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Principal Characters

Israel

Jordan Ben-Arie — Director of Mossad

Lean, mid-50s; close-cropped salt-and-pepper hair; runner’s posture; old shrapnel scar on left calf (2006). Fluent Hebrew/English/German working Arabic, field Persian.

Competencies: HUMINT/SIGINT fusion, contrarian analysis, quiet leadership.

Tells/Traits: Carries a graphite mechanical pencil; taps it twice before hard calls; dry Israeli gallows humour.

Blind spot: Personal risk tolerance spikes when family is threatened.

Totem: A folded note from a fallen case officer: “Ask what we’re not seeing.”

Arc: From keeper of secrets → steward of truth as the Ezekiel Protocol is tested.

Sarai Leibovitz — Prime Minister of Israel

Early 50s; composed, minimal jewellery; reading glasses she never quite needs. Hebrew/English, policy-level Arabic/French.

Competencies: Crisis cabinets, coalition wrangling, hard math of casualties.

Tells/Traits: Straightens stacks of papers when buying time; quotes raw numbers instead of slogans.

Blind spot: Over-weights civilian harm, delaying moves by minutes that matter.

Totem: Daughter’s old school badge (ties to the U.S. VP’s family).



Allied / Western Bloc

Joshua Schneider — Deputy Secretary-General of NATO

Late 40s; tall, swimmer’s shoulders; faint cheek scar (youth protest in Leipzig). German/English, fluent Russian, reads Hebrew.

Competencies: Escalation ladders, early-warning algorithms, back-channel craft.

Tells/Traits: Hums Bach preludes under stress; writes on index cards, not screens.

Blind spot: Keeps “one foot outside” to preserve objectivity—costs him allies.

Totem: A field-modified drone transponder from a saved family incident in Brussels.

Tom Kirk — Vice President of the United States

Early 60s; steady gaze; funeral-black ties since the blast. English, some Spanish.

Competencies: Constitutional manoeuvre, coalition tone-setting, quiet courage.

Tells/Traits: Flips his legal pad closed when he’s decided; quotes Lincoln when cornered.

Blind spot: Loyalty threshold is high—hesitates to act until proof is absolute.

Totem: Wedding band he turns once before every consequential sentence.

Charles Vance — President of the United States

Early 60s; TV-ready charisma; preacher’s cadence. English: memorized verses, not briefs.

Competencies: Message discipline, political pressure, theatre of power.

Tells/Traits: Palms the backs of chairs as if conferring authority; smiles when he denies scripture.

Blind spot: Certainty masquerading as faith.

Totem: A gilt-edged pocket Bible with dog-eared Revelation.

Britta Bergman — President of the European Commission

Mid-50s; minimalist wardrobe; cyclist’s calm. German/English/French, some Dutch.

Competencies: Process diplomacy, moral framing, emergency summits.

Tells/Traits: Steps onto balconies to think; refuses to raise her voice.

Blind spot: Belief that transparency alone can halt tanks.

Totem: A fountain pen from her mentor, used only for cease-fire texts.



Opposition / “Gog” Coalition

General Demirkan Erdal — President of Turkey

Early 60s; prayer-calloused hands; tailored uniforms. Turkish/Arabic, some Russian.

Competencies: Populist mobilization, religious signalling, internal security.

Tells/Traits: Touches his prayer beads before announcements.

Blind spot: Confuses fear with respect.

Totem: A family Qur’an he swears on privately before risky moves.

Marshal Mikhail Mozorov — President of Russia

Mid-60s; ex-KGB stare; heavy overcoat even indoors. Russian/English, understands German.

Competencies: Energy leverage, covert pressure, “maskirovka” (deception).

Tells/Traits: Plays chess with living opponents, never clocks; pauses before the killing move.

Blind spot: Nostalgia for imperial reach.

Totem: A Soviet-era officer’s ring he turns when recalling the old rules.

Ayatollah Khomeini II — Supreme Leader of Iran

Late 50s; austere; voice like a low bell. Persian/Arabic understands English.

Competencies: Theological legitimacy, IRGC command cohesion, narrative control.

Tells/Traits: Silences a room by lowering his voice.

Blind spot: Sees contingency as doubt.

Totem: A string of black onyx prayer beads from his father.

Colonel Farid Khadem — IRGC Quds Force operative

Early 40s; runner’s build; burn scar along right wrist. Persian/Arabic/Turkish, operational English.

Competencies: False-flag design, metadata manipulation, deniable logistics.

Tells/Traits: Never sits with his back to a door; smiles only when the camera rolls.

Blind spot: Underestimates the forensics of grief.

Totem: Damascus-stamped key used as a USB cap.
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Civilians & Supporting Figures

Colonel Ravid Eitan — IDF Operations Director

Early 50s; clipped hair; sleeves rolled to the forearms. Hebrew/English.

Competencies: Chess, joint ops timing, “one more option” planning.

Tells/Traits: Says “again” instead of “repeat”; coins calm in chaos.

Blind spot: Believes precision erases politics.

Totem: A worn laminated map of the North.

Dr. Yael Ben-Arie — Trauma Physician (Home Front)

Late 40s; steady hands; hair in a no-nonsense bun; faint iodine scent. Hebrew/English, medical Arabic.

Competencies: Mass-casualty triage, resilience briefings; (during the crisis) MoH–Home Front liaison to the national cell—civilian, not Mossad.

Tells/Traits: Counts under her breath to slow time; refuses to remove her Kibbutz clinic badge.

Blind spot: Treats everyone as salvable—costly in triage math.

Totem: A paediatric stethoscope from her first night shift.

Charlotte Vance — First Lady of the United States 

Early 60s; soft southern cadence, fierce schedule. English, some French.

Competencies: Humanitarian networks, hostage-family support, quiet influence.

Tells/Traits: Hand-written notes to staff; remembers first names.

Blind spot: Trusts process to protect her.

Totem: A charity bracelet found in the wreckage—Washington’s point of no return.

PROLOGUE — The Spark on the Mount

CHAPTER 1 — NIGHT OF FIRE

TEMPLE MOUNT, JERUSALEM — 02:11 IST — POV: THE ENGINEER

The man who called himself “The Engineer” arrived without a shadow.

He timed his walk to the blind spots: between the floodlights that washed the paving stones of the Temple Mount in hard sodium, between the arcs of the patrol cameras that ticked like metronomes when they panned. He wore the uniform anyone could wear at this hour — dark work pants, a fleece jacket, an orange contractor vest folded into a plastic crate, and the forgettable posture of a man asked to fix a thing and then be gone.

Inside the crate lay the detonator nested in a coil of fiber like a sleeping animal. The shaped charge was already in the ground, lower than any routine inspection would go, wrapped in a sleeve of packed resin to smother vibration and delay the signature. The Engineer had buried it two nights earlier beneath an innocuous maintenance trench that fed cables to a junction box on the western side of the compound. Tonight, he would thread the final wire, test continuity, and hand the moment to history.

He kept his breathing even as a pair of Waqf security men walked by swapping weekend-football predictions in Arabic. When they were past, he knelt at the junction box, popped the cover, and made a theatre of frowning. He clipped a headlamp to his cap but never turned it on. The moon did the work. Light kissed the cold metal and the dust on his knuckles.

“Two minutes,” whispered a voice in his earpiece — Farsi, soft, respectful.

He answered the way he’d practiced. “Confirm the window.”

“Window holds,” the voice said. “Pilgrims gone. Police shifts change in eight minutes. The cordon on the western gate is... sleepy.”

Behind the Farsi was a second silence, heavier than the first. The Engineer could feel him even when he did not speak: the handler from Quds Force, a man who prayed on the hour and smiled seldom. They had met once in a basement room under an airport that had no name. The handler had given him a rosary’s worth of facts and told him that prophecy did not move the world; men did.

The Engineer slid the fiber pair into the cut resin channel and felt the relief that comes when alignment is true. He tightened the clamp, then the second, then cleaned the threads with the hem of his sleeve. He did not look east toward the Dome of the Rock glowing like a coin under the floodlights. He did not let himself imagine the moment after. He kept the image simple: a column of dust, a pause in the sky, the echo across old stone.

“Continuity,” the voice said.

He took out the tester, touched probes to the copper, and watched the line go from red to green. He felt the hook behind his breastbone, the one that had been there since three men pulled his brother from a checkpoint line in 2009, and he’d learned that grief and purpose can be the same word.

“Green,” he whispered.

“Stand by,” the handler said.

The Engineer closed the box, replaced the screws, gathered his crate. He rose, hands unhurried, and walked the flagstones with the soft knees of a night labourer. On the southern side, wind rose from the valley and made the cedars whisper like an audience before a play.

He was three paces from the gate when a different voice cracked his ear — Hebrew this time, tight and flat. “Stop. Hands visible.”

The Engineer froze. A flashlight hit his back, then slid around to his face. He squinted into the light and let his mouth open in credible confusion.

A uniformed Israeli police sergeant stepped close, baton low, another guard behind him. “Maintenance at this hour?”

“Emergency fiber,” the Engineer said in Arabic with a local accent he had paid for in sweat. He lifted the folded vest from the crate. “They called from the junction. Camera flicker.”

The sergeant took the vest, checked the crate, looked at the stamped work order on top. Everything in the crate was what it said it was, and none of it was. The Engineer waited for the tiny weight of the paper to decide his life.

The sergeant yawned, handed back the vest. “Next time, you call us first.”

“Yes, yes,” the Engineer said, grateful for how easy men were when the world did not yet end.

He walked out through the gate and down the stone steps toward the Old City alleys that smelled of cumin and wet dust. He did not let the tremor into his hands until he reached the shadow of a shuttered bakery. Only then did he press his back to the wall, close his eyes, and pray in no language at all.

In his ear, the handler breathed. “Allahu Akbar. We are ready.”

The Engineer opened his eyes and watched the mountain breathe. He pictured the detonation curve, the way a structure fails — the geometry of unmaking. He pictured a camera somewhere catching the smoke and the world opening its mouth to accuse.

“On your mark,” he said.

The handler did not answer. The silence stretched until a third voice scraped across the channel, as dry as paper and twice as brittle.

“Cut your mouth and listen,” the new voice said in Hebrew. “You don’t speak now unless I tell you.”

The Engineer’s heart fell like a bird hitting glass. He knew that voice. He had memorized it from recordings delivered on a thumb drive with his first payment. The voice in Hebrew belonged to the man the handler called the Gift — a high Israeli security officer, precise as a lathe, who gave them access and names and the permission to be impossible. His price had never been money. His price was a promise whispered through a prison wall where his family waited.

“Confirm placement,” the Gift said.

“Placement confirmed,” the handler replied, switching to Hebrew with an accent that softened the consonants. “Continuity is—”

“I will say ‘continuity’ when we are done,” the Gift cut in. “You will plant the other thing.”

There was a small pause, the kind that lives at the bottom of men’s lungs before they contradict each other. The handler did not. “Other thing is planted.”

The Engineer felt the cold creep. The “other thing” was the reason his crate had a second false floor. He had not asked what the second device would do. He knew what it would say. Evidence was a language. They were writing a sentence in it.

“Then hear the order,” the Gift said. “On my count —”

A chirp clicked through the channel. Another line had come alive: a short, encrypted burst, then the trace hiss of a second secure voice barely there. The handler murmured a code to acknowledge. The Engineer stared across the alley at a sliver of sky and watched a cloud unroll above the Mount like a gray banner.

“Delay,” the handler said. “Two minutes.”

“On whose authority?” the Gift asked.

“Mine,” another voice replied, in English washed thin by years in Brussels. “Traffic indicates police rotation extended. Two officers on the western fence we did not model. Stand by.”

The Engineer did not know this voice, but it told him something simple and terrible: this operation had more layers than he would ever see. It was a clock with hands inside hands.

He looked at his watch anyway. Two minutes is a long time when history is tied to a copper line under your feet. He spent the first minute counting breaths and the second trying not to.

Across the compound, the floodlights brightened a fraction. A patrol vehicle rolled along the inner road, tires whispering on old stone. It stopped. A door opened, a cigarette tip flared, and a man laughed at a joke only he could hear.

The handler came back. “Clear.”

The Gift exhaled. “Then on my mark. Three.”

The Engineer put his head against the bakery door and closed his eyes.

“Two.”

He thought of his brother’s face when they brought the body home on a day of heat that smelled of diesel and rebar.

“One.”

He saw dust climb a column of light. He tasted steel.

“Mark.”

The Engineer pressed his thumb.

Nothing happened.

A silence like a cut in the world opened. For a heartbeat he thought he had failed. Then the ground under his feet went light and a breath later the sound hit him — low first, a throated cough, then the long tearing of a temple unzipping. Pigeons shot into the air like buckshot. A slab of night rolled and became day.

He stepped out from the bakery shadow and saw the eastern sky lift. The gold of the dome moved in a way no gold should, turned into shards and smoke, rose like a prayer and fell like rain.

The shockwave arrived late like a man who didn’t want to be at the meeting. It banged the shutters into his shoulders and sent a fine spray of dust from the stone lintel. He tasted lime and grit and the sour of his own mouth.

Alarms began their slow, surprised climb.

“Continuity,” the Gift said, flat as a blade.

The handler answered through a smile the Engineer could hear. “Continuity.”

Somewhere a siren woke in the Old City and ran up the alleys. On the Mount, figures streaked across the flagstones, small and frantic as ants. The Engineer pulled the contractor vest over his jacket, shouldered the crate, and began to walk—not fast, not slow—toward the street that would take him down to the Muslim Quarter and out into a city he no longer recognized.

At the corner where the alley met the wider road, a boy stood barefoot with a phone in his hand, eyes huge. The Engineer saw himself in the screen, a brown shape moving away, his face a blur that would be devoured by a million feeds before sunrise. He lifted a hand and made a helpless shape of sorrow with it. The boy did not wave back.

In his ear, the handler’s voice hardened. “Package B. Repeat, Package B.”

The Engineer stopped. “We have detonation. Why B?”

“Because men are storytellers,” the handler said gently. “And we have not told the story yet.”

The “other thing” lived in a second junction box caged behind a rusted grate. It was smaller than the first and louder in consequence. It was evidence prepared for human hands to find: the parts of a signature, the calling card of a zealot group with a name pulled from old books and newer anger.

He turned down a narrower lane that smelled of copper and rain. He held the crate against his ribs and told himself the lie that sustains all men who build endings: this will stop worse endings.

He had just knelt when a shadow touched stone behind him and spoke his real name.

“Majid.”

He didn’t turn. He couldn’t. The voice was Arabic with a Tel Aviv echo: a Hebrew rhythm that had learned his vowels long ago. He set the crate down and put his palms flat on the ground to steady the shake that chose that moment to come.

“Hands where I can see them,” the voice said, soft as cloth. “Stand. Slowly.”

He stood. A man stood three meters back in the half-dark, suit under a raincoat, hair too tidy for the hour. No pistol visible, which meant the pistol was certain. His eyes were the color alleys make of eyes — some mixture of green, gray, and experience.

“Turn,” the man said.

Majid turned. The man’s face didn’t change much when he saw him, which is how Majid knew the man had seen many faces at the moment when history stepped on their necks.

“Majid al-Razeh,” the man said quietly. “Electrical engineer. Brother of Omar, may God have mercy. You built a poem under our feet.”

Majid swallowed. “Who are you?”

“A janitor,” the man said. He glanced past Majid toward the Mount and the column of smoke that unwound there like a scroll. “And tonight, the man who asks you one question.”

In Majid’s ear, the handler’s voice was a razor. “Walk away. We have the second team.”

The man cocked his head, like a bird listening to a wire sing. He stepped closer, hands where Majid could see them. “My name is Eitan, and I work for people who know how to read lies. I will not shoot you in this alley. I will not shout. I will not make you a martyr for a cause that uses men like nails.”

He took one more step. Majid could smell soap and ink.

“Here is the question,” Eitan said. “Who helped you from our side?”

Majid’s mouth moved and made no sound. Somewhere behind Eitan, a window opened, and a woman cried in a language that made every vowel a wound.

“You are not the first,” Eitan said. “You will not be the last. But if you say the name, I can stop the second thing that will damn this night.”

Majid looked at the grate, at his hands, at the line the world had drawn under his feet and the line inside his chest that separated grief from purpose. He thought of a prison in a country he’d never see again, and the way his mother had cried when the door closed and the way a promise had been breathed under that door by a man whose voice could bend metal.

He lifted his eyes to Eitan. The name came up his throat like glass.

In his ear, the handler said softly in Arabic, “Your mother’s window looks east. Do you remember?”

Majid closed his mouth.

Eitan’s eyes changed — not anger, not yet. A ledger closing. He nodded once.

“Then the night keeps its secret,” Eitan said.

He stepped aside and let Majid pass. It was so absurd that Majid almost laughed. He picked up the crate and walked. He did not run. He did not look back.

At the corner, a shape peeled out of a doorway and fell in two paces behind him. Another shape took the parallel on the far side of the lane. No one raised a voice. A city learns how to let things pass.

When Majid reached the wider street, the sky was smoke, and the sirens had turned into a choir. He turned right, down toward the Damascus Gate, and the first drone of the morning news began to narrate the world in languages he did not speak.

TEL AVIV — 03:19 IST

In Tel Aviv, Jordan Ben-Arie’s phone started to ring.

It rang once—an encrypted trill that only six numbers could make—then twice, then a third time that cut itself in half as the incoming feeds took the screen and reordered his night. He was out of bed before the first image stabilized: the stuttering frame of a minaret rimmed by fire and the black smear of dust rising where no dust should.

His wife, Yael, sat up, hair in her eyes. “Jordan?”

He didn’t answer. He was already moving, finding jeans, the gray shirt that lived folded on the chair for nights that became mornings. He plugged the phone into the wall to compel a stable link and the room filled with light from a place that was not their window.

A caption in Hebrew at the bottom of the feed refused to choose a verb. Incident. Event. Collapse.

Jordan bent to tie his shoes and the knot refused on the first try. He tried again, slower, and the second knot held. He stood, hands on his thighs, and felt the weight land — the mass of years of assumptions, the inertia of doctrine and habit and the false consolations of yesterday.

Yael’s hand found his forearm. “Is it—”

“It is,” he said.

Another phone trembled on the table. This one belonged to the state. He took it and said nothing because there was nothing yet to say that would not be wrong. He listened to a voice recite a geography of disaster and then the code that opened the door inside his head where the Ezekiel Protocol lived.

He kissed Yael’s hair, and it smelled like clean. “Stay off roads,” he said. “Call Ruth. Tell her to keep the clinic closed.”

She nodded. He was almost at the door when she said, “Jordan.”

He turned.

“Whatever they say, don’t bring prophecy into the room,” she said. “Bring facts.”

He smiled the smallest smile he’d brought home in months. “Facts are the one thing the night cannot burn.”

He left the apartment, took the stairs two at a time, and was not surprised to find the city already awake—sirens weaving red through the dark, a neighbour with a radio pressed to his ear, a dog insisting the world smelled wrong. The car started on the first turn. The street belonged to men who wear lanyards and women who tie their hair back with one hand while they drive.

When he hit the coastal road, his secure line accepted his thumbprint and connected to the war room under a building that had no plaque. Faces unfolded in tiles. Someone had been crying and was pretending not to. Someone else was already angry. The feed from Jerusalem hung in every window like an accusation.

“Confirm,” Jordan said. He didn’t sit.

“Detonation under the platform,” a duty officer said. “Signature disguised. We have twenty seconds of unclear prior motion—a maintenance profile, then nothing.”

“Claims?” Jordan asked.

“Nothing official,” the officer said. “But the usual channels are humming with a name. Judges of Israel.”

Jordan’s jaw tightened. “That is not a name; it is bait.” He turned to another tile. “Unit 8200—any pre-traffic we liked?”

A woman’s voice: “A burst of Farsi three minutes before. Routed through a European IP we know plays clean. It carried nothing but timing words, and then quiet.”

Jordan felt the old machine start inside him—the one that takes shock and grinds it into questions. “Pull the last week of maintenance orders for Temple Mount infrastructure,”
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Chapter 2 — The Clause Before the Storm
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TEL AVIV – 03:28 IST – POV: JORDAN BEN-ARIE

The operations floor smelled of burnt coffee and ozone. Maps crawled across the wall screens—thermal, radar, civilian CCTV—all bleeding red from the overload. Every channel screamed the same footage: the Dome of the Rock in pieces, the smoke turning the floodlights into pillars.

“Confirm blast yield.” Jordan’s voice was low, the kind that made people move faster without knowing why.

“Less than two hundred kilos of explosive,” said the analysis officer. “Directional shaping, localized collapse. Whoever did it wanted symbolism, not maximum casualties.”

Jordan tapped the screen. “Symbolism kills slower but lasts longer.” He looked at the data stream that hadn’t stopped mutating since 02:11. Half the world’s media already ran the headline Israeli Extremists Destroy Dome of the Rock. The other half waited for Washington’s confirmation.

He turned to his signals chief. “Any chatter from Quds channels?”

“Encrypted bursts from southern Lebanon and one shortwave relay through Syria. We’re still decrypting.”

“Get it done. And tell Air Command to keep drones grounded until we know who’s watching.”

The Prime Minister wanted facts. Right now, he had fragments, noise, and prophecy swirling in the same feed.

He walked to the inner conference pod, sealed glass, white light, air humming. Three people waited—defense minister, IDF chief, cyber director. All looked as if sleep was a rumour.

“The Cabinet convenes in eight minutes,” said the minister. “They want names.”

“They’ll get signatures,” Jordan said. “Names take longer.”

He brought up the forensic overlay: heat bloom, detonation radius, chemical fingerprint. “Composition is a hybrid of Semtex and nanogel—standard Iranian engineering. The wiring, however, is Israeli-manufactured. That’s deliberate.”

“So, a frame-job,” the minister said.

Jordan nodded once. “And whoever planted it had Mossad clearance codes. That’s what makes it art.”

He felt the air tighten. The others looked at him as if he’d said the word traitor aloud.

“Until proven otherwise,” he added.

An aide appeared in the doorway. “The Prime Minister is online.”

Jordan exhaled. “Patch her through.”

––––––––
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JERUSALEM – 03:39 IST – POV: SARAI LEIBOVITZ

The bunker beneath the Knesset had no windows, only reflections. Every wall was a screen; every screen showed accusation. Ambassadors were already recalling their staff; the UN emergency session ticker crawled in red: ISRAEL CONDEMNS ATTACK ON ITS OWN SOIL – DENIES INVOLVEMENT.

Sarai Leibovitz stood at the head of the oval table, palms flat, knuckles white. She’d been Prime Minister for eleven months. Tonight, would decide whether she remained human or became history’s cautionary footnote.

“Madam Prime Minister,” her national-security adviser said, “Washington demands an immediate statement accepting internal responsibility.”

“Responsibility?” She looked up, voice steady. “For a crime we didn’t commit?”

“They claim your extremist cell Judges of Israel has admitted it on encrypted social channels.”

“Fabricated.” Sarai’s tone cracked stone. “They used our own rhetoric against us.”

She turned to the wall feed. “Jordan, report.”

His face filled the screen—gray light, no background, only urgency.

“We’ve identified internal access codes used in the operation,” he said. “Someone high-level, possibly compromised. The chemical signature points east.”

“Meaning Iran,” the Defense Minister said.

“Meaning someone who wants us to say Iran too quickly,” Jordan countered. “We respond wrong, we give them their war.”

Sarai straightened. “Then we don’t respond yet. I need proof. Until then, restraint.”

The word restraint hung in the air like smoke. Her generals hated it. The public would hate it more.

“Madam Prime Minister,” another aide said. “The U.S. Sixth Fleet is repositioning off Crete. They’ve issued navigation warnings toward the Levant.”

Sarai’s heart gave one measured beat. “Get me Brussels. Get me Schneider. If Washington closes the door, we need another one open.”

––––––––
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BRUSSELS – 02:07 CET – POV: JOSHUA SCHNEIDER

NATO headquarters glowed like a tired spaceship. Joshua Schneider, Deputy Secretary-General, had been woken from a couch by a phone that did not ring, it screamed.

He strode into the crisis suite, tie in one hand, coffee in the other. Screens rolled live footage, some verified, most fake. Data from U.S. satellites, British SIGINT, French radar. All told different stories of the same explosion.

“Patch me to Tel Aviv secure,” he said.

A tech shook her head. “All Israeli defense lines are saturated. Jamming or overload—we can’t tell which.”

Joshua exhaled through his nose. “Then try the EUNet relay.”

After fifteen seconds, Jordan Ben-Arie’s face flickered into being, audio lagging half a breath.

“Jordan,” Joshua said. “I’m seeing conflicting data. Half of Washington believes your radicals did this.”

“They want to believe it,” Jordan replied. “We’re feeding you our raw telemetry now—look at the magnetic field distortion; that’s Iranian fabrication.”

Joshua typed commands; graphs bloomed. The distortion curve matched a known IRGC pattern. “Understood,” he said. “But the U.S. President’s team just invoked Article 5 language—an attack on sacred ground affecting global security. They’re treating this as a NATO-consultative event.”

Jordan’s eyes hardened. “That’s insanity. Article 5 is for members, not myths.”

“I know,” Joshua said. “Which is why I need to buy you time. Keep your channels open. Whatever you do, don’t retaliate.”

He ended the link, turned to his operations chief. “Get me Britta Bergman. She’s the only one who can leash this madness before Vance weaponizes faith.”

––––––––
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WASHINGTON D.C. – 20:55 EST – POV: VICE PRESIDENT TOM KIRK

The Situation Room smelled of antiseptic and sweat. President Charles Vance stood at the head of the table, a preacher in a tailored suit, hands folded like a prayer made of steel.

“Gentlemen,” Vance said, “a holy site has been desecrated. The world is watching who defends God’s honour.”

Tom Kirk sat two seats down, jaw tight. He’d seen the classified feed already, the heat map, the timing errors, the noise that shouldn’t be there. He had doubts; doubt was treason here.

“Mr. President,” he began carefully, “the Israeli Prime Minister denies involvement and requests a joint investigation.”

Vance smiled the way surgeons smile before cutting. “Of course she does. But optics demand moral clarity, Tom. We’ll move the Faithful and the Liberty into the Eastern Med within twelve hours.”

“That’s a siege posture,” Kirk said.

“It’s a protective umbrella,” Vance replied. “We’ll call it Operation New Crusade. The people will love it.”

Across the table, the CIA Director shifted uneasily. “Sir, with respect, our preliminary forensics show non-Israeli explosive residue.”

Vance’s gaze pinned him. “Your analysts read prophecy; mine read facts.”

Kirk felt the temperature drop. He glanced at the feed on his tablet—data packets from Langley mirrored to his secure drive. Then he saw it: identical timestamps repeated across two different sources, one NSA, one White House. Impossible without manual edit.

He looked up slowly. “Mr. President, these logs—did you authorize data consolidation?”

Vance’s smile didn’t move. “Faith consolidates data all the time, Tom. People just call it belief.”

The room went quiet except for the hum of servers and the faint whine of the secure fans. Kirk’s stomach tightened. He understood now: the President wasn’t managing the crisis; he was composing scripture with blood.

He shut the tablet, stood. “I’ll oversee the verification personally,” he said.

“Do that,” Vance answered. “And pray you like what you find.”

––––––––
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HOOK / TRANSITION

As Kirk left the room, his secure phone vibrated once—an encrypted pulse. Sender: J. Schneider / Brussels Backchannel. Message: Vance manipulating intel. Need verification from your end before world tips. — J.

Kirk exhaled through his teeth, a prayer in reverse. Outside, the White House lawn was still lit for cameras. Above it, the contrails of the departing carrier jets drew a cross across the night sky.

Our hour just got shorter, he thought.
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Chapter 3 — Shadows Within
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TEL AVIV – 21:12 IST – POV: JORDAN BEN-ARIE

The headquarters lights never dimmed anymore. Eighteen hours after the Temple Mount explosion, Mossad’s cyber-forensics division had turned into a sleepless hive. The sound was a kind of mechanical heartbeat: servers humming, keyboards whispering, the click of nervous pens.

Jordan Ben-Arie stood behind the analysts’ row, coffee cooling in his hand. Every screen displayed packet-capture traces from the hour before the blast—millions of lines of raw network noise combed for an impossible pattern.

“Start at the top again,” he said.

An analyst groaned softly but obeyed. Code scrolled, green on black. Then—there. A ghost entry: a ping from an internal satellite node, timestamped five minutes before detonation, routed through a maintenance VPN.

“Who has clearance for Node G-31?” Jordan asked.

The room went quiet. A young officer checked her console. “Only twelve users. All level seven or higher.”

“Cross-reference with travel logs.”

Keys rattled. A second later, the answer froze everyone. “Sir... user A3-54 logged in from—Brussels.”

Jordan straightened. “Brussels? We have no field servers there since ’24.”

“Exactly, sir.”

He looked at the map overlay: the digital trail ran from Tel Aviv → Cyprus → Brussels → Tehran. An impossible triangle.

He turned to his deputy. “Shut down all remote access. Airgap the Ezekiel servers now.” “Already doing it.”

Inside, he felt a dull weight settle in his ribs. A Mossad clearance signature bouncing through NATO headquarters. Someone high inside the house had opened a door to the enemy—and maybe to the Americans too.

He picked up the encrypted handset. “Get me Sarai,” he said. “Now.”

––––––––
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JERUSALEM – 22:05 IST – POV: SARAI LEIBOVITZ

The Prime Minister hadn’t slept since the blast. Her office was ringed with security agents, their radios whispering like insects. Outside, demonstrators filled the streets—half demanding vengeance, half demanding peace.

The Cabinet war table was live again. Screens showed foreign headlines: ISRAEL UNDER INVESTIGATION, U.S. CARRIERS MOVE EAST.

Jordan’s voice came through, clipped and dry. “We found a breach, Madam Prime Minister. An internal signature logged from Brussels hours before detonation.”

Sarai frowned. “Mossad has no live network there.”

“Exactly. Someone spoofed us using NATO infrastructure. It links to Tehran.”

The room filled with muttering. “Proof?” asked the defense chief.

“Preliminary. But enough to justify counter-intel action.”

Sarai turned away from the screens, eyes on the city map glowing across the wall. Jerusalem looked small and fragile, a jewel under siege. “Jordan, listen carefully. No leaks. Not a word to the Americans. We isolate the infection first.”

“Understood.”

She muted the line and faced her ministers. “We are surrounded diplomatically, and one of our own has sold the keys. From this moment, internal containment takes precedence over public diplomacy.”

A communications officer hesitated. “Madam Prime Minister, CNN is reporting that the U.S. President will address the nation in one hour—topic: A New Crusade.”

Sarai’s pulse thudded. “Then by dawn, the world will be divided into believers and targets,” she said. “Prepare the bunker channel to Brussels. I want Joshua Schneider on a secure line before the President speaks.”

––––––––
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BRUSSELS – 21:41 CET – POV: JOSHUA SCHNEIDER

The rain on NATO HQ’s glass roof sounded like static. Joshua Schneider stared at the encrypted feed from Tel Aviv—a partial data packet that had survived the blackout. Its checksum matched an internal NATO diagnostic beacon. If genuine, someone was using Alliance infrastructure to ghost Israeli credentials.

He turned to his aide. “Get cyber-ops on this now. Quietly.”

“Yes, sir.”

He rubbed his temples. Two screens showed the U.S. President’s upcoming address feed warming up, press logos flashing OPERATION NEW CRUSADE. Across Europe, social networks were melting down—#HolyWar2028, trending.

His secure line blinked. “Leibovitz, Jerusalem,” it read. He accepted.

“Joshua,” Sarai said. “I need to know if your systems were breached eighteen hours ago.”

He hesitated. “We’re checking. Why?”

“Because whoever destroyed the Dome of the Rock used your signature to mask their signal. And the trail leads from Brussels to Tehran.”

Joshua felt cold spread through his chest. “If that’s true, someone is playing both our sides.”

“Then find them,” Sarai said, and the line cut.

He stood there a long moment, the rain a steady whisper overhead. Then he called the secure network engineer. “Audit every external tap, especially the one labelled A3-54.”

“How far back, sir?”

“To 07 October 2023,” Joshua said. “When all this truly began.”

––––––––
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WASHINGTON D.C. – 15:55 EST – POV: VICE PRESIDENT TOM KIRK

The presidential address would start in forty-five minutes. Tom Kirk sat alone in his office, lights off, tablet glowing with classified overlays. He’d spent the last twelve hours comparing the White House feed with NSA raw data. They didn’t match—again.

The edits were surgical: a missing minute of radar telemetry, replaced with duplicated noise. The alteration originated from a user credential he recognized—A3-54.

He ran a trace. Origin: Brussels relay node.

Kirk leaned back, heartbeat slow. The same code Jordan had flagged inside Mossad.

He opened a secure chat to Joshua Schneider. “Your A3-54 ghost. I have it too. It’s been inserted into U.S. intel stream. Someone wants us blind.”
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