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(Taubah, Sura 9:5)

Fight and slay the infidels wherever you find them,

and seize them, beleaguer them,

and lie in wait for them in every stratagem of war.

––––––––
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Fifteen-year-old Bassam Amin breathed slowly and deeply through a plastic straw. He'd become oblivious to the burning, itching discomfort of being buried under hot sand for hours. His secret was meditation.

Bassam's meditation had nothing to do with the Koran, nor the teaching of the holy men. He concentrated, instead, on remembering the belly dancer he'd seen on Egyptian television two years ago. His mind painted her every contour, her every expression, her every mesmerizing motion. Every smile, every wink, every toss of her hair. Every jiggle of flesh and every wag of the hips. He rotated her image to view her at all angles, stripping away her costume and dressing her back up again.

He'd never met the woman. He'd never met any woman who wasn't married, betrothed to another, or of too high a station to concern herself with an impoverished Palestinian bastard. With the changes happening in his body and mind over the last couple years, the wonders he'd never tasted became all the more alluring. Females were all he could think of sometimes.

Besides killing infidels and liberating his homeland.

Whump! A trainer's foot stomped on the sand over his chest.

Bassam exploded out of the ground, spitting out the straw and sand from his lips. He hyperventilated while sprinting at full speed, eyes not even open until he brushed the sand from them on the run. He risked tripping and injuring himself this way, but it would get him off to a quick start.

His eyes stung. The structures of the obstacle course appeared as translucent outlines against the blinding white light of the day. His skin itched terribly all over but he dared not slow down to scratch.

As he approached the rope, he planned out the trajectory of his jump—the higher he caught it, the shorter the climb and the less time it would take. He measured his stride so he wouldn't need to slow down. He hit the log and sprang into the air. If he missed the rope at this speed and angle, he would hit the side of the pit hard enough to break something.

He didn't miss. He caught the rope high and his arms took over as his legs now hung limp. Here's where the hyperventilating paid off—his muscles had plenty of oxygen. If he used his legs on the way up, he'd be penalized thirty seconds.

Hand over hand, he pulled himself toward the thick beam from which the rope hung, back muscles popping painfully. At the top, he held on with one hand while his other felt around for the knife he knew should be lying on the beam. His fingers closed around the blade of the bayonet and he put the handle between his teeth so both hands were available to suspend his weight.

Now his arms and shoulders ached, but he knew the longer he waited the weaker they would grow. He hyperventilated again, then reached out for the first monkey bar.

The bars were fastened between two shipping ropes extending, at a shallow angle, diagonally out and down from the wooden beam. The structure bounced and swayed crazily. Cautious trainees gripped the bars with both their hands, then waited for the swinging to stop before moving to the next. Bassam swung straight from one bar to the next but couldn't help breaking rhythm due to the dangerous undulations of the hanging bridge. Now his wrists and forearms ached, too.

The last bar hung over a narrow plank atop a fence eight feet high. He waited until the swaying of the bridge positioned him directly over it, and let go. His feet hit the plank and his legs bent to absorb the shock. He struggled to gain his balance, gasping for breath.

He had to pause a moment—his lungs were burning and he felt light-headed. Trainees who'd made good time up to this point usually fell here, too exhausted to maintain their balance.

Bayonet still in his mouth, now dripping with his saliva, he held both quivering arms out at shoulder level and walked the plank.

The fence made a sharp left-hand turn ahead and Bassam slowed to a snail's pace before he got to it. He almost lost his balance making the turn, anyway. But he stayed upright, regained control and picked up speed.

At the end of the fence a tire swung back and forth from a rope tied to a horizontal pole with a sand-filled duffel bag on the other end. The pole balanced atop the notched end of a swiveling fulcrum. A thick, round rubber slab filled the center of the tire. Bassam took the bayonet from his mouth and wiped the handle on his pants, then gripped it and watched the swinging tire. He had to strike hard and accurately, or the knife wouldn't support his weight.

As the tire arced across his front, he swung downward with all his might. The blade sunk into the rubber slab only about an inch-and-a-half. It would have to be enough. He stepped off the plank, the one hand still clutching the bayonet, his other hand grabbing his wrist. This was Bassam's favorite part of the course. His momentum made the fulcrum pivot while his weight gradually overcame the weight of the duffel bag at the other end of the pole and he was eased forward and down to earth.

He wrenched the blade loose and fell upon a straw dummy, his legs wrapping around the torso. The bayonet slashed against the straw neck while his free hand squeezed what would be the lower third of the face. He half-severed off the head, but his weight and inertia were too much for the dummy. He and the dummy went down, its supporting post uprooted from the sand.

He panted and cursed, looking around to see if he was disqualified. His eyes locked with a judge's. "Go! Go!" yelled the judge.

Bassam thrust the bayonet into the chest and left it planted there, reached down into the hole where the neck had been and extracted two training grenades. Holding one in each hand, he rolled off the dummy and crawled toward the concertina wire before him.

He flattened against the sand, turned his knees out and pushed with his legs, plowing a furrow in the sand with his cheek and ribcage. He pressed himself down as hard as he could, and still the razor barbs of the concertina tore at his shirt. He had to lift his head up several times to adjust his direction, and each time he did, the concertina pricked his head and neck.

Finally he crawled into open space. Here he struggled to work the pins out of both grenades. He let the spoons fly and cooked them off for three seconds, then sprang to his feet facing right. A mock building wall stood twenty yards away. He slung the first grenade through the window, transferred the remaining grenade to his throwing hand and whirled to the left. On this side loomed an open-top oil tank some fifteen feet tall. He lobbed the second grenade and dropped back to the ground between the banks of the crawling trench. He heard the grenade bounce off the side of the tank—his angle hadn't been high enough—and the pop of the fuses blowing to his right and left.

"Go! Keep going!" shouted one of the trainers.

Bassam crawled forward under more concertina. The trench dropped deeper into the earth. His cheek plowed sand again, so he couldn't see ahead very well. But the coolness and the stench told him the "swamp" lay just ahead. Rumor had it the trainers relieved their own waste into this water. It certainly stunk as if they did.

Now Bassam's hands were wet. He was at the swamp. He took a deep breath and slithered into it. The wire hung so low it touched the surface of the water—there was no possible way to avoid submerging oneself in the disgusting muck and still make it through the course.

The swamp was deep enough for Bassam to crawl a little more comfortably without getting snared by the wire. If comfort could, in any way, be associated with this liquid hell. At the bottom of the swamp, his hands closed on a heavy object of metal and wood. He scooped it up and kept going.

***
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Khaled Ali found it a bit disturbing to see Jan Chin laughing. The portly Chinese advisor's normal expression was a scowl that made Ali suspect he was always on the brink of maniacal wrath and any little thing might push him over the edge. But watching a trainee's face prune up in disgust at the horrible smell of the swamp, then crawl through it, always delighted Chin.

Ali, too, enjoyed pushing the trainees beyond their normal tolerance. He'd seen and smelled death, mutilation and many things a weakling couldn't bear to think about, all without blinking. But to see Chin grinning made him squeamish.

The two men stood upon the wooden tower overlooking the obstacle course, from which every part of the camp—and miles of landscape beyond—could be observed. But neither the Nubian Desert to the west nor the Red Sea to the east commanded their interest just now.

The young trainee made it to where the concertina wire ended and rose out of the swamp, dripping with scum of unspeakable origins. He cocked the slimy Kalashnikov and opened his eyes. He fired a burst at the target to his left (a life-sized cardboard effigy of an Hasidic Jew), stitching a line of bullet holes center-mass, then swung to his right and emptied the magazine into the last target (a cardboard Uncle Sam with fangs and devil horns). He then fell face-down on the sand, sucking hard for air.

Ali clicked the stopwatch. Chin, scowling again, leaned over to look at the elapsed time.

"He failed to get the second grenade inside the oil tank," Chin said. "Penalize thirty seconds."

Ali snorted. They could give Amin three such penalties and he would still hold the record for this course. Ali descended the tower, walked over and kicked the exhausted trainee in the leg.

"Go clean that weapon and yourself," Ali said.

Bassam rose wearily and staggered toward the field showers.

Chin nodded at Ali. "He has the sort of motivation you want."

"Everyone here is motivated," Ali said.

"He didn't hesitate at any obstacle. He showed no fear. No concern for life or health."

Ali nodded. "I have found my volunteer."
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Dwight Cavarra snap-kicked against the current. With knee still raised, his planted foot pivoted in the sand while his hips adjusted for the follow-up roundhouse kick. His foot knifed through the water only slightly faster than slow-motion replays on ESPN. In the follow-through, he dropped his lead foot, satisfied with the timing: the undertow didn't catch him standing on one leg. His lead hand arced down from the high guard into a low block, then his other hand extended in a leopard-paw strike.

Lungs burning, he squatted on the ocean floor, then sprang, hands and feet propelling him upwards. When his head broke surface, the lungful of stale air exploded from his mouth.

He treaded water while catching his breath. After a few moments of mentally prodding himself, he dove down to execute one more kata.

Air had seemingly never felt or tasted sweeter when he ascended for the final time that morning, and swam for shore. Once his five-foot-ten body could touch the bottom with his head still above water, he waded the final stretch, fatigued muscles straining against the pull of the sea.

Just past the mark of the tide's farthest advance, he removed his weight belt before kneeling to pull a bottle of water from the knapsack he'd left there.

How many years could he keep doing this? At fifty-two, or sixty-two, would he still be swimming around the buoys at sunup, then practicing martial arts underwater?

Bunch of Zen ego-pumping. And I've got a masochistic streak—that's what it is.

In younger days, he'd been impressed with a legend about a great master who fought a hurricane—punching and kicking into the deadly blasts of wind. He developed his own, safer exercise routine when fitness was almost a religion to him. He couldn't even remember that legendary master's name anymore, but Cavarra's tradition lived on.

Cavarra drained the bottle. He rose, slinging the knapsack and weight belt over one shoulder, and trudged inland.

Two early risers...attractive young women not yet warm enough to strip to their bikinis...unfolded lawn chairs next to a pile of umbrellas, towels, lotion bottles and paperbacks. They glanced at Cavarra as he passed, but the spark was dull: no magnetic head-turning; no nigh-unperceivable glow; no whispered comment or giggle to a girlfriend. Not that long ago, he'd taken for granted those primordial signals of superficial attraction from most of the women he encountered.

I'm disappearing off the female radar.

Another forty yards and he was out of the sand. He turned his back to the sun while slipping his sandals on. Instead of stealing another peek at the nubile beach bunnies, he studied his shadow.

It was a thick shadow. He no longer had a "powerful physique"—just a "stocky build." 

Age was an ugly beast. His once jet-black hair was now salt-and-pepper. He avoided wearing hats lest his bald spot grow faster than nature intended. On the bright side, the morning cool didn't chill his wet skin much and the salt water irritated his eyes only moderately.

Cavarra turned back toward the sun and trudged on. He cut through parking lots and across asphalt roads, reaching his adobe house in less than ten minutes. After a quick shower and change, he shoveled himself a dish of fruit salad and sank into the swivel chair at his computer desk.

I'm gonna be brain-dead by noon, he thought, already growing mentally numb counting the email messages he had to sort through.

Then he noticed, buried in all the orders for ammo and gear, a message without a "Fwd" prefix. The subject line read: "Heads up, Rocco."

Cavarra's nose had been broken and set crooked, way back in ancient history. That and his cauliflower ears inspired the "Rocco" nickname his old acquaintances still used, because he resembled hired Sicilian muscle from some Prohibition-era gang. He opened the message.

Commander Cavarra:

Possible job for you. Real work. Respond A.S.A.P.

It was from a National Security Agency desk jockey he met years ago when assigned to Fort Meade. They'd kept in touch, mostly by forwarding jokes to each other. The humorless tone of this message was noteworthy. Plus, nobody addressed Cavarra by rank these days.

He clicked on "reply," typed "Wazzup?" and clicked "send." 

He stepped outside and crossed the back yard to the huge sheet metal shed which served as both warehouse and workshop. Seagulls called, a neighbor's dog barked and a semi truck horn dopplered by from the highway. The salt air and sound of crashing waves carried by the breeze reminded him of the muscles still aching from the laps and the underwater workout. They also reminded him of a hundred other beaches in a dozen different countries, which he'd ran or crawled or otherwise snuck inland from, usually at night and a couple times, when best laid plans got FUBARed, under hostile incoming fire.

Fort Meade, Maryland. Six years ago, when Cavarra was ordered to leave his command position and his beloved Pacific Ocean to play glorified secretary for the pseudo-civilian spooks there, he was not a happy camper. Now he looked back on the leisure time, booze, golf, and sharing of war stories fondly. Maybe college would have been that way, had he not gone to Annapolis. Meade was a pleasant epilogue to his career. In fact, he'd gladly trade this civilian atrophy for another tour in Spyland.

He sighed, entered the shed and began assembling orders for shipping.

The E-mail must be some sort of prank.

He filled orders on auto-pilot, packing boxes with Ching-Slings, brass-catchers, scope mounts and Skin-So-Soft. Then the suspense grew too much to bear. He marched back to the house and checked for new E-mail.

A response awaited him in his "in" box. Now he felt that familiar old thumping in his veins.

Keep a phone with you today.

You might be called soon. 
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The activity level at headquarters was higher approaching midnight than at most office buildings on a Monday morning. Lights burned from every window. The security officers were far too busy screening people to be in danger of falling asleep at their posts. Coffee pots were never washed out, it seemed; just refilled. This was normal, though, in the intelligence business.

Bobbie Yousko checked her hair as she stepped off the elevator. The Big Guy calling her in at this hour meant something reasonably important. And given the state of current events, Operation Hot Potato was the most likely topic.

Her flats clicked on the polished floor as she strode down the white, antiseptic corridor to her office. There was nothing on the outside of her door to suggest her room was in any way unique; but when she waved her key card at the lock and pushed the heavy door open, the clutter on display inside contradicted the methodically-earned image of an Agency planner. Drawings from her children, portraits of her husband and of her father in dress uniform surrounded an American flag pinned to the wall. A scale model of the cruiser her father once commanded rode waves of backlogged paperwork atop the scarred desk. Bobbie collected the decoded messages from Crypto, a small stack of dossiers and a DVD-ROM into her laptop bag, and hustled back into the hallway toward the Big Guy's suite.

"Sir?" she called, into the huge office.

"Come on in, B.Y.," the Big Guy said.

Being called "B.Y." was a good sign. If things were already ugly, the Big Guy would have called her Mrs. or Ms. Yousko.

Bobbie stepped in and saw that her colleagues were already seated, facing the Big Guy's desk. She nodded to them and they nodded back.

"Have a seat, B.Y."

Bobbie sat in the Hot Seat—the chair dead center, flanked by Wilson (Special Activities Division) and Boehm (the Sudan desk).

The nickname "Big Guy" was typical American humor. Eric Varney was short, thin, and frail-looking. His eyes were rheumy and skin so pale Bobbie wondered if he'd ever been outdoors in his life.

Now his desk...that was big. It reminded Bobbie of an aircraft carrier. And it was immaculate—everything perfectly arranged and polished to a sheen. Curiously, it didn't face the picture window but sat perpendicular to it. No big loss: the view looked over the parking lot.

"This is quite a situation we've got here, B.Y."

"Yes, sir."

"Normally I don't stick my nose into the business I've delegated," he lied, "but this is a bad situation. A bad one."

"It's been brewing for some time," Boehm said. "We had our chance to intercept most of those hot potatoes years ago—"

Varney glared and interrupted. "Thanks for sharing, but we need to deal with right now." He turned back to Bobbie. "I'm not trying to micro-manage, here, but I want a broad-brush concept of the operation."

Bobbie rose and pulled out the decoded messages.

"Current location of the hot potato," she said, handing him a message. "Satellite confirmed on Saturday." Before he had a chance to question the first one, she handed over the second. "Probable target—known hostile operatives have been evacuating, quietly but quickly."

Bobbie always dutifully passed intelligence up the ladder, but in this case there was no telling when Washington would make a decision, if they'd make the right decision, or if they'd make any decision at all. She had to sell her plan to Varney, here and now.

"Pentagon brass will lick their chops at a counter-terrorist opportunity like this," Varney said.

"Their first instinct will be to cover their own backsides," Boehm said.

"You know that 'safest alternative' mantra they sing down from the State Department," Wilson chimed in.

"Same mantra they kept singing for Vietnam," Boehm said. "Good thing Charlie didn't have nukes."

Varney let Boehm's cynical observation go unrebuked this time, perhaps because he considered criticism of any rival organization to be loyalty to himself and the Agency.

"Disaster is almost certain if we wait for the Pentagon, sir." Bobbie stepped over to the computer against the wall next to the refrigerator, jiggled the mouse to cut off the screen saver, and loaded her DVD. Boehm hurried to pull down the screen at the back of the office while Wilson turned on the overhead projector. They returned to their seats, rotating their chairs so they could all watch the screen. With a few key strokes and mouse clicks, Bobbie brought up the map.

"Our hot potato is inside this camp," Bobbie said. "Soft facility with hardened positions guarding all land approaches. Flat desert terrain, so they can spot an approach for miles in every direction."

She opened the MPEG of the satellite footage showing training in the camp. Dozens of people fluttered around the facility. "The man in charge here is Khaled Ali—Fedayeen veteran with probable thirteen hits and participation in multiple successful terrorist bombings and rocket attacks. No conventional military experience, but some combat in Lebanon and the West Bank. His alter ego, unofficially, is a Chinese arms broker, Jan Chin."

"Chin worked with the African National Congress for about nine years, off-and-on," Boehm said. "Lots of Cuban military advisors on the continent have relied on him for ordnance and equipment. Solid background in the People's Army slaughtering demonstrators in Tibet, so he's become a trusted advisor himself."

"Ali seems to respect his ideas," Bobbie said. "The training camp has been set up accordingly."

"The Sudanese People's Liberation Army has mustered about three hundred volunteers for us," Boehm said. "One of my guys is arranging transportation for them up into the northern Sudan. If they hit the camp from the land side with the element of surprise intact—"

"People's Liberation Army?" Varney interrupted.

"Rebels," Boehm said. "SPLA. Tough little guerrillas in the south. Seen their families raped, shot, gassed, burned, starved and what-have-you, but they're still resisting."

"You're saying a bunch of illiterate African banditos are going to save the day?" Varney asked. "They're probably no better than terrorists themselves. I'd hardly trust them with a nuke."

"We weren't finished, sir," Bobbie said, ignoring the prejudice of his remark. "The rebels would attack from the west. Ali is still acquiring a boat for transport, but he does have a couple speedboats here at the dock already. His probable contingency, if attacked in force, is to put the hot potato in the best craft available and escape into the Red Sea."

Wilson cleared his throat. "Bobbie and I have put together a team of shooters. All combat veterans. All but two served with our own armed forces. The long-and-short of it is, each of them is well-suited to the specifics of this mission. More so than if we'd simply designated a SpecOps team on active duty."

Varney cocked an eye at Wilson. "Why not a SOG team?"

"We're stretched too thin already," Wilson said. "And frankly, sir, this calls for a team that's expendable."

Varney sighed. "But these has-beens haven't been training together?"

"No." Bobbie shrugged to concede the point. "But we've recruited somebody I consider the right person to ramrod this outfit: Dwight Cavarra—SEAL with medals from Grenada, Panama and a whole jewelry box from the Gulf. Some experience in military intelligence over with the NSA. Annapolis grad. Retired for personal reasons as an O-five."

"Never heard of him," Varney said. "Did you get his name from Soggy?"

Bobbie shook her head. "Most of the vets with that much eggplant are busy flying desks for the company, or being hired as military experts for the news networks."

"This isn't because he's ex-Navy, is it?"

Bobbie reddened. Varney knew all about her proud Navy family. But she'd second-guessed herself already. "First people I thought of were ex-Army Rangers. But Cavarra's just as qualified for this kind of mission... and his personal leadership style is exactly what a team like this needs. I think he can get our ducks in a row in a couple of days. And this has to be done in a couple days, sir. I'd give us no more than a week."

"How about the mission itself?"

"As simple as can be: This team is provisional to the rebel force we mentioned..."

She paused the satellite footage and pointed at the still image.

"The hot potato is probably inside one of these structures, here. Our team is to insert into a blocking position here, between the dock and the camp, just before the main attack. Blow the boats and hold the dock until relieved by the rebel force."

"Extraction?"

Bobbie bit her lip, then said, "Those who survive will be folded into the main force and moved back into southern Sudan where we can pull them out quietly."

"What about the hot potato?"

"Bring it back here," Boehm suggested. "Show it to the Senate, and CNN."

"Honestly, sir," Bobbie said, "I don't know and don't much care. As long as we get it away from Ali, we can let Washington worry about what to do with it."

Varney pursed his lips. His gaze bounced around the room.

Wilson, Boehm and Bobbie all knew he was thinking about pulling the plug, just to make sure his own yellow carcass was safe from any potential backlash. But far more than a CIA pension was at stake here.

"If we don't act pronto," Wilson said, "the Israelis will deal with it their own way."

Boehm struggled to keep from adding, yeah, and they actually weigh national security as more important than their own careers. Instead, he said, "The FBI has been taking some heat for not anticipating the 911 attacks, sir."

"B.Y.," Varney said in that patronizing tone of his, "I'll trust your judgment. The Pentagon doesn't know what you're up to and I'll keep it that way because I don't know either. Do I?"

"No sir. I'm acting on my own initiative."

Varney turned to Boehm. "Who's in charge of your rebel rabble?"

"He's a local," Boehm said. "Been fighting in the civil war since he was thirteen. Lots of command experience. The men will follow him. He's conducted successful raids into—"

"Chop him," Varney said.

"Sir?"

"Tell him to take a hike. We don't want an idealist in charge—no telling what he'll do. Hire a mercenary. When money is the motive, the person's behavior will be nice and predictable. Compare what Executive Outcomes accomplished, compared to all those nappy-headed Angolans."

"Sir," Bobbie said, aghast, "we only have a week. We need somebody who can—"

"There's bound to be mercenaries in the region," Varney said. "Find one who speaks the language, with command experience, who needs money. Come on; use your head."

Bobbie, Boehm and Wilson stared at each other, eyebrows stretched taut.

"I'm feeling a little peaked," the Big Guy said. "I think I'll head down to the spa for a few days. It would be nice if you'd check in with me every couple hours or so."
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(At the quick-time.)

Hi-ho diddly-bop

Wish I was back on the block

With that discharge in my hand

I'm gonna be yo' lovin' man.

Re-up? You crazy.

Re-up? You outa' yo' mind!

Hi-ho diddly-bop...

––––––––
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Cavarra hustled through the house switching on the ringers to his various phones. He had no call-waiting or answering machine, voice mail or cell phone; nor did he desire the cursed contraptions. He called Melissa to ask if she could bring the kids to him this time.

"You said you were going to pick them up," she said, her tone ugly.

"Yes, and now I'm saying I need you to drop them off," he replied.

"Why?"

"I'm expecting a call."

Amazingly, she didn't make any scathing remarks about his parental deficiencies, his friends or the nameless bimbos she imagined him fooling around with. She sighed and said, "Fine. I'll bring them over now."

"Fine," he said.

The phone still hadn't rung by the time he heard the Minivan crunching the gravel on his driveway. He opened the front door to see his kids standing on the porch, but only got a glimpse of the back of Melissa's head as she sped away. Her hair was short and blonde again.

Justin wore sweatpants, a tank-top, and a sneer Cavarra had noticed becoming more and more commonplace. He all but ignored his father's greeting while sidestepping him into the house. Just the hint of a perfunctory nod.

Jasmine was in sweats also. She smiled and gave her father a hug.

"How are you, Pumpkin?"

"I'm okay," she said. "Mom is mad at you."

What else is new, he thought. "You guys hungry?"

Both were dark like their father, but Justin had his mother's pale blue eyes. At fifteen he wasn't yet old enough to drive himself and his sister around, but he was capable of taking care of her in nearly every other way.

Justin made varsity in his sophomore year as a tailback who occasionally played tight end. He was a borderline phenomenon this year. Cavarra hadn't run quite as fast at Justin's age. The boy was good-looking, self-confident and respected by his peers, but still somewhat a loner. Cavarra guessed the sneer was more individualistic egomania than typical jock elitism.

At thirteen, Jasmine was already a knockout and very sweet-natured. Cavarra had mixed emotions about the tomboy phase she was going through. On the one hand, it might just be her trying to imitate her old man—and the baggy androgynous clothes hid her figure enough to maybe fend off attention from the wrong kind of boys. Still, she was a beautiful girl and Cavarra wished she would be proud of that.

They ordered a pizza delivery and had an XBox tournament in the living room while Jasmine filled him in on every detail of her life since he'd seen her last. Cavarra tried to pay attention, but kept glancing toward the nearest phone, willing it to ring.

After Justin trounced his father at WWF Raw, then was pummeled in turn playing Mortal Kombat, he began to lighten up a bit.

"Have you been practicing every day just so you could beat me?" Justin asked.

"You forget I beat you last time, too, punk," Cavarra replied.

"Yeah, one game...pure luck! And you've never beat me at the wrestling game."

He mussed Justin's hair. "And I probably never will. Wrestling is for phonies, anyway."

Justin rolled his eyes, but grinned. The old man was still cool, after all.

***
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Butch called to see if Cavarra was up for racquetball. A potential customer called to check when Cavarra would be teaching his next class. He dismissed both abruptly, trying not to let his disappointment result in rudeness.

The third call was paydirt.

"May I speak with Mr. Cavarra?"

"Speaking."

"Dave over in Maryland gave me your number."

"Yeah." Cavarra's voice was calm, but his knuckles whitened around the receiver.

"I'd like to have an interview with you, if you're game."

"When?"

"I can be in San Diego in three hours."

"San Diego to here is another hour or so. There's a restaurant just down the road from me." Cavarra didn't want to go any farther than that, with the kids at his house.

"You understand that the utmost discretion is required."

"Roger that."

Cavarra gave him the name of the restaurant and they agreed to meet there in four hours.

"Who was that?" Jasmine asked.

"Grown-up stuff, Pumpkin," Cavarra said.

Justin's smile faded. "Are we going to war with Iraq, Dad?"

"What makes you ask that?"

"You have that look again. Are you coming out of retirement or something?
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1102 13 AUG 2002; BEERSHEVA, ISRAEL

BEN ARRI KIBBUTZ

––––––––
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Yacov Dreizil was far from overweight, but his shirt and pants felt uncomfortably snug. Perhaps he was just spoiled from the bagginess of IDF fatigues. He'd considered buying some better fitting civilian clothes for the last few years, but a little discomfort seemed inadequate justification for a complete wardrobe overhaul.

Besides, the tight clothes—and the weight of his Uzi machine pistol—kept him from relaxing overmuch.

He left his jacket in the car but carried a newspaper, some film rolls and a box of print paper to the one-story house hiding amidst a grove of banana trees. Just an ordinary citizen with a harmless hobby about to spend a quiet afternoon developing and printing some amateur photos.

More eyes might be watching him than the friendly ones he knew of.

Once inside the house, he deposited the photographic materials in a locker. Dreizil was one of the few ever to enter the amateur darkroom at the Ben Arri Kibbutz. The dim, red-lit interior always alerted him that he was leaving the make-believe, fantasy world and entering the blood-tinged reality that few people knew existed. It reminded him he was not just some common Israeli Defense Forces reservist packing an automatic weapon.

The film-loading booth doubled as an elevator which took him down to one leg of the maze-like catacombs leading to the central bunker. He pulled at his harness until the Uzi was centered against his back—the clearance in the tunnel was tight. This exposed a sweat stain in the shape of the Uzi shoulder rig. He enjoyed the coolness of the wet pattern on his shirt, accentuated by the breeze of his movement. He strolled to the first checkpoint humming the theme from Get Smart.

He stopped and held up his identification badge when his progress was blocked by a mirror. The lights here were so bright he had to squint.

"Jawbone," crackled a flat voice from behind a pattern of holes in a chrome plate mounted flush in the mirror.

"Honey," he replied.

The mirror—actually a thick pane of ballistic one-way glass attached to a skeletal steel door—swung open. Dreizil escaped the blinding lights and the door swung to lock closed behind him. An IDF trooper in battle garb with a full-sized Uzi nodded at him from behind what looked like a concrete information desk from some spartan indoor shopping mall. The structure was half of an octagon in shape, each of the four sides facing a door identical to that through which Dreizil had just stepped.

The bored-looking trooper lifted a telephone receiver to his ear, nodded to the video camera and said, "Moab Widow Ninety-One. Cart to South Junction for personnel."

Dreizil blinked to speed his adjustment to the dimmer light and hopped up to sit on the concrete desk. He would have offered the trooper a cigarette, but he didn't smoke. In all probability, the trooper didn't smoke, either, or he might not have made it through the training for the elite unit from which he'd been recruited for this duty. Instead, Dreizil unfolded the current edition of Haaretz and slid it across the desk.

"Couple good cartoons," Dreizil said. "And the crossword is untouched."

The trooper eyed both Dreizil and the newspaper warily.

Dreizil made a waving gesture. "I'm not a snitch. This isn't a trap. I pulled this duty myself, once upon a time."

The trooper glanced up at the camera, now panning across the two-way mirror doors, grabbed the paper and spread it out on a shelf out of sight under the desk top. "Thank you, sir."

Dreizil waved carelessly again, and looked down at his hands. They were long, thin, dark and deceptively strong. But his cuticles were peeling, just like when he was a kid. He tore and gnawed at the skin with his teeth. What was it about active duty that put a stop to the peeling for three decades? Was it the no-frills diet or the constant friction of rappelling gloves and sand?

His fingers bled where the hangnails were the most obstinate. If caught in a nuclear, biological or chemical war, a battle wound wouldn't be necessary for him to be infected quickly. Stupid cuticles would peel; bad news would enter his bloodstream; game over.

An electric whine announced the arrival of his chauffeur—another trooper, driving a golf cart. Dreizil slid off the desk and hopped in the passenger seat.

"Where to, sir?" asked the driver.

"Central bunker. Command room."

"Yes, sir." They took off.

"Been a busy day," the driver said. "Busy week, actually."

Dreizil played dumb. "Has it?"

"Yes, sir. But I'll take busy over boring any day. You can only make a golf cart and a weapon so clean."

Dreizil chuckled. He made small talk with the driver en route to the next checkpoint. The driver hailed from the Golanis and Dreizil had cut his teeth in the 35th Paratroop Brigade. Having learned this about each other, some ingrained rivalry surfaced, hiding the mutual respect.

The narrow tunnel opened into a cavernous space where the roof domed up some forty feet overhead. Dreizil stepped off and the cart whizzed away with a polite goodbye from the driver.

Dreizil stood before a bunker of steel-reinforced concrete rising out of the floor, with an outer layer of sandbags and Claymore mines. Several IDF troopers sighted their weapons on him from inside.

"Clear your weapon and present!" rasped an NCO's voice. "Pistol grip up! Palms up! Fingers curled in!"

Dreizil obeyed. Two troopers climbed down to him. One covered him while the other took Dreizil's machine pistol and patted him down. They escorted him up the front of the bunker to where an iron hatch opened on top. They all climbed down through the hole, Dreizil first. His Uzi was placed beside other weapons on a rack while the NCO examined his I.D.

Dreizil repeated his destination and the sergeant assigned one of the troopers to escort him. Behind the bunker a heavy vault door opened after the proper protocol. Dreizil and his escort stepped through into a huge, brightly lit, noisy room bustling with men and women, all in uniform.

The trooper took him to General Dahav, who shook Dreizil's hand.

Dahav turned to the escort. "You're dismissed." The trooper saluted and left.

The command room swarmed with IDF brass. Dozens of radios hummed. Aides adjusted the position of symbols on the huge topographic maps. Rows of computers bleeped and clicked. Doors opened and shut in the soundproof booths buttressed up against the walls of the enormous chamber. The place had a plastic smell, almost like a toy store.

Dahav was tall, but unlike Dreizil, showed every strand of his European DNA: fair hair, fair skin, hazel eyes. Dreizil had inherited his mother's Sephardic looks—darker than the average Bedouin.

"All the command infrastructure in place?" Dreizil asked.

"We've got all we can spare down here for now," Dahav said. "Too much of the General Staff disappears from upstairs and...you know: Opsec."

Dreizil nodded. Opsec—Operational Security. The rank-and-file didn't yet need to know something big was brewing. And the world at large didn't need to know the Israeli High Command knew it.

"You won't be staying down here with us," Dahav said.

"Didn't think I would, sir." He was a field operative, after all.

"We know the target, and we know the staging area," Dahav said. "As of Monday, the Americans do, too."

"The plot thickens," Dreizil said.

"Yes. And it looks like they're going to make a move."

Dreizil thrust hands in pockets and squinted up at the clusters of floodlights.

"We're not standing down, Yacov. But we're going to let the Yanks take a shot at it."

"I've got reservations, sir."

"So do we all. At least it's not Jimmy or Willie or Al at the wheel over there."

"No," Dreizil agreed. "But neither is it Teddy Roosevelt or Dirty Harry." They could use an ally like that, on the verge of nuclear war. "This isn't a couple of Scud missiles we can laugh off for fear of alienating their precious Jew-hating 'allies'."

"None of us 'laughed' about the Scud attacks. And the Yanks did knock most of them down before they got to us. I know how you feel about them, Yacov. And I understand. We're not standing down, but we've got to let them try to resolve it their way. Who do we have on our side, once they are gone?"

"Only God."

"I'm not a religious fanatic, Yacov. And I know you are not."

Dreizil nodded and shrugged, with a fatalism second-nature to so many men who visited this facility. "Are they going full-tilt?"

General Dahav's gaze dropped as he shook his head.

Dreizil made a sound that might have been a sardonic laugh or a disgusted scoff. "Of course not. They are Americans, after all."

"Looks like they're going to farm it out," Dahav said. "And that's where you come in, Colonel Dreizil."
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(At a double-time.)

Singin' one, two, three, four...

Somebody, anybody, start a war...

––––––––
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Cavarra felt confident the Mexican restaurant was safe, but he performed a cursory check around the table anyway. Then he sat back and waited, watching the front door. Business was slow, so the nearest patrons to this table were on the other side of the room, partially hidden by the mock-up adobe oven on the bandstand.

He searched for faces that might match the voice on the phone. He'd been able to tell undercover cops from normal civilians since his early adulthood. And the intelligence people he'd rubbed elbows with in Maryland fit a stereotype, too. Cavarra wondered if a field agent could conceal that straight-edge nature enough to fool him.

The spook spotted him before he spotted the spook. Maybe because there were pictures of Commander Dwight Cavarra, United States Navy, retired, in their files. Maybe because a former SEAL was just as easy to spot as a plainclothes cop, to an experienced eye.

The spook was lightly tanned with auburn hair bleached blond in streaks. He had a ponytail, goatee and pierced ears, and wore one of those expensive suits with shorts. About as Californian as should be legal to dress.

"Is the table clean?" asked the CIA man, whipping out a cellphone, punching buttons.

"I didn't find anything," Cavarra said.

The agent ignored his answer and watched the screen of his "cellphone" until he was satisfied. He set the device on the table and punched a few more buttons. No bugs in the immediate area.

"Kurt Hendricks," the spook said. "Let's order."

Hendricks got the waitress' attention by snapping his fingers like he owned the place. She brought tortilla chips, dip, sopapillas and a bottle of honey. Hendricks ordered a basket of flautas and Cavarra chose chili rellenos.

"Are your children with their mother?" Hendricks asked, after the waitress disappeared.

Cavarra nodded. Justin could take care of his little sister, but that was nobody's business. And the boy knew who to call if anything happened.

Hendricks tilted his head slightly. "You waited 'til late in life to have kids, didn't you?"

"Late twenties," Cavarra said. "A junior officer doesn't have a lot of time to chase girls and start a family. Not in the Teams."

"Even at that, it often doesn't work out, does it?"

Cavarra let the comment go. 

Is he getting personal just to irritate me? Why?

Hendricks didn't shrug, but wore an expression that should accompany one. "Have you kept in shape?"

Cavarra hesitated. Not because he wasn't in shape—racquetball kept his feet tough, he swam laps five days a week and went diving nearly every weekend. He hesitated because the words were spoken in Arabic.

"Better shape than most eighteen-year-olds," he said, in Arabic.

Hendricks raised an eyebrow. "You've kept up your languages."

Cavarra had kept in practice, probably for the same reason he stayed in shape: Because he nursed a secret fantasy that some day a meeting like this would take place.

"Let's switch to Italian," Hendricks said, in that language. "I doubt our waitress speaks it."

"No problem," Cavarra said, in national Italian.

"Why did you choose to retire after only twenty years?"

"I figured my career in Hollywood had been on hold long enough."

Hendrix didn't even have the decency to smile at his razor wit."Did your wife appreciate it?"

It was hard to say which irked Cavarra worse—Hendricks' question, or the piercing look in his eyes as he asked it. The creep was practically smirking.

Cavarra let out a deep breath and measured his response. It's only natural for them to examine my background and motivations. Standard Operating Procedure. He swallowed his pride and answered honestly: "I thought she would appreciate it. But it turns out nothing I could do would please her—even retiring early to play Mr. Mom. Or maybe it was too late by then."

"You abandoned your career for her," Hendricks said, "and ultimately, she left you anyway. How did that make you feel?"

"What are you, a psychoanalyst?"

Hendricks ignored the remark. "After your divorce, it looks like you started hanging out again with the kind of men you knew in the Navy. Opened a 'tactical shooting school' for civilians. Became a dealer in ammunition and paramilitary equipment."

Cavarra dipped a chip in the sauce and took a crunchy bite. "I guess you can take a man out of the SEALs, but you can't take the SEAL out of the man."

"Have you ever done business with domestic terrorists?"

Cavarra's face contorted. "What?"

Hendricks eyeballed him like a teacher who knew a pupil was cheating. "You deny that you sell military gear to right-wing extremists, or train them at your shooting school?"

"Not that it's any business of yours, or your boss's, but some of the guys I know do have some radical political ideas. But you know doom-well they aren't terrorists." Cavarra's voice dripped with disgust at the accusation.

"Doom?" Hendricks echoed. "You said 'doom,' not 'damn'."

"I'm impressed by your attention to detail. Want me to draw you a happy-face?"

Hendricks held Cavarra's glare without blinking.

After a long, uncomfortable silence, Cavarra dipped another tortilla chip. "I thought this was about a job, not my personal life. Do you have work for me or not?"

Hendricks wasn't quite ready to let go. Almost like he knew how desperately Cavarra yearned for an old-school operation. "How familiar are you with their 'radical politics'?"

Cavarra rolled his eyes. He didn't see how this was necessary. "They believe in freedom of speech, freedom of religion, the right to bear arms... You know: the same stuff Jefferson, Madison and all those 'right-wing extremists' did. Those guys even put their radical ideas in writing, by the way—the original's in a glass case in DC. Maybe you oughta read it some time."

"Those same ideas have motivated some people to bomb government buildings and shoot at federal agents. In my book that makes your buddies potential revolutionaries." He squirted some honey into a sopapilla.

Cavarra stared at Hendricks for almost a full minute before saying anything. "You look like a potential child molester to me. Is somebody keeping tabs on you?"

"So you're a sympathizer, then?"

"To be honest, Mr. GQ Secret Policeman: Coming face to face with your attitude, they seem less and less like paranoid whackos every time you open your mouth."

This time Cavarra stared him down.

Hendricks smiled and hunched his shoulders. "We're actually just as concerned about domestic terrorism as we are with another Middle East-sponsored threat. I had to be sure where your loyalties lie. It's S.O.P."

"Are you sure now?"

"Nothing personal, Commander. You'll see how it's relevant in a minute."

The waitress returned with their orders and winked at Cavarra.

Roberta had flirted with him a few times...enough to know his full name, ethnic background and marital status. She was pretty, seemed to be both sensible and nice, but was probably too young for him. She must have sensed the importance of the conversation with Hendricks, because she offered nothing extra beyond the wink. Cavarra smiled at her, then unwrapped his utensils and tucked the napkin in his shirt. Roberta sashayed back to the kitchen.

Hendricks' voice dropped to a calm, discreet volume. "Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, control has been split in two. The Russian Mafia—formerly known as the KGB—runs the show in Russia, the Ukraine and Belarus. The southern states are under Muslim government."

Cavarra knew this, but listened anyway, relieved that the subject had finally changed to business. He chewed his first mouthful of rellenos... then reached for the sopapillas. The chili was hotter than usual today and he needed something to absorb part of the fire.

"All those governments are broke," Hendricks said. "Plenty of weapons; no money or food. Thanks to the increased American aid, they've been deploying approximately three new Topol-M sixth-generation ballistic missiles every month, and building Typhoon Class nuclear attack submarines non-stop."

Cavarra frowned. He gulped down some icewater while his brain calculated.  The US had built its last MX over ten years ago. The Clinton administration had scuttled the US ballistic missile defense program while simultaneously replacing the "launch on warning" doctrine with "sustain a first strike," then neutered the most potent American counterstrike assets: attack subs and bombers. So the money we've saved by gutting defense is being given to people who'd rather starve than miss the chance to amass more strategic weapons than the rest of the world combined. Makes as much sense as throwing away the Panama Canal.
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