’re compromised.”

			Konrad said, “How much money?” He was thinking about his family’s future. Even if they killed the station chief, the winery was done. They would have to relocate, and that would be expensive.

			Carlos leaned forward and said, “You set the price. The one thing I do have access to is money.”

			Konrad stood, saying, “I’ll have to confer with my father, but make no mistake, if he agrees, it will be much more than you’ve paid so far.”

			Carlos said, “That’s fine.”

			“If we agree, I will call you with the price. If we don’t, I’ll tell you where to pick up the device.”

			Carlos said, “Understood.”

			Konrad slid over his check for the snack he’d eaten, saying, “You can start with this.

			He went outside, winding down Florida Street until he found a bank of pay phones. He called his father at the winery, explaining all that had occurred. To his surprise, Gunther agreed with Carlos. Konrad said, “But I don’t have the manpower to do it. Carl and Derek have the two from the restaurant and are headed to the fortress. I can’t pull them back in, because it’ll take two people to watch them.”

			“How hard can it be? You need a trigger at the embassy, then a call as to which way he goes. That’s one man. Then you need someone watching the kill zone to initiate. That’s another man. Just two.”

			“But, Father, I have only myself.”

			“Wrong. You have me.”

			After the conversation was complete, Konrad reflected that his father seemed almost giddy about operating again. Relishing the chance to get back into the arena.

			He dialed another number, hoping his brothers hadn’t traveled so far they had lost cell coverage. They were headed to a decrepit stand of concrete buildings eight hours away, deep in the jungle of the Misiones Province, a spit of land that was surrounded on all sides by Paraguay, Brazil, and Uruguay.

			Constructed by ODESSA—the SS group that created the ratlines facilitating the flight of Nazis escaping justice—near the end of World War II, it was envisioned as a Nazi safe haven for the SS should the worst occur. The worst had happened, but it had never been used, as Argentina was more than accommodating to their new German citizens, never looking too hard at the name on the passport.

			Gunther now used it as a safe house for other, less savory things. Such as the interrogation of the two suspected Mossad moles.

			The phone rang five times, and then, remarkably, Derek answered. Konrad explained the new plan, telling him that he wouldn’t be at the fortress until late tomorrow.

			Derek said, “And what of our prisoners?”

			“Just hold them until I get there.”

			“You don’t want us to interrogate them?”

			“You can get what you want out of them, but don’t kill them until I’ve had a chance to talk to them.”

			“That’s my only limit?”

			“Yes.”

			“Good, because they stink of Jews. They’ll be alive when you get here, but they’re probably going to wish they were dead.”
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			Shoshana saw the son named Derek hang up the cell phone, wondering what had been said. She didn’t speak German, but she learned the gist of the conversation when he lashed out with a slap, knocking her to the floor of the van.

			He said, “So you know, the only thing I can’t do is kill you. And that leaves a lot of room, you Jew bitch.”

			She spit the blood out of her mouth, but said nothing. Waiting on her leader.

			The two men hadn’t bothered to bind them in any way, content with the threat of Derek’s pistol. The van they were in had been stripped of its backseats, with some construction trash, a vinyl tarp, and a toolbox the only items occupying the space. Ordered to sit on the floor with their backs against the sidewall, Shoshana had watched the buildings grow smaller, and realized they were leaving Buenos Aires.

			They’d been driving north for close to four hours, paralleling the Uruguay River on the border of the country with the same name, when the phone call had come in. Shoshana had no idea where they were headed, but understood wherever it was, it wouldn’t be good. To her left, she saw Aaron studying the problem, acting meek, but seeking an opening. He was lethal, she knew, and when he struck, so would she.

			The driver, Carl, asked something in German—presumably about the call—and Derek answered. The information was clearly not what Carl wanted to hear. He raised his voice, and Derek matched the tone. Eventually, he returned his attention to the road, but the conversation appeared to leave Derek in a foul mood.

			Twenty minutes later, the van slowed and they turned off the main highway onto a crumbling blacktop tracing off into the woods. They bounced along for what Shoshana figured was over an hour, the blacktop giving way to a two-lane dirt road, then eventually becoming a single-track pass snaking into the jungle.

			Throughout the trip Derek’s eyes never left the two of them; the pistol in his hand never wavered from its aim.

			Breaking the silence, but not wanting to antagonize Derek any further, Aaron said, “What do you want from us?

			Derek said, “Want?” He laughed and said, “Only your life. But I’ve been forbidden from taking that outright. In the meantime, I want to know how you found my father.”

			Aaron nodded and said, “I think there has been some mistake. We had no idea your father was a famous criminal. We were in that restaurant to catch someone else.”

			Derek slapped the barrel of his weapon against Aaron’s head, rocking him into the side of the van. Shoshana rose up and Derek placed the barrel between her eyes.

			“Do it, bitch. I can’t be faulted for self-defense.”

			She slowly sank back down, and he said, “Yes. That’s right. No guts to fight. Just like father said. Led off to the gas chamber because you wished for the mercy of someone better than you.”

			Aaron rolled upright, a tear across his nose. Shoshana started to lunge forward at the words, and he held her back, saying, “Stop. He is right. We are at their mercy.”

			Shoshana’s eyes exploded in fury. She spit out, “I’d rather die in this van fighting these maggots.”

			Derek punched her in the face, bouncing her skull against the steel of the van. She rolled over onto her knees, telegraphing her attack. Aaron tackled her, getting control of both of her arms and staring deep into her eyes. He said, “You were right before. I am right now. Nobody is dying here.”

			He leaned into her ear and, in Hebrew, whispered, “At least none from Israel. Patience.”

			She didn’t believe him, feeling she was being sold out yet again. She bored into his eyes and saw it was true. He cared for her, and would bring her out alive. He truly believed it, and she saw he would sacrifice himself to do so.

			It was a revelation.

			She sagged back, letting him get up.

			He turned to Derek and said, “No more harm. We’ll go peacefully.”

			The driver turned around and said something in German. Derek didn’t hear him, and leaned in toward the cab for a split second. Long enough.

			Aaron struck, slapping the weapon to the side and hammering Derek in the temple. Derek screamed, slamming his left fist into Aaron’s gut. Aaron dove on him, and they rolled into the back of the van, fighting for control of the pistol.

			Shoshana was shocked by the attack, but immediately turned to help, then saw the driver grab a pistol. He began to rotate to the rear, and she redirected, smacking the weapon high. It discharged through the roof, and the driver snarled, attempting to maintain control of the van and fight at the same time.

			He brought the weapon to bear a second time, and Shoshana stabbed her fingers into the tangle of nerves at the collarbone, pinching hard with one hand and digging into her pocket with the other. He screamed in pain, his mouth wide, and she jammed the vial of poison into the open maw.

			She grabbed the wrist of the gun hand with her right, and slammed her left into his mouth in a backhanded hammer punch, feeling the vial break.

			Not waiting for results, she joined her left hand with her right on his wrist, then used both arms to torque backward, snapping it. The gun dropped, and he screamed again, spitting out bloody glass in a macabre vomit.

			The van continued bouncing down the rutted road, the view from the outside giving no clue to the deadly battle occurring within. Five seconds later, as Shoshanna still struggled with Carl while the men in back fought for dominance, the poison began to take hold. But not in the way she’d hoped.

			Carl’s eyes flew wide, and he jammed his foot on the gas in a spastic response, slapping his hands to his chest. The van raced forward, gathering speed, then careened off the road, dropping down into the jungle. It bounced once, then turned over, tossing all inside like stones in a tin can before slamming into a gigantic tree.

			Shoshana was hammered against the driver’s seat, the padding of the captain’s chair muting the blow. Aaron and Derek were thrown at forty miles an hour through the length of the van, each slamming into an unforgiving piece of metal at the end. Carl remained in his seat belt, for all the good it did him.

			Time stopped for a moment. Shoshana rolled upright, putting a hand to her head and trying to clear the fog, hearing nothing but the ticking of the engine as it cooled. Then someone groaned. She glanced toward the front and saw Derek between the seats, his lower right leg bent back with a piece of white bone poking through his jeans. He was attempting to get upright, and having no luck.

			She saw Aaron crumpled behind the passenger seat, and crawled to him, checking his vitals. He had a nasty, growing contusion to his forehead, but he was breathing. She glanced quickly around the van, finding the pistol Derek had held. She leaned forward, over Derek’s torso, searching for Carl’s weapon. She saw it in the footwell, underneath Derek. She wormed forward, straining her arm down, then patted the floor until she felt it. Her hand closed around the butt, and Derek grabbed her arm.

			She said, “Let go.”

			His eyes unfocused, he moaned, but held on. She reached back and tapped the bone coming through his pants. He shrieked and released her.

			She slithered back into the cargo bay and wrenched open the sliding door. She pulled Aaron’s unconscious body out of the van and laid it in the grass, making sure he was still breathing. She wondered what she was going to do now, out in the middle of the jungle.

			Then she remembered the phone. She went back inside the van, leaning over Derek. He was mewling in pain, but still had not managed to get upright. She said, “Where is that cell phone.”

			He stopped groaning, looking at her in hatred, his eyes now focused and clear. He spit into her face.

			She leaned back, wiped her cheek, then pulled one of the pistols out of her waistband and tapped the bone with the barrel. He screamed like an animal, then shouted, “Pocket. Upper right pocket of my jacket.”

			She retrieved it and saw they were out of cell coverage. Damn it.

			She said, “Look at me.”

			He did so. She said, “Do you want to live?”

			He nodded.

			“Tell me what you had planned. Where and when is the attack?”

			He said, “There isn’t an attack. We were just taking you because of my father. Because you met the Israeli station chief.”

			“Liar.”

			“It’s true. We knew Mossad wanted to find our father, and you being in the restaurant was too much of a coincidence.”

			She tapped the bone again, eliciting another wail. He said, “I’m telling the truth!”

			Inexplicably, Carl, still in the driver’s seat, sat upright and groaned, his mouth leaking blood from the glass shards. Shoshana then remembered that the poison might take minutes to finally kill.

			Derek said, “Help him. Please.”

			Shoshana knew then how she’d get Derek to talk. She said, “Derek, we were tracking your Nazi scum father. We were going to poison him, making it appear like a heart attack. I used that poison on Carl. It’s why we crashed. I have the antidote, and if I don’t administer it in the next few minutes, he will die.”

			Derek shouted, “Do it, you bitch! Don’t let him die!”

			“The attack.”

			Carl moaned again, his head falling forward, and a string of bloody drool dripped onto his leg.

			Derek saw the vile display, and gave up. He said, “It’s a bomb inside of a motorcycle.”

			“Target?”

			“The Mossad station chief.”

			“When?”

			“Tomorrow. Sometime tomorrow.”

			“Where?”

			He grew fearful. “I don’t know. I swear to God I don’t know. Somewhere on his walk to lunch. I’m not in charge of emplacing it.”

			“Say good-bye to Carl.”

			“I don’t know! It’s just on a road somewhere close to where you met him, maybe Perón Avenue. That’s all I know. Konrad is in charge.”

			She smiled, the grin becoming an evil, twisted thing. She said, “Okay. I believe you. Now say good-bye to Carl.”

			He said, “I’ve told you all I know. I swear. Give him the antidote. Get help. Remember, I told you before I wasn’t going to kill you.”

			She checked the chamber of her pistol, ensuring a round was seated, and said, “I don’t have an antidote.”

			Trying to comprehend, he said, “But you . . . you told me . . .”

			She sighted down the barrel, the dark angel flaring out of her. He saw the blackness flow and looked at her in terror.

			She said, “I lied.”

			Then pulled the trigger.
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			Shoshana retreated to Aaron, taking stock of her situation. She figured they’d been doing no more than thirty miles an hour while on the rutted blacktop, then had slowed once it had run out, driving no faster than fifteen miles an hour when the road had turned into single track. So, figuring they’d been driving a little over an hour, she probably had twenty or twenty-five miles to the main highway, where she could get cell coverage and call Daniel.

			But what if there isn’t coverage? She would then be walking south, on the main highway, until she at least reached the location where Derek had taken the call.

			Moving further and further away from Aaron.

			She glanced at her watch and saw it would be dark soon. She’d be walking through the night, and she’d have to leave him here, unconscious, in the jungle.

			So he comes with me.

			She ran back to the van, searching for the toolbox she’d seen earlier. It had split open at impact, scattering tools all over the cargo bay. She kicked through the pile of socket wrenches, vice clamps, and drill bits, finding a small hatchet and a hacksaw. She gathered both up and leapt out of the van and into the jungle. In short order, she had two sturdy poles from lengths of saplings.

			She returned to the van, snatching up the vinyl tarp. She draped it over the poles and saw it would work. She just needed something to hold it together.

			She took the hatchet and went back into the van, attacking the dash as if she were toppling a tree, ignoring the dead bodies as she hacked. Eventually, she had a hole exposing wires underneath. She ripped out two seven-foot sections, then returned to her makeshift litter, threading the wire through the grommets in the tarp.

			She finished by lashing a small crossbeam at the bottom, then used her remaining wire to fashion a loop in the front, going from one sapling to another.

			She placed the litter next to Aaron, then rolled him on top of it. She wiggled into the loop, took a sapling in each hand, and began to drag him up the slope to the road, the wire on her stomach.

			It took fifteen minutes to simply reach the dirt track, her feet slipping and sliding on the slope, forcing her to fight her makeshift litter to keep Aaron from spilling out. By the time she reached the road, she was out of breath. She ran an arm across her forehead, seeing the sun was setting.

			She held up the phone, hoping against hope. Nothing. She glanced down the single track, slipped the loop around her waist, and started walking, dragging the dead weight of her team leader.

			 • • • 

One foot. Next foot. One foot. Next foot.

			Time had ceased to have any meaning, the blackness of the jungle night enveloping everything, as if she’d had sackcloth dropped over her head. Shoshana was growing delirious, her entire world centered on the mantra in her head.

			One foot. Next foot. One foot. Next foot.

			She so badly wanted to stop. To rest. Her muscles and sinews were screaming at her to quit, but Derek’s words provided the spark to ignore the pain. The attack was coming tomorrow. Today? Was it past midnight yet?

			She didn’t know, but she understood that a break might be the difference between success and failure.

			Her shoe caught on something in the road, and she fell forward, smashing down onto her knees. She cursed in pain, then patted the ground.

			Asphalt. My God. I made it to the blacktop.

			She’d tripped on the edge of the paved portion of the road. She hurriedly pulled the cell phone out of her pocket, then had to restrain herself from flinging it into the darkness.

			No service.

			The lack of a signal didn’t dampen her enthusiasm, because she knew she was close. She stood up, and began pulling again, her body begging her to stop.

			She did not.

			Forty minutes later, she noticed that she could make out the trees alongside the road, like ghosts in a mist. Dawn was coming. She had dragged her team leader the entire night.

			She continued, and the sun began its slow rise into the sky until the details in the tree line began to form. Eventually, she could see. She paused her march, wondering how much farther she had. She let the loop slip from her waist and lowered Aaron to the ground, staring forward.

			She saw a break in the trees, no more than a hundred meters away. It had to be the highway. Excited, she hoisted Aaron back up, and he moaned.

			Outside of the slap of her feet and the grating drag of the poles, it was the first thing she’d heard in over twelve hours. She lowered the rails and jumped out of her makeshift harness, crouching over him. His eyelids fluttered.

			She picked up his hand and patted it, getting no response. She pulled up his shirt, exposed his sternum, then began harshly raking her knuckles over the bone. On the third swipe, his eyelids popped open, his hand grabbing her wrist.

			She stopped, seeing his aura begin to radiate. She smiled and waited. He looked left and right, then tried to sit up. He got halfway, then sagged back down, putting a hand to his forehead.

			She said, “Aaron, can you hear me?”

			He dropped the hand and said, “Yes. I can hear you. Thank God I can hear you. It’s the last thing I expected.”

			He sat up again, this time stronger, looking around. He said, “Where the hell are we?”

			“About a hundred meters from the main highway. Can you walk?”

			He took that in, confused, saying, “What main highway?”

			She became agitated, saying, “The main highway going back to Buenos Aires. We don’t have time for this. Can you walk? There’s an attack happening around lunchtime today. Maybe sooner.”

			Aaron heard her words, still in a fog. He said, “Attack?”

			She said, “Get up. Please. Get off of that litter and start walking. Can you do that?”

			He did so, a little weak and unsteady, but growing stronger. He said, “Where are we?”

			“I told you, we’re near the highway.” She pointed through the woods and said, “That’s it.”

			“How did we get here?”

			“I brought you.” She said the words as though she was talking about buying a pint of milk.

			He went through where they had crashed, and where they were now, staring at the litter. He said, “It’s daylight. How long was I out?”

			“All night.”

			He looked at her, reappraising every single thing he’d ever thought about her assignment to his team. He said, “The sons?”

			“Dead.”

			He nodded his head slowly, taking in the sacrifice and the absolute will to succeed.

			She asked again, “Can you walk?”

			He gave a short laugh, then said, “Yes. I can walk. Honestly, I’m afraid to tell you I can’t.”

			She grinned at the subliminal accolade and said, “I didn’t drag you this far to leave you now.”

			He stood tall, stretching, feeling out his body, then looked at her. “I honestly don’t know what to say to you. I have no words.”

			She said, “You don’t need to say anything. Some people are worth saving. Some are not.”

			He took that in, feeling her weird glow float over him, and said, “You are worth saving. No matter what anyone else believes.”

			It was the first time someone had ever given her a notion of her worth, throughout all her trials. She hadn’t gone through the hell of the night to get the affirmation though. She’d done it because of what she’d seen in him.

			She said, “Thank you.”

			He barked a laugh and said, “Seriously? I’m standing here alive, and you’re going to thank me? No, that’s not happening. I can walk wherever you want now. On my knees if I have to.”

			She grinned and said, “That’s good, because the Nazis are going to kill Gideon, and it’s happening today.”
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			Konrad heard a noise in the office and whirled around. He saw an early-morning janitor emptying the trash cans. The man, holding a plastic wastebin in his hand, was startled by Konrad’s presence. Konrad waved at him, and in Spanish, said, “No rest for the wicked.” The man smiled and continued cleaning. Konrad returned to the window.

			Through a friend of his father’s, Konrad had leveraged permission to sit in a cubicle on the second floor of an office building overlooking Juan Domingo Perón Avenue. The small office would be closed for the next few days, but even so, he didn’t feel comfortable sitting in the vacant seat. All he had to do was dial a phone, but he felt conspicuous nonetheless.

			Dawn had broken, and he was tired beyond belief. It had been a long night.

			He’d met his wife on the outskirts of town right after sundown, the six-hour drive from Mar del Plata consuming most of the day. He found his father in the passenger seat of the old pickup truck, his eyes gleaming, relishing the chance to conduct one more military operation.

			Behind the truck was a trailer holding the motorcycle. Konrad had checked the saddlebags, finding the left one empty. In the right was the Nokia cell phone. It was turned off, but had four inches of wire snaking out of the bottom that ended in a snap fastener. The female end of the connection dangled from two wires coming out of the frame of the bike. He powered up the phone, seeing it search, then find a cell tower. He closed up the bag, satisfied.

			He got behind the wheel, dropping off his wife at a hotel he’d rented before saying anything about the mission to his father. As he watched her walk inside, his father said, “I’ve got the key to the office. Adolph’s cubicle is a prized window seat. Clean view to the street below.”

			Konrad said, “You sure you want to do this? We don’t really need the money.”

			“Money has nothing to do with it. We need to eliminate this loose end before they do the same to us. It’s a matter of survival now.”

			Konrad saw the excitement in his father’s eyes. “One last time in the trenches, huh?”

			Gunther smiled, showing narrow, yellow teeth. He patted Konrad on the cheek and said, “Yes, there is that as well. Why should you boys get all the fun?”

			They’d left the trailer in the hotel parking lot and driven back downtown, locating the office and the cubicle. Through the office window, they’d determined the angle of view, which would dictate the kill zone, and thus, the placement of the bike.

			Juan Domingo Perón Avenue was a two-lane thoroughfare that butted right up against the sidewalk. Every fifteen feet or so was a cluster of motorcycles and mopeds, four or five to a bunch, the front tires slotted into small iron parking stalls.

			The only grouping with any space was the last one before the pedestrian avenue of Florida, with two slots open. The problem now would be getting the bike into position. Because the gas tank was filled with explosives, the motorcycle didn’t actually run, and would have to be pushed into the stall, which meant they’d have to wait until, much later, when nobody was around to question.

			They’d retrieved the trailer and returned, stopping at the intersection of Maipú and Juan Domingo Perón Avenue. They’d stayed for hours, until the avenue was deserted, Konrad using the time with his father to detail the plan. He described the café Gunther would use for the initial trigger, and how far he wanted his father to follow, stressing that all Konrad needed to know was whether the station chief went east or west from the embassy. If it was east, they’d wait another day. If west, they’d prepare to attack—but he didn’t want his father to do anything but trigger. There was too much of a chance that the station chief would make him if he tried to do anything more.

			Gunther had said, “Son, I’ve killed many more of these Jewish swine than you ever will. They have no skill. No heart. The superior race will always prevail.”

			Konrad had looked at him and said, “That’s what Eichmann thought.”

			Gunther laughed and said, “Okay. I’ll do nothing rash.”

			At 4:00 A.M. Konrad had pushed the bike down the empty street, setting it into the second-to-last slot, the third bike of four, about fifty meters from the intersection with Florida Street. He’d turned the phone on, then mated the snap connectors, wondering what the odds were for a wrong-number call. Something he hadn’t considered before.

			He’d rapidly retreated, returning to the truck. He’d sent his father back to the hotel and had accessed the office for the second time. He’d hoped to get some sleep even if it meant doing so in a chair, but the morning janitorial crew had interrupted that plan.
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			In broken Spanish, Shoshana urged the farmer to go faster, using as an excuse the need to get Aaron to a hospital. Every few miles she checked her phone, waiting on it to magically pick up a signal.

			They’d made it to Highway 14 and begun walking south, moving only a little bit faster than when Shoshana was dragging Aaron, his head injury causing them to stop every so often to let a bought of vertigo pass.

			They’d flagged the first vehicle they saw coming south, a vintage pickup hauling vegetables. The farmer behind the wheel had kindly allowed them to board, believing the half-truth that Shoshana had spun about a car accident and the need for medical treatment.

			He’d pushed the truck as fast as he dared, and Shoshana waited on the phone to sync with the network. It didn’t until they’d turned off on Highway 12, two hours outside of Buenos Aires.

			She dialed Daniel, hoping he was monitoring the secure phone. He wasn’t. She dialed again, letting it ring out. Nothing.

			She continued calling every five minutes, monitoring the battery life on the phone. On the sixth try, he finally answered.

			In Hebrew, she said, “Daniel, it’s Shoshana. Are you in Buenos Aires, as planned?”

			Confused, he said, “Yes, of course. Where are you two? You were supposed to meet me last night. What happened with the station chief?”

			In as short a span as she could, she detailed what had happened and where they were, ending with the potential attack on Gideon. She said, “I need you to find the embassy number and call them. Get through to Gideon and tell him to sit tight, then come get us.”

			“Okay, okay, I can do that. Where are you now?”

			“Headed south on Highway 12, probably an hour and fifteen out.”

			“I’m on my way.”

			A short time later, the old truck passed through the roundabout on the outskirts of Zárate, turning off Highway 12 onto Highway 9, now about an hour away. She looked at her watch, seeing it was past ten thirty in the morning. They were running out of time.

			After twenty minutes, they passed Daniel going the other way. Looking over her shoulder, she shouted, “Alto, alto!” The truck shuddered to a stop on the shoulder, and she saw Daniel power-slide in their rented sedan, then come screaming back their way, rear tires smoking.

			He slid to a stop and jumped out, running toward them. Shoshana thanked the driver, helping Aaron out.

			Daniel said, “Are you okay, sir?”

			“I’ve been better. Did you reach Gideon?”

			Daniel shook his head, saying, “Nobody would talk to me. I couldn’t get past the switchboard. Everyone just said there was no Gideon working there, then hung up.”

			Shoshana said, “And you let that stand? He’s going to get killed.”

			Daniel bristled and said, “I don’t even know his damn name. What did you want me to do, start shouting ‘I need to talk to Mossad’ on an open line? You think that would have helped? I called Tel Aviv, giving them the message. It was the best I could do. They can reach him.”

			Shoshana grimaced and said, “If anyone there cares. Remember how long it took just to set up a meeting? You should have gone to the embassy instead of coming to us.”

			Daniel said, “I thought of that, but I’d be back at square one. I don’t have a name, and I don’t even know what he looks like. He could have walked right by me without me realizing it. I have no cover to simply sit inside.”

			Aaron said, “Enough.” He looked at his watch. “We need to go.”

			They loaded up, racing down Highway 9 and reaching the outskirts of Buenos Aires, getting into more and more traffic. Luckily, the unofficial rule of the road in the capital city was that the most aggressive driver had the right of way, and Daniel was nothing if not aggressive.

			They entered onto the General Paz freeway, looping toward the coast, Daniel saying, “Ten minutes out.”

			Aaron said, “Go straight to the embassy. I’ll get inside and stop him from leaving. He knows me, and if he sees me, he’ll want to know what I’m doing there.”

			Daniel said, “What about us?”

			“You two find the bomb. Shoshana knows enough to neck it down.”

			Daniel didn’t look convinced.

			Aaron caught his eye and said, “Trust her. I do, believe me. I wouldn’t be in this car without her.”

			Shoshana took in the words, feeling the unfamiliar sensation of pride. Daniel glanced at her, then Aaron, sensing that something had occurred in the dark of night. He nodded.

			They made the final turn to the south on the freeway loop, and the secure phone rang. Aaron answered it, spoke a few words, then hung up, dropping the phone in his lap.

			Shoshana said, “What’s up?”

			“That was Tel Aviv. By the time those assholes finally called his office, he’d already left for lunch.”

			Shoshana said, “If he goes to Florida Street by his usual route, he’s dead.”
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			Gunther sipped his third cappuccino, knowing his departed wife would have had his ass for doing so. The thought made him smile. She would understand what he was doing here. She knew what it meant to be superior, and he’d always known the loss of the Third Reich would eventually be the death of her. It took fourteen more years, but she was a shell of herself from the moment they’d had to flee their homeland.

			Because of filth like the man he was going to kill today. It was impossibly unfair that he had to live a secret life while that Jewish scum hunted him. Today, he was the hunter.

			He saw movement at the gate of the embassy, and pulled out a pair of small opera glasses. Something his wife had used back in Germany. He looked through them, electrified to see the station chief. He was leaving, and he was doing so on foot.

			Konrad had told him all about the prior reconnaissance, but Gunther harbored doubts, as anyone would. Now, it looked as if Konrad was correct, and he felt a swelling of pride for his son.

			He waited, begging the man to go west. To take the path that would lead to his destruction. The station chief talked to another man for a few minutes, then left the gate of the embassy, waving at the guard. He looked left—east—then right.

			And went right.

			Gunther felt the sweat on his neck, just as he had in the past, when he’d loaded his rifle for the wall. Before he exterminated another batch of inferior beings. He watched the station chief go to the corner, and then begin walking north. Just as Konrad said he would.

			He raised his small walkie-talkie and said, “Konrad, Konrad, you there?”

			He got nothing, and repeated, “Konrad, Konrad, you there?”

			Konrad came on, saying, “Yes, I’m here.”

			“Target just left the embassy. He’s headed west. He’s on the corner right now and starting to walk north. He’s going straight into the kill zone.”

			Konrad said, “Very good. Thank you, father. Your job is done. Please go to the hotel and retrieve the truck. I’ll meet you where we said.”

			Gunther said, “Okay, son. I will.”

			But he didn’t. He wanted to see that Jew bastard destroyed.

			He paid his bill, and began to follow the station chief.

			 • • • 

Flying down the freeway at a speed that even the native drivers in Buenos Aires couldn’t match, Daniel said, “Where to? Where do we go now?”

			Aaron said, “Get off on Juan Domingo Perón Avenue. Drop me on the east, drop Shoshana on the west. We’ll find the station chief, and stop him.”

			Shoshana said, “Aaron, you’re in no condition to do this.”

			He snapped, “Who else is there? Only you and I know him on sight. Daniel can drive, but he can’t interdict.” The outburst caused him to sag back, putting his head in his hands, fighting the dizziness.

			Shoshana looked at Daniel. He said, “He’s right. Damn it. He’s right.”

			“He can’t do it. Look at him.”

			Aaron said, “I’m right fucking here. I can hear you. And yes, I can do it. If you can drag me through thirty miles of jungle, I can meet Gideon on a street and tell him to turn around.”

			Daniel heard the words and looked at Shoshana.

			She said, “What?”

			“Is that true?”

			“Yes.”

			Daniel nodded at her, a new understanding in his eyes. He said, “We do what Aaron says.”

			He took the exit for Sáenz Peña, saying, “One minute out.” He exited one block up, driving east. He crossed Florida and went two more blocks to the east, then pulled onto the curb, cars honking at him. He said, “Sir, Perón Avenue is one block south.”

			Aaron nodded and opened the door, exiting the vehicle. He took two steps, then leaned over, putting a hand to his head.

			Shoshana said, “Aaron, please. You can’t do this.”

			He stood up and said, “Yes, I can.” He looked at her with steel in his eyes and said, “You do the same. End this. Now.”

			She nodded, saying nothing. He closed the door and started walking south.

			Daniel said, “What happened last night?”

			She said, “Everything leading up to today. Get me to the west.”
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			Konrad strained his eyes out the window, scanning the crowds on the sidewalk, looking for his target. He placed the cell phone on the desk, the number loaded into it, ready for a single press of a button. He stared at the motorcycle, judging when he would need to dial. Derek had explained the delay, and he had to make sure he hit the button with enough time for the cell system to get to the phone, and then ring—initiating the explosives.

			After the janitor had left, nobody else had disturbed him. Konrad had had the place to himself for over four hours, waiting on the call from his father, and it had finally come.

			He stared down the street, looking at the motorcycle and the people passing by it. He glanced back up the avenue, to the intersection where the station chief would begin his walk. He focused on the crosswalk from the south, fixating on the swarms of people coming and going. In the crowd, he thought he saw the station chief, but couldn’t be sure.

			He pulled out a pair of binoculars, scanning the crowd at the crosswalk. With grim satisfaction, he recognized the Jew bastard from the Mossad. He stared at the face of the man he was to kill, then caught someone else in the narrow view.

			His father.

			The signal changed, and the people flowed forth, the station chief making the right turn onto Perón and his father following. What is he doing?

			The chief kept walking east on Perón, and his father held up on the corner, loitering and watching.

			Thank God.

			The target had seventy meters to meet his maker. Konrad picked up the phone.

			 • • • 

Caught in the downtown traffic, Shoshana felt incredible frustration, shouting at Daniel repeatedly to speed up as if the venting alone would cause the vehicles to part for them. For his part, Daniel drove like a maniac, scraping doors and ripping off side mirrors in an effort to cut the time, leaving behind a volley of honking horns and infuriated drivers.

			Eventually, after what seemed like an eternity, they reached Maipú Avenue, with Juan Domingo Perón Avenue one block to the south. Daniel turned south, and Shoshana saw another line of traffic. She flung open the door and leapt out, saying, “Remain in the area for evacuation.”

			He shouted something in reply, but it was lost to her as she ran south on Maipú. She reached Perón Avenue and held up, staring down the street, past the rows of motorcycles. In the distance she thought she saw Gideon, strolling east toward Florida Street. She took off at a sprint, barreling through the pedestrians on the narrow sidewalk. She went thirty meters before one of the pedestrians stuck out a leg, sending her flying forward and hammering the ground on her shoulder.

			The rage exploded in her as she scrambled to her feet, whirling to attack whoever had done it, but knowing she didn’t have the time for such a luxury.

			She needn’t have worried, because the pedestrian attacked her, leaping onto her and driving her back into the ground. With a shock, she realized it was Gunther.

			Which meant she was correct, and Gideon was about to die.

			Screaming at her in German, he attempted to beat her unconscious, but he had none of the skills she possessed. Nor the explosion of adrenaline borne of fear.

			She batted aside his rough attempts to punch her and elbowed him twice in the face. He shouted in pain, and she slammed her knee into his genitals, attempting to drive them into his stomach, flipping him off of her as he lost the ability to breathe.

			She leapt up and began running again, ignoring the gawking pedestrians. She saw Gideon about to walk in front of the final row of motorcycles. If the bomb was on this street, it had to be in that rack.

			And with Gunther’s attack, she knew it was on this street.

			She closed the gap, now twenty meters away, but it wasn’t going to be enough. He passed the first motorcycle, oblivious to what had occurred behind him. He walked by the second bike, then reached the third, each one causing a gut-wrenching fear in Shoshana. She screamed his name, realizing immediately it was a mistake.

			He stopped in front of the motorcycles and turned, attempting to see who had called. Leaving him in the kill zone, stationary.

			Shoshana knew they were both dead, because there was no way she was stopping. She saw his eyes go wide at her barreling run right before she dove straight at him, hitting him chest high and flinging him past the motorcycle stand. They hit the concrete, and the world erupted behind them, the third motorcycle spewing forth fire and steel shrapnel into the brick of the building.

			They rolled away from the flames, the air growing hot from the explosion.

			Her ears ringing, she said, “Gideon, are you okay?”

			He nodded, dazed, then sat up. Shoshana exhaled in relief, then punched him in the nose with a closed fist, feeling satisfaction when it shattered. He sank back down, groaning and holding his face. She said, “Next time, listen to the person on the ground, asshole.”

			She turned to look at the destruction behind her, and saw that a pedestrian had been caught in the blast, dampening her enthusiasm.

			The body was shredded from the chest up, what remained of the head bloody and charred. But she thought she recognized the pants.
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			Konrad felt perspiration build underneath his arms, his hands developing a slight tremor from the adrenaline racing through his body. Laser-focused on the station chief, Konrad watched the man walk past the second-to-last stand of motorcycles. Twenty meters from annihilation.

			He checked his phone again.

			He had a signal, and read the number in the LCD screen for the fiftieth time, ensuring it was correct. He waited, going through his mind the delay that Derek had instructed him about. Dial it when he reaches the first bike.

			The station chief continued his meandering walk, finally breaking the plane of the last stand of motorcycles. Konrad hit the dial button, seeing the phone start to connect with the system.

			The chief continued walking, and Konrad waited. He reached the kill zone, and still nothing. Konrad shouted out loud, willing the explosives to detonate.

			They did not. Konrad knew he was going to miss.

			Then, like a miracle, the station chief stopped right in front of the bike, turning to look back up the street.

			Yes.

			Konrad caught movement on the sidewalk and couldn’t believe what he saw: the waitress from the restaurant running full out toward the station chief. Behind her was his father, sprinting to stop her.

			NO!

			Just as the woman dove into the station chief, he screamed, “Blow, you piece of shit!”

			And it did. He saw the two escape the blast, then witnessed the horror of his father being eviscerated in fire and steel. The body slammed against the brick wall, then bounced on the ground, the legs crumpled unnaturally underneath.

			Konrad wailed aloud and, like all witnesses to such tragedy, believed that perhaps there was something that could be done. But he knew that wasn’t true. He’d built the bomb himself, and thus knew of all the nails, screws, and ball bearings that had been explosively propelled forward, shredding his father.

			His wailing turned to growls of animal rage. He pulled a pistol out of his jacket and left the office at a dead run.

			He reached the ground floor, blew through the glass doors, and ran up the alley toward Perón Avenue, seeing the two Jews still processing what had happened.

			He started shooting the minute he hit the street, spraying rounds and screaming in fury, intent on killing the helpless targets.

			He continued moving toward them, entering the street to a screech of brakes, still firing, seeing the station chief grab his thigh and roll over. Incredibly, the woman crouched in front of him, protecting him from death. And she had something in her hand.

			Too late, he realized she wasn’t defenseless. He faltered, then saw her pistol flash twice. Unlike his wild slinging of lead, hers found their mark.

			He felt as if someone had slammed him in the chest with an iron pipe, knocking him to the pavement. He glanced down and saw a blossom of red on his shirt. He looked left and realized he was in the middle of the street, a car stopped with the driver’s door open, the driver crouched behind it and looking at him.

			He said, “Help me.”

			The driver didn’t move.

			He looked at his targets and saw the woman walking toward him, the pistol in her hand leading the way. She reached him, kicked his weapon away, then crouched down, studying him with a placid face, as if she were looking at a bug crawling on a vine.

			He coughed up blood and said, “Help me. Please.”

			She said, “Why is it that all you of the ‘superior race’ are constantly asking for my help before you die?”

			The implication sank in, and she confirmed it. “Yes, that’s right. Both of your brothers are fucking dead as well. Killed by a Jew. Guess that destroys your ‘cowardly walk to the gas chamber’ theory, huh?”

			He said, “Please. I have children. Mercy.”

			At the word, her demeanor shifted, the woman turning into something dark and powerful, her essence consuming their space, the terrible vengeance blotting even the light of the sun.

			She snarled, “I’m fresh out.”

			He saw the barrel spit a brilliant flash of light, then nothing.
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			Shoshana could hear Aaron complaining from down the hallway. She grinned and said, “He doesn’t sound happy.”

			Daniel said, “He’s never happy when someone tries to tell him what to do.”

			She laughed at his new easygoing manner and said, “Sounds familiar.”

			For some reason, Daniel had become unfailingly nice around her, treating her like a true teammate instead of constantly trying to get on her nerves. After he’d dropped her off at the hotel, he’d raced off to check on Aaron, demanding she remain behind—which she was more than willing to do. He’d returned hours later, and they’d spent the night talking, not fighting once, and he’d even treated her to dinner. She had no idea why, but she wasn’t going to question it. Especially since she found she’d clicked with him over the night of conversation. Her initial read on him had been correct: He was a good teammate.

			They reached Aaron’s door and Daniel said, “Especially doctors. Something to do with a misdiagnosis in his childhood. Ever since then, he’s convinced he knows more about his body than they do.”

			They entered the room to see Aaron lying in bed in a hospital gown, valiantly wrestling a nurse for control over an IV drip.

			He saw them and stopped. The nurse said, “Tell him I need to do this. He’s severely dehydrated.”

			Aaron grumped, “So what. I can drink from a bottle.”

			Shoshana said, “You sure about that? Hard to drink when you’re unconscious.”

			Aaron had made it as far as Florida Street on his walk east to west before collapsing on the sidewalk. He’d missed most of the action because he was in the back of an ambulance headed to the hospital. A second ambulance, along with a healthy police response, had shown up on Shoshana’s side of the street. Gideon, knowing what was going to occur, had demanded her weapon, then had told her to flee the scene. She did so reluctantly, because he was bleeding from a gunshot wound to his thigh.

			Aaron said, “They tell me I have a concussion. That’s not brought on by dehydration.”

			Shoshana said, “Aaron, do it for me?”

			He reluctantly stuck his arm out, and the nurse gave Shoshana a grateful smile.

			After the nurse was done and had left the room, Daniel asked, “What’s your status?”

			“They want to keep me here overnight. Monitor my brain waves or something. Apparently, they don’t believe that I can lay on a hotel bed just as easily as this one.”

			Shoshana said, “Apparently they know you won’t lay on your hotel bed. Listen to them. Take a rest.”

			“From what I heard on the news, you should be laying here.”

			She grinned, saying, “But then I’d have to admit to being at the scene, instead of just saying I’d been in a car wreck like you did.”

			Aaron smiled and said, “What’s the fallout?”

			“Gideon remained behind. Gave up his diplomatic passport to police and claimed he’d single-handedly escaped the bomb, then killed Konrad.”

			Daniel said, “Going to be hard to explain that bullet hole to the head from close range. And the number of witnesses who saw a woman.”

			Shoshana said, “After the botched investigation into the Jewish Center bombing in ’94, they aren’t going to press the issue against a diplomat from Israel. There will be no autopsy and no close questioning of witnesses. It’ll fade away. The only thing that sucks is that asshole gets all the glory from Mossad, like he’s a super spy.”

			Aaron said, “He’ll get it on the surface, which is fine by me. What’s more important are the ones who hold power over Samson. The ones who wanted to burn us after Amman. They won’t forget what we did here.” He looked at Shoshana and said, “What you did here.”

			She said, “What’s that mean?”

			Daniel said, “I wasn’t allowed to say anything last night, because we weren’t sure where this thing was going to end up, but when I visited Aaron yesterday, the ramsad called, personally. On the secure cell phone.”

			Aaron said, “Gideon didn’t brag about any exploits to him. In fact, he sang our praises, detailing how we’d penetrated the plot, then defused it, with no assets other than ourselves. Apparently, Gideon’s highly impressed with our skills. Though less impressed with his broken nose.”

			Shoshana dropped her eyes, and he said, “The man deserved it, after the way he treated us. Of course, I didn’t tell him that the way we’d ‘penetrated’ the plot was to allow ourselves to be captured.”

			Shoshana grinned at that, and Aaron held her eyes. He said, “I did tell him what you’d accomplished the other night. About your iron will, and dedication to both the team and the mission.”

			Feeling embarrassed, she started to say something, and he waved a hand. “Don’t bother. The ramsad wasn’t surprised at either, and I’m embarrassed to say I was.” He glanced at Daniel, then said, “He told me to convey to you that you can have any assignment you want within the Mossad, commensurate with your rank. You’re free to leave, with your history expunged based on his recommendation.”

			She went from Daniel to Aaron, now realizing why Daniel had been so nice the night before. It was to soften the blow of getting released from the team. Just when she felt she had finally found a home.

			As casually as she could, she said, “If I leave, you get a man to replace me from one of the Sayeret units?

			“Yes. Ramsad said I get the pick of the litter, but it’s up to you.”

			So she was being pushed out. She was surprised to find her eyes wanting to water. She said, “Is that what you want?”

			Daniel answered, more firmly than she expected. “No. It’s not what we want at all. We want you to stay. I actually begged Aaron not to even tell you the offer.”

			Aaron said, “Of course, given it came from the ramsad, that was out of the question. So, the only question that remains is with you. Will you stay?”

			The whipsaw between the two extremes of what she believed was occurring rendered her speechless.

			After a few seconds, Daniel snapped, “Well? Are you running through options or what?”

			She recovered and grinned, seeing he was truly worried about her answer. She said, “It depends. Do I get the pick of rooms next time?”
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			One day in September 2001

			Dexter Trippler didn’t set out to murder anyone. Nobody in his position would. As an up-and-coming small businessman, killing another human being would definitely be counterproductive to his goals. All he was doing was trying to ensure the growth of his company.

			But he killed nonetheless.

			Representing the position of president, CEO, CFO, and every other position on his firm’s board—which is to say it was barely large enough to be called a “firm”—today was the day when he hoped to finally break out. To catch the whale of a contract that would allow him to quit groveling for scraps at the military industrial complex’s table and start throwing out scraps of his own.

			The owner of a small aircraft maintenance firm called Icarus Solutions—a name Dexter thought incredibly clever—he had struggled to survive for years, barely earning enough to pay the rent for his hangar at the Sarasota airport. He had lived hand to mouth for so long he was no longer sure what the opposite would be, his privileged upbringing a thing of the past. The pressure had destroyed his marriage—although that had probably been preordained with his choice of a bride, who was used to the better things in life. He cursed the misfortune that arrived time and time again, convinced it wasn’t his abilities but unseen forces conspiring to drive him into the grave.

			That all changed the day he met the prince.

			Seven months earlier, an aircraft from Saudi Arabia had landed in Sarasota, Florida, and a pompous delegation had exited, running through a spring shower to a caravan of limousines. They’d raced out of the airport without talking to anyone, and then one of the pilots had approached his hangar. An Aussie or Kiwi from his accent, Dexter could tell he was upset, even if he tried not to show it. It turned out the aircraft had a maintenance issue, and nobody within the Sarasota Manatee Airport Authority was willing to help him in the timeline required. The pilot said the “prince” would be in the area for only about four hours, and he wouldn’t be pleased if his plane wasn’t airworthy when he returned.

			Dexter had agreed to help, and one thing led to another, until a crown prince of the house of al-Saud was personally thanking him. The entourage then left in the same flurry in which it had arrived, and Dexter found himself standing next to the one Saudi Arabian who’d remained behind. His name was Tariq bin Abdul-Aziz, and he was the reason for the prince’s visit. The son of an incredibly influential Saudi financier, he lived in Sarasota and wanted to learn to fly.

			Strangely enough, they’d bonded through that mutual love of aviation, with Tariq showing up for coffee each morning just to watch the airplanes come and go. Somewhere in the conversations, Dexter had mentioned how he had failed to secure a single government contract in the entire time he’d been in business, and that Icarus Solutions was on its last legs. Tariq had smiled knowingly, telling Dexter he didn’t understand how such things worked, taking the time to explain in detail the slimy underbelly of government deal-making.

			And now Dexter was committed. Driving up to the access control point for Tariq’s neighborhood, he wondered if he’d made a mistake. Didn’t matter, because it was too late to do anything about it now. He gave his name and identification to the guard manning the gate. The guard looked at it, compared it to a board in the shack, then handed him a pass. Dexter put it on the dash, then drove his Honda Civic through the gates of Tariq’s posh neighborhood, hoping the darkness would hide the dents and gouges on the Civic’s battered frame.

			Ogling the ostentatious McMansions that lined the road, most garishly illuminated with lighting that should be reserved for the Vegas strip, he felt giddy and more than a little scared.

			Either the prince had come through, or he hadn’t. If he had, Dexter would build a McMansion of his own, perhaps in this same neighborhood. If he hadn’t, well, Dexter was finished. His entire business—not to mention every other asset he owned—would be forfeited for the two million dollars he’d borrowed to make the “donation.”

			At least he’d never have to pay another blood cent to his shrew of an ex-wife.

			Small consolations.

			Two blocks from Tariq bin Abdul-Aziz’s house, he unconsciously slowed, not wanting to hear the decision. Reflecting on what had brought him to this point. Without even realizing it, he drove past the house, seeing one of the four garage doors open, an SUV with the rear hatch raised in front of it, the lights on inside.

			He backed up and swung into the driveway, his headlights sweeping across someone with a suitcase. He squinted and saw it was Tariq.

			He parked and got out, now considerably worried. “Tariq, hey, what’s up?”

			Startled, Tariq whirled around, then grinned sheepishly. “Dexter, you scared the shit out of me.” No sooner had the curse word slipped from his mouth before he was glancing around, looking for his wife.

			A small man with an olive complexion and a pencil-thin black mustache, Tariq had initially surprised Dexter with his Western habits, but Dexter had learned he’d spent the majority of his life outside of Saudi Arabia, having first attended boarding school in England before college in America. His wife, on the other hand, was devoutly religious and didn’t take kindly to his Western affections.

			When she didn’t appear, he loaded the suitcase into the rear of the SUV. Dexter noticed it was crammed to the windows with all manner of items, increasing his alarm.

			He said, “What’s all this? What’s happening?”

			Tariq smiled, saying, “I received some wonderful news. I made it into a prestigious graduate program in my home country, but I have to be there the day after tomorrow. We’re flying home.”

			Dexter saw Tariq’s wife coming toward them from inside the garage, carrying a baby and wearing a black abaya, her head covered in a colorful hijab.

			Confused, Dexter said, “You’re all leaving? For good?”

			“Yes. We have tickets for tonight, but I hope to come back in a year or two.”

			“What about the house? Your cars? The furniture?”

			“It’s my father’s house, actually, and he will deal with it. It’s nothing.”

			Finally, Dexter asked the question that mattered the most: “What about me?”

			He saw confusion flit across Tariq’s face and realized that two million dollars to this man was the same as a five-dollar bill to Dexter. Something that didn’t really matter.

			Dexter said, “We had a deal, right? I created the shell company and provided the required ‘donation.’ I know it’s already been withdrawn. Don’t tell me you guys screwed me over two million dollars. It’s nothing to you, but everything to me.”

			Dexter finally saw recognition. Tariq said, “Yes, yes, I’m sorry. I’ve been so preoccupied with packing I forgot.” He placed another suitcase in the back, then turned around, formally straightening up and extending his right hand. Dexter hesitantly took it, waiting.

			Tariq said, “Congratulations. After fierce competition and extensive vetting, you beat out thirteen other international companies.” He winked, then said, “Based on my father’s recommendation, the royal family has selected you for the maintenance contract.”

			And like that, all the fear was washed away. Once a beggar of scraps, Dexter was now a player. The owner of a multimillion-dollar contract that would guarantee his rise.

			Dazed, he started to reply when Tariq said, “I’m happy for you, my friend, but we’re late for our flight. I’m sorry, but I have to go.”

			He reached into the SUV and retrieved a briefcase. He pulled out a folder and said, “All of your contacts are in there. Remember, you can’t mention either my father or me. Just contact the people in there and they will do the rest.”

			Dexter nodded dumbly. Tariq hugged him, kissing both of his cheeks, then climbed into the driver’s seat. He checked to ensure his wife and baby were settled, then gave Dexter a two-finger salute before driving away.

			Dexter turned to watch him go, slowly winding in a circle. The car’s taillights receded around a corner, and Dexter was left reflecting on his new fortune. He gripped the folder hard enough to bend it, thinking one thought: Need a new shell company.

			He drove his old Civic out of the land of milk and honey, pulling out his cell phone as he did so. He clicked on the speed dial for a contact labeled CHIP SAVOY.

			There was no way he would let his money-grubbing ex-wife know about his newfound largess, and to keep that from happening, he needed Chip.

			A fraternity brother from college, Chip had done much, much better than Dexter up until now. Currently a hedge-fund manager on Wall Street, Chip had been the one to walk him through the initial establishment of the shell company in the Bahamas for the Saudis, and also the one who had fronted the “donation” inside that shell company.

			They had been as close as brothers in school, and whenever they were together, the present income disparity between the two men disappeared. Chip treated Dexter like he always had—as his own blood—but Dexter knew that at the end of the day, money mattered. Chip was smart and had done the research on the contract. When he’d seen the companies vying for it—all of them the biggest names in the industry—he’d realized the potential for massive profits, given Dexter’s light footprint. He’d fronted Dexter the means for success because he expected a return. And Dexter had no illusion that if it had gone south, his “brother” would have taken everything he owned.

			But that was water under the proverbial bridge, because it had worked. Now all Dexter needed to do was protect his investment.

			The phone rang and rang, then went to voice mail. He left a message, fantasizing about the Playboy Bunny Chip was probably sleeping with at that very moment.

			He turned onto Highway 41, going home, and was hit with a logjam of cars. Traffic was always a pain, but not at nine o’clock at night. And then he remembered: The president was visiting Sarasota, doing some good-deal thing at a local elementary school the next day. He’d arrived thirty minutes ago, and his security team had jammed up every major artery.

			Dexter muttered in aggravation, then settled in to wait, his twenty-minute drive to a beer now drawn out to at least an hour.
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			Chip Savoy exited the subway, fighting his way through the great unwashed mass of people also striving to leave. One man bumped into him, spilling Chip’s morning coffee and eliciting some choice words.

			The daily morning commute was becoming very trying, but it was the price he would have to pay if he wanted to live in Greenwich, Connecticut, instead of Manhattan. The city had been cool and new when he was scraping by for a living, but that had been years ago. He hadn’t had to scrape for anything in a long time, and he had eventually decided it would be prudent to move to the upscale landscape of Greenwich. Nothing makes money like more money, and acting rich was half the battle.

			Fine suits, fine dining, and fine cars—all a show for his clients. Well, mostly a show. There was no denying he enjoyed it, with the exception of the commute.

			He’d taken to leaving his house earlier and earlier in an effort to beat the rush, but as far as he could tell, the rush started sometime around five in the morning, and there was no way he was getting up in the dead of night to arrive at work hours before any other executive. He had appearances to keep up, after all.

			He reached the street and entered the flow of people swirling about, all headed purposefully somewhere, moving faster and faster, as if the time spent on the sidewalk was dangerous. He stopped, glancing into a cloudless blue sky, taking a moment to simply savor the day. Once inside the office, he knew this simple pleasure of doing nothing but breathing would be overshadowed by the dog-eat-dog world of making money.

			Eventually, he crossed the street and entered his building’s plaza, showing his badge to the security man and walking through a small turnstile. After a short wait, he walked into the elevator and rode to the ninety-fifth floor, with others getting off before him, stealing glances at him as they left. The higher one went, the more money was spent on the space, and he was going very high.

			The company he worked for had the entire floor, and the elevator spilled right into the middle of it. He exited, seeing the young guns already at work, slaving away in a cubicle farm that stretched throughout the office, all striving to reach Chip’s level.

			In the not-too-distant past, Chip had been one of them. Now, he had an office. Not a corner one, to be sure, but at least one with a view of Manhattan. The corner office would come soon enough.

			He said a few pleasantries as he went through, leaving the cube farm behind to his coveted space away from the chaos. He passed by his secretary’s desk—she wouldn’t be in for another hour—and unlocked his office. He swung open the door, and the reams of folders sitting on his desk gave him a spasm of regret. It was like a continual gushing of paper and electrons, all of them deals staggering in their monotony, with little inspiration and certainly no joy.

			Was this how his life was to end? Working day after day cloistered in an office, slaving to make a profit for a company that didn’t even know his name?

			Lately, he had taken to fantasizing about doing something else. Something in the outdoors, where the money didn’t matter. Maybe something in Alaska or . . . Borneo. Someplace that would allow him to flex his muscles instead of his ability to read numbers. A place he had always wanted to be but never had the courage to attempt.

			In exactly one hour and forty-six minutes, in the brief second before his life was extinguished, he would dearly wish he’d made that choice.

			He sat down to work, pulling the first folder to him. When his personal phone began buzzing, he realized he’d lost track of time in the mind-numbing tedium of his chosen career. He glanced at his ridiculously ostentatious Hublot Chronograph and saw it was 8:45 in the morning. Too early for a business call from one of the partners.

			He recognized the number and relaxed, punching the answer button and saying, “Dexter, tell me the good news.”

			“How do you know it’s good?”

			“Because if it were bad, you’d wait until I had to track you down.”

			He heard laughter on the other end, then, “Yeah, it’s good. I got the contract. I have all the POCs and I’ve already talked to one. It’s real. I’m in.”

			Chip stood, gazing out at the Manhattan skyline. “I’m glad to hear it, bud. Last thing I wanted to do was answer for a two-mil loss. When do you leave?”

			“I haven’t figured that out yet. Hey, Chip, the reason I’m calling is I want to set up my own shell company in the Bahamas. With that law office in Panama like we did with the Saudis.”

			“Mossack Fonseca? Why? You doing something illegal?”

			“I thought you said it was perfectly legal.”

			Chip laughed and said, “It is, but it’s never used that way. It’s used to hide assets from taxes.”

			“Well, that’s exactly what I want to do, except hide it from that bitch of an ex-wife.”

			Chip saw a speck in the distance, growing larger. He put up a hand to shield his eyes and said, “Ahhh . . . I see. Yeah, I can set that up. Actually, it’ll work for taxes, too.”

			He paused, watching the speck grow impossibly large in the span of a second. He managed to get out “Holy shit,” before a Boeing 767, last known as American Airlines Flight 11, slammed into the side of the North Tower, tearing through the heart of the building with the force of an avalanche and bringing with it 350,000 pounds of steel and jet fuel that incinerated all in its path.

			 • • • 

Sitting in the den of his house, Dexter heard Chip shout, then silence. He said, “Chip? Chip, you still there?” He got nothing.

			He redialed the phone, but Chip’s line went straight to voice mail. He stood up and went to his Rolodex in his makeshift office, digging through until he found Chip’s landline. It was no better. He went back into the den, thinking about whom he could call next, when he saw a breaking news story on his television.

			He sat down heavily, not believing the grainy image of an airplane smashing into the World Trade Center.

			He remained glued to the television the rest of the day, numb to the carnage. He spent hours on the phone with other fraternity brothers, trying to confirm what he already knew in his heart. Initially, like many, he felt outrage and anger. It wasn’t until later that he would feel fear, when he saw a picture of Mohamed Atta, the ringleader of the hijackers.

			A man he’d once seen at Tariq Abdul-Aziz’s house.
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			One day in September 2016

			I wiped the sweat from my eyes, the oppressive Charleston humidity making it feel like I was breathing water, even at seven in the morning. I waited for Jennifer to arrive, keeping track of her time and eyeing the eight-foot wood wall in front of me.

			This was it. The cutline for winning the bet, and Jennifer knew it. I could smoke her on flat runs, swimming, and everything else, but I would be lucky to beat her on an obstacle course—especially after she modified each one to suit her strengths. But I had some leveling of my own planned.

			She ran up, sprinting the last hundred meters, looked at her time, then put her hands on her hips, breathing deeply. She said, “You want to do double or nothing? Before we go?”

			Standing there in her Nike shorts, ponytail askew, after losing all three of the first legs of the triad, it was a pretty bold pronouncement. She had a lot to lose.

			I said, “What’s the ‘double,’ since we aren’t talking money?”

			She’d apparently been thinking about it, because she said without hesitation, “You clean the cat box and do the dishes for a solid month. No bitching about how you cooked or that the cat hates you. You just do it.”

			A pretty strict bet. We shared the duties in our house—which meant I let her do them when she couldn’t stand the filth building up—but if I lost, I’d be on her timeline. Which meant I’d actually have to clean.

			On the other hand, if I won, I’d get . . . well, something more.

			Choices, choices.

			Two weeks before we’d started talking about the differences in physical abilities between men and women, a conversation borne from the fact that women were now allowed into all combat positions in the military. I was against it for some select specialties, and—of course—she was for it all the way. One thing led to another, and we’d made a bet. A race, so to speak, with winner take all. To make it fair, we’d debated the rules and the course. We’d already completed 90 percent of the events, and I’d won handily on most—the swim being the only one that was pretty much a draw. But now we had the obstacle course on the grounds of the Citadel, the military college of South Carolina.

			As obstacle courses go, it wasn’t that big a deal—the usual log-walk-rope-drop chain of events—but after surveying the thing, Jennifer had made a modification for every single obstacle. For one, we couldn’t just climb the rope, touch the top, and come down. We had to climb the rope, get on top of the beam holding it, and traverse to the far side.

			I knew why. She was a damn monkey, and she knew that while I could win on pure strength, I couldn’t match her climbing skills. I’d agreed because I knew I’d be so far ahead on points when we reached the obstacle course, I’d be able to coast.

			Only I wasn’t that far ahead. Not nearly as far ahead in our agreed point structure as I thought I would be. She’d proven to be in better shape than I expected—especially on the mental side. The ruck march should have crushed her mentally, but she finished the damn thing only eighteen minutes behind me, slogging over the Ravenel Bridge on willpower alone, the sixty-pound ruck looking like a giant tick on her back, making me wish I’d run the entire twelve miles instead of keeping Jennifer in sight, toying with her. I really wished I hadn’t agreed to the point spread on the obstacle course. Because I was in danger of losing.

			But there’s no way I would admit that.

			I said, “Okay. You’re on. But if I win, I get twice as much.”

			She scowled and said, “I can’t believe you think that’s appropriate. I was assuming I’d just clean for a month.”

			I grinned. “You’re sure you’ll win. What’s the risk?”

			Still not agreeing, she kicked the body armor I’d managed to scrounge from a buddy at a National Guard armory near our office in Mount Pleasant. She said, “This is a handicap that I shouldn’t have to wear. We don’t do big army.”

			“No, we don’t, but it’s a handicap for every single male on the battlefield. You want to prove your point, put it on.”

			She did so, now wearing about thirty pounds of ceramic plates ensconced in a vest that would alter her ability to navigate the obstacles. I put on my own armor, looked at my watch, and said, “Ready?”

			She nodded, staring at the wall so intensely it was almost comical. I said, “Five, four, three, two, one.”

			On the utterance of, “Whuu—” she took off, hitting the eight-foot wall in front of us and leaping over. I shouted, “Hey!” but she wasn’t stopping. I sprinted to the wall, getting over it and seeing her on the obstacle called the “belly buster.”

			Basically, all you had to do was leap up onto a fat horizontal tree trunk about four feet off the ground, then jump out and catch another, higher, pole—usually by slamming into it with your belly while your arms draped over the top, hence the name—and pull yourself over. Simple. Except Jennifer had dictated that you had to go over the top pole, then back around, then fling yourself to the lower pole again. If you couldn’t maintain your balance, you started over.

			I saw her leap, then swing her body in a circle around the log, like some Neanderthal gymnast on bars. She made it completely around, but her armor caught on something, threatening to cause her to fall. She clamped on with her legs just as I leapt up on the belly buster next to her. I swung my arms once, then launched myself into the air for the high log. I slammed into it, got around about half as gracefully as she had, and saw her fling herself back to the lower log. I did the same, smiling that I’d caught her. If she was slowed down by the armor on this obstacle, it would even it up for me the rest of the way because it would hamper her on every other one.

			She balanced on the lower log, then leapt back to the high one, scrambling to get over it and on with the course. I hit the lower log, windmilled my arms, and fell off.

			Shit.

			By the time I was through it, she was already on the ropes, two obstacles ahead of me, climbing like a demented spider monkey even with the armor on. She scrambled to the top of the frame holding the ropes, then began running down the four-by-four to the far side. No way would I be able to match that.

			The course was two miles long, and I’d have to pray that the armor wore her out. I lost sight of her in the trees and just focused on my own technique, racing through obstacle after obstacle. Eventually, shouting penetrated the haze of my concentration.

			To my right, some guy in uniform was yelling and waving his arms around. I caught a flash of Jennifer ahead of me. I ignored him, picking up the pace. I had only about a quarter of a mile to catch her before the end of the course, and the way we’d dictated the rules, every second was going to cost me dearly in points. Maybe weighing this part so heavily wasn’t such a bright idea after all.

			I saw Jennifer scrambling up the second rope obstacle—this one was supposed to be a simple swing across a mud pit, but like an idiot, I’d agreed to Jennifer’s monkey modifications.

			She got halfway up when she, too, heard the shouting. I saw her look at the man as I cleared the one obstacle between us. She climbed back down, then swung herself across the mud to the grass on the far side. I leapt up, grabbed the rope, and started climbing. She said, “Pike, there’s someone shouting at us.”

			I reached the top and said, “So?”

			I got on top of the beam just as the man reached Jennifer, screaming about what the hell we were doing here. He pointed up at me and said, “Get down from there.”

			I said, “Okay,” and tight-ropewalked to the far side, arms out for balance. I hung from the beam, then dropped. I saw him with his hands on his hips, glaring at me, Jennifer looking like a toddler in trouble next to him.

			And I knew I was going to win. Jennifer had an innate moral streak that would prevent her from not following the man’s instructions. She would try to calm him and explain that we had permission to be here—which we did.

			I, on the other hand, would finish the course. I saw both of their mouths drop open when I took off at a sprint toward the final obstacles, then heard Jennifer shout, “Pike! Get your ass back here!”

			If I were smart, I really would have. But I had a bet to win.

			By the time I’d finished the course and circled back through the woods, she was in a fine fury, glowering at me as I walked up with a “What did I do?” look on my face.

			The man said, “She says you have permission from the Marine Corps to use this.”

			The Marine Corps ROTC department at the Citadel managed the O course. They’d actually built it, using their funds, but it was on Citadel property, so it was always a little push and shove over who actually had the right to grant permission to use it.

			I said, “Yeah, Gunny told me it wouldn’t be an issue, with it being Sunday morning and all.”

			“Well, he didn’t clear it with the grounds department. There are releases, legal issues, a whole host of things—especially with the way you were doing the obstacles. We have an SOP for this thing, and you were way outside of it. I’m within my rights to call the police on you for trespassing.”

			I raised my hands and said, “Okay, okay, we’re done anyway. Won’t happen again. Sorry for the trouble.”

			Mollified, he said, “And I’m going to talk to the Gunny about this.”

			I rolled my eyes and said, “Fine. Can we go now?”

			He nodded his head, and I began to walk to the start, Jennifer right behind me. When we were out of earshot, she punched my back and hissed, “I thought you said you had permission for this?”

			“I did.”

			“No, you didn’t. I’ve never been so embarrassed. And you kept going, leaving me there to try to explain. I don’t even know what a ‘Gunny’ is.”

			I laughed and said, “So, is this about being embarrassed by that groundskeeper, or losing the bet?”

			That really set her off. “Losing? Losing! If I hadn’t stopped, he would have called the police. We’d be in the back of a squad car right now.”

			We reached the parking lot where I’d pre-staged a vehicle, and in a pious tone, I said, “Always remember the mission. Mission comes first. I finished the O course ahead of you, which means I won every event. Which means I’m the winner.”

			She became apoplectic, her mouth opening and closing without a sound coming out.

			I said, “And I’m holding you to the double-or-nothing. I think you can pay the first installment when we get home.”

			Livid, she spit out, “I’ll do no such thing. You are disqualified for cheating.”

			I laughed and said, “Calm down, little Jedi. You’re going to blow a blood vessel in your head.”

			She took off her armor and got into the car without another word, slamming the door. I did the same, getting behind the wheel. Having had my fun and wanting to smooth things over, I said, “We’ll call this one a draw due to outside interference.”

			She muttered, “Because you knew I was going to beat your ass.”

			Before I could get out a smart-aleck reply, my phone rang with a special tone. The one telling me it was a secure call. Meaning we might have some business.

			I looked at Jennifer and saw the same little thrill I was feeling, the earlier fight lost to history. No matter what I thought about the physical abilities of the fairer sex, there was no denying that mentally—at least for those like Jennifer—females were solid in a gunfight. I’d seen that numerous times firsthand. She wouldn’t admit it, but she lived for the missions just like I did.

			I put the car in drive and tossed her my phone, saying, “You can do the honors.”

			Driving back to our row house on East Bay I got only her side of the conversation, but from what I heard, we were headed out pretty quickly. She hung up and laid the phone down. I said, “Well?”

			“Well, it looks like that Panama Papers scare has surfaced again. Kurt wants us in DC today. He’s got us tickets on a flight in a couple of hours.”

			“I thought they’d scrubbed that data and we were in the clear.”

			“Yeah, they did, but apparently there’s an ‘Agent Zero’ out there who’s got another load he’s going to release.”
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			Dexter Trippler glanced at the time once again, then went back to his computer screen, searching a news story, willing it to have additional information. He’d been doing the same motion every thirty seconds for the past ten minutes.

			Where the hell is he?

			He scanned the story for the hundredth time, and it didn’t get any less explosive. The International Consortium of Investigative Journalists—a collection of networked reporters who spanned the globe—was preparing to release a second data dump of the so-called Panama Papers.

			The first leak had occurred in the spring of last year, and it was the largest illegal data dump in history, encompassing terabytes of information, so much so that one could stack WikiLeaks, Snowden, Target Inc., and every other leak together, and the Panama Papers would far eclipse them.

			The target was a Panamanian law firm called Mossack Fonseca that specialized in off-shore shell companies. Completely legal on the surface, its main focus was hiding wealth from authorities, as the intricacies and subterfuge of the shell companies was almost impossible to penetrate—unless some insider calling himself Agent Zero decided to leak the information.

			None of this would have mattered a whit to Dexter, except Mossack Fonseca was the same company that he’d used with the Saudis more than a decade before. When the first leak had occurred, he had lived in terror for a month, consumed with the fear that his association with Tariq and his father would be outed—along with Dexter’s long-held suspicions that they had a hand in 9/11.

			It had not. Even given the enormous scope of the leak, Dexter’s shell company had remained ensconced inside Mossack Fonseca’s digital fortress, protecting him from discovery. But now there was supposedly another leak on the way, and Dexter had much, much more to lose than he had a decade ago.

			Although he’d never spoken to Tariq again—afraid of finding out his darkest fear and convinced that any communication would be monitored by federal authorities—he had taken the contract in Saudi Arabia, and it had proven lucrative.

			He learned that having a contract begat more contracts, and he began to expand his business, branching out from simple aviation services to full-spectrum military industrialist titan. He had defense contracts encompassing everything from providing interpreters to SOCOM in Uganda to electronic perimeter security at a US consulate in Mali.

			In short, he was now a player, and with that power came a duty to prevent this new leak from bringing everything down. He’d worked too long and hard, developing influence both in the halls of Congress and the halls of the Pentagon, and in the ensuing years he’d learned to play hardball better than most. It was why he was successful.

			He leaned forward and punched an intercom button, saying, “Janice, has Johan called you about being late?”

			Before she could answer, he caught a movement at the door, then recognized his head of security, Johan van Rensburg.

			Dexter said, “Where the hell have you been?”

			Speaking with a light Afrikaans accent, Johan said, “I just got in. I was delayed at JFK and had to spend the night.”

			“I thought you were coming in two days ago.”

			“Couldn’t get out of Jordan. You told me to make sure the work was done before I came home.”

			Dexter’s latest venture was a contract from Jordan’s King Abdullah II Special Operations Training Center, providing armorer support to the various courses run there, with an eye toward increasing beyond that into the security realm itself.

			Created jointly between the United States and Jordan in 2009, KASOTC was the only Special Operations training facility of its kind in the Middle East, with ranges and mock-ups that rivaled anything in Europe or the United States, and it was used by multiple countries on an invitation basis. Run solely by ex-operators from various countries, one could just as easily run across a Brit formerly in the SAS as an American from US Army Special Forces. It was where Dexter had initially met Johan, and had convinced him to leave his current contract as a CQB instructor with KASOTC and come work for Icarus Solutions as the head of Dexter’s fledgling security division.

			A former member of South Africa’s famed Reconnaissance Commandos—the Recces—he’d left the military after the turmoil in his country in the early nineties. He’d bounced around from job to job, most on the African continent at various hot spots. He’d fought with Executive Outcomes in Sierra Leone, Sandline International in Liberia, and, most recently, at the behest of the Nigerian government against Boko Haram. He’d eventually tired of getting shot at and decided to go the route of training instead of operations, landing the job at KASOTC. Dexter wasn’t privy to most of his past, but he was capable, no doubt, a fact that was belied by his ascetic appearance.

			Unlike the Hollywood portrayal of SOF supermen, Johan wasn’t a bulked-up Arnold Schwarzenegger, but more wiry, with ropes of muscle clinging closely to his frame and what looked like a permanent tan baked into his skin. Dexter didn’t know all he’d done, but he’d heard enough from rumors, and he knew the scars on Johan’s body hadn’t come from playing rugby.

			Johan said, “What’s the fire? Why’d you call me back?”

			Dexter pointed to a seat and said, “I’ve got an issue. Something that could cause significant problems with Icarus.”

			Johan sat down and said, “Okay.”

			Dexter toyed with a paperweight biplane, realizing he was treading on ground that he didn’t want to plow. Afraid of what would come out. Dexter was a manager of aviation assets—things that flew. He had no experience in the real world of war, only the machines that dealt the death. He worked in the “defense industry,” and, while that could possibly get him on TV as an expert, he knew he had no real claim to such a title. All of his employees were support—mechanics, logisticians, armorers, and the like. He had no real “security” experience at the sharp end of the spear. Johan was the only man he knew who could prevent the leak, but in so doing, Dexter would be placing significant trust in him. Giving him knowledge that could be used against him in the future.

			There was also the problem of Johan’s willingness to execute. He was a hard man, no doubt, but he’d shown a perverse sense of honor. There was no telling where he would side on this. He was ruthless to a fault, but only for things he deemed worthy. Dexter wasn’t sure job security would measure up. Johan was a cynical killer on the surface, but underneath, he believed. He would not do anything against his personal code of conduct. And that code was written in stone.

			Then Dexter remembered a conversation he’d had with the South African when he’d initially hired him: The man hated traitors, and considered organizations like WikiLeaks as enablers for the theft of national secrets. On top of that, he absolutely despised the press for perceived transgressions against South Africa, and that had continued on into his mercenary days. One night, after a few beers and a single question by Dexter, Johan had become apoplectic, ranting like a madman. To the point that Dexter had felt fear. The Panama Papers bore none of those taints, but it was similar in technique. All he had to do was spin it the right way.

			Johan said, “Well?”

			Dexter formulated his words but couldn’t look him in the eyes. Johan always had a way of peeling back the soul, like he was mentally flaying you, and it was unsettling. Dexter was sure he’d falter if he locked eyes with the man.

			He continued playing with the paperweight airplane, saying, “Do you remember the Panama Papers last year?”
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			Johan said, “Yeah. Some fuck stole a bunch of proprietary information and gave it to journalists. What about it?”

			“I told you about how this company was founded. About the first contract in KSA. You remember that?”

			“Yes.”

			“Well, it was predicated—and I’m not proud of this—on a bribe to a certain Saudi contact. I did it, and now I’m where I am. You are where you are. No more running and gunning. A nice job with a hefty salary.”

			“What was the bribe for?”

			Dexter shifted the conversation, saying, “I used a shell company from that law firm in Panama. The first leak—before I hired you—was huge, but I wasn’t in it.”

			Dexter pointed at the computer screen and said, “There’s a second leak coming, and there’s a good chance I’ll be in it. If that happens, at best, I’ll be crushed for the relationship by the prima donna politicians all looking for a score, and worst, arrested for illegal contract negotiations and insider trading.”

			He paused, wanting to see if Johan was on board, risking a glance across the desk. He couldn’t tell one way or the other. The man’s face was stoic, his shaggy blond hair partially covering his eyes. Dexter sagged back in his chair and said, “If that leak goes, I’m out of a company. And you’re out of a job.”

			Johan leaned forward, brushing his hair aside and giving Dexter his full, uncomfortable attention. He said, “What’s that got to do with me? What do you want me to do?”

			Dexter said, “Well . . . I know who the reporter is that’s going to meet the leaker, a sorry sack of shit like Snowden and Manning. I was hoping you’d meet the leaker instead. Convince him it wasn’t in his best interests.”

			Johan picked an M&M from a bowl on the desk, popped it into his mouth, and said, “I could do that, I suppose. One less waste of flesh walking the earth, but it’s not without risk.”

			“I understand. I’m prepared to pay you a great deal. This bribe I did can’t see the light of day. Ever. It was nothing on the grand scheme of things, but it’s everything to us.”

			Johan popped another M&M and said, “You keep saying that, but I’ve worked this side of the fence for a while. Bribes happen all the time, and you have leverage with the American establishment. Maybe it’s better to let it out and fight it on the publicity front. My way is dirty.”

			“No. That won’t work.”

			Johan straightened and said, “Why? You have the ear of sitting senators and half the generals in the Pentagon. Unless there’s something more. What was the bribe for? Who got it?”

			“It’s not the bribe. It’s the fact that it’s Saudi Arabia. Ten years ago, that would be nothing. Now, with the Islamophobia rampant in the United States, I’ll be crucified, no pun intended. I can’t count on support from the Pentagon or Congress. Especially after the administration released those classified pages from the Congressional inquiry into 9/11. The ones dealing with Saudi complicity in the attacks.”

			“Okay. Once again, what do you want me to do?”

			“Interdict this ‘Agent Zero.’ Get his data, and destroy it.”

			Johan considered the mission, then said, “You want him dead. Is that it?”

			Dexter hadn’t thought about that, the question startling him.

			Johan said, “Let’s face it, if I meet him as the journalist, and I get his information, and it doesn’t get exposed, he’s just going to try again.”

			Dexter said, “Yes. I see your point. I suppose you couldn’t just convince him?”

			Johan barked a sharp laugh and said, “I could for the five minutes we were together, but once he’s gone—and safe—he’ll reconsider. He understands the risks. He’s made powerful enemies with his release, which means he has courage.”

			Dexter nodded, knowing what he’d said was true. The Panama Papers had exposed corruption from the highest levels of foreign governments to the biggest bosses of organized crime. Whoever Agent Zero was, there were plenty of people who wanted him dead. Which made the decision easier. With that many enemies, nobody would connect a lone defense contractor to the action.

			Dexter said, “I don’t want the information out. Period. You do what you think is best. You’ll be well rewarded.”

			He withdrew an envelope and laid it on the desk, saying, “This is the information on the reporter who’s going to meet him. Don’t ask me how I got it. Just understand that it cost a significant amount of influence and money. You talk to him, find the meeting site, then assume his place.”

			Johan took the envelope and opened it. He glanced at the first page and said, “International Consortium of Investigative Journalists. Washington DC.”

			“Yes. I’ll pay for the airfare and hotels, of course. And a handsome bonus when it’s done. I’d like you to leave tomorrow.”

			“What about the journalist?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Well, I can’t just ask him for the source and expect him to gladly give it to me. And once I leave, he’ll contact this Agent Asshole and tell him to flee.”

			Dexter instinctively knew where the question was headed, but didn’t want to face the decision. Johan saved him from the problem.

			He stood and said, “Don’t worry about it. I fucking hate reporters. All a bunch of lying shitheads with rainbows and noble causes. They destroyed my country, then destroyed my employment in Africa, first with Executive Outcomes, then every other company I worked for. Now, they’re trying to destroy me again.”

			He pocketed the envelope and said, “I’ll do him for free.”
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