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Road to, Book One

Mell Eight


Chapter One

Rehov Dizengoff, Tel Aviv

 

Mihi walked as though he was dancing, so smoothly my eyes couldn’t help tracking his hips as they wiggled so enticingly just ahead of me along the busy street. Dizengoff Street was one of the main shopping thoroughfares in Tel Aviv; the gigantic, two-story Dizengoff Mall took up two blocks on both sides of the street and was only a half mile away. We were on the end of the road closer to the beach, though, so we were surrounded by small shops and restaurants instead of cars. 

The sidewalks were large, which was good because dodging daredevils riding their motor scooters was just one small part of walking in Israel. Another was dodging the water from dripping AC units hanging out of the apartment windows above every single shop. The third was dodging the stray animals and their leavings—Israel has a small problem with stray cats, mostly because there was minimal effort to contain the enormous population. 

“How about this café?” Mihi called ahead of me, spinning gracefully on one heel to glance back at me. He saw the direction of my eyes and grinned impishly, twitching his hips again in a blatant invitation he knew I would eagerly accept when we returned to our private room in a nearby hostel. 

But first we would have lunch and then we would spend the afternoon sitting on the beautiful beach watching the sunset. Then maybe we would take the long walk down to Jaffa for dinner, or maybe we could try a local falafel place. Falafel was the food of the Middle East, and Israelis knew how to fry up the chickpea mixture just right. 

I followed Mihi into the little café, glad we were avoiding the chain café, Aroma, on the next corner. It was a relief to be inside, away from the heat of the day and the constant rumble of busses and honking of cars that filled Dizengoff Street to the brim. Mihi was already waiting for me at the counter, menu in hand and a grin on his face for my slower pace. 

He was so beautiful, my Mihi, with his slightly curled brown hair flopping into his bright and happy brown eyes. His family was originally from the Romanian side of the Russian border before they fled the Holocaust and the Russian pogroms, so his skin was always just a shade tanned. He had managed to get the prominent cheekbones from his mother’s side of the family, which took a good bit of attention away from his father’s slightly hooked nose that sat in the center of Mihi’s otherwise flawless face. Mihi was perfect, and I couldn’t help smiling back at him as I joined him at the counter. 

We ordered. Simple sandwiches because Israelis never ate truly large meals and therefore didn’t offer them even in a tourist-heavy area like Dizengoff. I followed Mihi to a table in the corner; it was right up against the glass window where we could people watch and cringe at the amazing stunts some of the drivers pulled to make their way through traffic. 

Mihi took the better seat in the corner, where he could have his back to the blank wall and the entire window in front. I bent down to kiss him gently on the temple instead of taking the seat across from him. 

“Bathroom,” I murmured into his ear before pulling away and heading toward the restroom sign in the very back of the shop. Mihi gave me another one of his impish smiles and waved me off. He was already setting out napkins so we could eat properly. One of the napkins fluttered to the ground as I pushed the bathroom door open, and I couldn’t hold back a tiny smirk. Mihi hadn’t noticed it yet, but I knew that napkin would be picked up and thrown away before I returned. 

I took care of my business and was washing my hands when it happened. A loud thump made my ears ring. The building shook, the mirror in front of me cracked and splintered, plaster from the ceiling rained down on my hair, and then total silence. 

Then: screams. 

I stood in front of the sink, the water still running cold and clear over hands, frozen in place. My eyes were wide in shock, hazel blue set in Polish-pale skin. My light brown hair was flecked with white plaster dust. My entire face motionless within the cracked frame of the mirror, waiting while my brain processed what I’d just felt and heard. 

Suddenly, I could feel my lungs aching, and as if that were a signal to turn back on, my body gasped for air. I shook as I spun away from the sink, the water still running, and rushed to the door. I flung it open to total chaos. 

The warped and blackened frame of a number nine Dan bus burned at the bus stop outside. Bodies and body parts littered the sidewalk, blood leaking from below the twisted metal. 

The front window of the café was shattered, glass strewn across the floor. None of the tables and chairs in front of me were still standing and there were bodies everywhere. 

The person sitting closest to the blast was missing most of his head. I gagged, but fought throwing up as I pushed through the mess back toward the small table in the far corner. 

People were moaning, bleeding, and dead around me, but I only had eyes for a particular crumpled table and chairs and the bare leg clad in a flowery bathing suit I could see poking out beneath the debris. 

No one by the window could have survived that blast. My heart batted away the thought even as my brain supplied it. 

The leg was still bleeding, shrapnel wounds marring the lightly tanned skin. It was attached to a torso hidden beneath the table. I threw that table off with all my strength, dropping to my knees at Mihi’s side. 

He was still breathing, my brain supplied. My heart decided it would keep beating for the moment. 

Clutched in one hand was that silly napkin dropped to the floor just moments before. I have never been so happy for Mihi’s little quirks. He must have been bending over when the blast went off and had been protected by the wall at his back. The table and chairs must have shielded him from the worst of it. 

Mihi’s eyes fluttered open, unfocused and glazed with pain. He immediately found me. 

“Mihi!” I gasped, one hand reaching out to cup his cheek. His ear was bleeding sluggishly onto my hand, but his cheekbone was unbroken. 

“Rafi,” he whispered in a cracked and broken voice. His eyes slid shut again. 

“Mihi!” I yelled. “Mihi, you’re going to be okay!” 

Finally, I started to hear the sirens. People who had seen the blast were already trying to find the living, but they were still searching by the remains of the bus. All of them, from the helpers to the EMTs, were taking their very lives into their hands. Everyone knew the terrorists liked to set off one blast and then wait for the emergency crews to arrive before doing their best to destroy the ambulances and kill all the first responders—even more innocents dead to their horrible vendetta. 

My Mihi didn’t have time for any of that foolishness. As one of the ambulances jumped the curb and drove onto the sidewalk I stood and started waving frantically. 

“Here!” I screamed, frenzied and hopped up on fear and adrenaline. The driver saw me and pointed. Two men leapt out of the back of the truck and rushed over with heavy bags banging against their sides. They stepped directly through the empty window and dropped down at Mihi’s side. 

One took Mihi’s vitals while another started pulling the remains of the chair and table away from Mihi’s body. 

“Still alive,” the first one grunted in Hebrew, waving one hand for a woman setting up a stretcher to hurry over. They didn’t rush, but it wasn’t long before Mihi was strapped properly into the stretcher and was rolling off toward the ambulance. I followed along behind, like a lost puppy following his owner, and climbed into the ambulance behind Mihi. 

Something in my face must have alerted the EMT woman already bending over Mihi, because she pointed toward a seat by the door. I took it and couldn’t help my flinch when the doors slammed shut behind me.


Chapter Two

Sourasky Medical Center, Tel Aviv

 

I was technically a patient, too, since a nurse took charge of me from the ambulance and steered me to a bed in the ER as more ambulances began arriving in force. She quickly figured out that Hebrew wasn’t my first language as she stuck an IV into my arm and found me a shock blanket and some sugary hot cocoa to drink. 

“They’ve taken him into surgery,” the nurse explained in soothing, accented English when I asked about Mihi. “Do you know if he is allergic to any medications or if there is any past medical history we should know about him?” 

My brain tried to fight against her questions—my head felt full of cotton; only the image of my Mihi lying bleeding on the café floor penetrated. The very real-life concerns seemed anathema to my constant state of worry. Still, I somehow found it in me to answer. 

“No allergies. His name is Mihiel—Michael—Stross. I’m Rafi Bergwitz. He had his appendix out when he was six, but Mihi doesn’t get sick,” I gasped, feeling a shock of tears wet my face for the first time. “My Mihi doesn’t get sick.” 

I was gasping for breath and shaking, the hot cocoa splashing onto my legs and the bed sheets around me. My tears were quickly becoming wracking sobs, my whole body turning in on itself as wailing burned through my chest. 

The nurse yelled something in Hebrew as she pulled the cup from my hands and tried to straighten my body out. Another nurse rushed over and pushed a needle into my IV line. 

At some point I must have stopped screaming and flailing, but all I remember was a gentle descent into blackness. 

*

When I woke, I was in a private room with two hospital beds pushed along one wall. The sounds of two heartbeat monitors beeping out of sync with each other was the only noise I could hear over my own harsh breathing. I dreaded being awake because now I was remembering. 

That horrible sound, the shaking, the fear. My Mihi, bloody and broken on the floor. 

One of the heartbeat monitors sped up to an alarming rate, and a jarring bell went off somewhere outside the room. Moments later, a male nurse flung open the door and rushed to my side. 

“Mr. Bergwitz,” the nurse said in heavily accented English. “It’s okay. Calm down. Michael Stross is right over here,” he added with a gesture toward the second bed. 

“Mihi?” I asked, not really knowing if I was asking the nurse, myself, or the very still form in the other bed. I turned my head to get a closer look and for a long moment all I could see was a horrible visage of bandages underneath white sheets. 

Then I saw Mihi’s nose, bruised but still that familiar hook. I could see his beautiful cheekbones, untouched, and his eyes closed in drugged sleep. I saw his chest rise and fall, tubes running from beneath the blankets that hissed along with the movement, and all of a sudden, I was breathing again too. 

“Is he okay?” I asked the nurse, who was watching me with real pity on his face. The nurse hesitated a touch too long before answering, so I snapped, “Is he okay?” 

The nurse frowned, but he hurried over to the chart hanging off the end of Mihi’s bed. Apparently, they had found our marriage license in the American Embassy’s file when they searched our names. Otherwise, the chances of Mihi and I even being allowed in the same room to recuperate would have been slim. 

“While life threatening, Michael’s injuries have been taken care of. He has a collapsed lung, and the surgeon removed a portion of his liver. Three ribs, one arm, both his legs, and his skull were fractured. All have been set and a head X-ray and CAT-scan showed a concussion, but no visible permanent brain damage. Nearly sixty pieces of glass and other shrapnel were removed from his body during surgery.” 

I could hear the “but” coming. I was damned lucky to have been protected in the very back of the café, hidden in the bathroom when the blast went off. Mihi had been right up against the window, unprotected. 

“He’ll have scarring from the shrapnel,” the nurse continued, clearly still saving the worst information for last. “The surgeon was unable to confirm whether he lost hearing in his right ear, but a specialist has been contacted and a surgery scheduled to repair the eardrum once his vitals improve. And,” the nurse paused, a hitch in his breath telling me all I needed to know to prepare myself, “the tests for ricin poisoning haven’t returned yet.” 

I closed my eyes, feeling the bottom drop out of my stomach. Damn those disgusting terrorists. It wasn’t enough to kill or maim as many innocents as possible with a suicide bomb blast on a crowded bus at a packed bus stop in a busy center of the city. It wasn’t enough that the bomb itself was filled with nails, nuts, and bolts that would become deadly projectiles in the explosion. No, the terrorists had to coat their projectiles in ricin poison. 

Ricin was the newest and deadliest tactic utilized by terrorists across the globe. It didn’t have a cure. A person could survive the attack itself, only to find out the bloody scrape they had walked away with would kill them in a few short days. My Mihi, killed in a few short days. 

I climbed from my bed and stumbled over to Mihi’s, dodging around the nurse as though he wasn’t even there. I cupped my hand against Mihi’s beautiful cheekbone and stared down at his sleeping face. His other cheekbone had a cut, but it only had a bit of salve over it instead of stitches. It wouldn’t scar. But what if that one cut was the one carrying ricin? 

I sank to my knees at his side and buried my face in the blankets next to Mihi’s hip. Tears poured from my eyes and soaked the blankets. 

A hand fell on my shoulder. “The tests haven’t returned yet,” the nurse said sharply, trying to draw me back with his words. “There is no indication that poison was used in the attack. It’s just a precaution.” 

Just a precaution. The words rang through my head a couple of times before I could look up. 

“You swear?” I asked. I desperately needed the nurse to confirm Mihi’s chances. 

But the nurse shook his head. “We don’t know,” he whispered. 

A loud knock sounded on the door. The nurse looked relieved to be able to turn away to go answer it. 

“Well, Rafi. You’ve gotten into it now, haven’t you,” a booming voice said from the doorway. The accent was all American, and I couldn’t stop the pained smile that flitted across my face when I heard it. Sometimes familiarity was so damned welcoming. In this case, the man behind it was also very welcome. 

I took another long look at Mihi, watching him continue to breathe steadily, before I found my feet. 

“You know what happened,” I said boldly, not even questioning, as I turned around. The nurse left, closing the door and leaving Robert Huff behind. Robert was a big man with wide shoulders and heavy muscles to match. He was slowly going wide and big in other, less impressive, places, but that’s what a cushy desk job did. His blond hair was cut military short and the nose below two wide brown eyes had been broken at least twice. 

Robert nodded and gestured for me to take a seat on my rumpled hospital bed. He took one of the visitor’s chairs and pulled it up next to me. 

“The humanitarian group did it,” Robert explained. I swore at the admission. 

“We were too late then,” I snarled, swearing again in fury. Goddamn those Europeans and their highhanded ideals. 

“Probably too late by at least a week,” Robert sighed. “I’m damned sorry Mihi got caught up in it, though.” 

“Me too,” I whispered, glancing again at Mihi’s still form. “If I had known we were so far behind the humanitarians I never would have brought him!” 

Another knock came at the door. Robert called hello and the door opened to admit Martin Johnson. Martin was the exact physical opposite of Robert in every way. Black skinned and almost anemically thin, Martin also outstripped us all with his intelligence. He took one look around the room and his shoulders drooped. 

“It was the humanitarians then?” he asked gently. “How’d they do it?” Martin wandered over to Mihi’s chart hanging on the end of the bed and picked it up to read. He winced when he got to the very end and gently replaced the clipboard on its hook. He moved away to take the only other visitor’s chair and pulled it close to my bed. Martin had a few doctorates to his name, one possibly in medicine—although I couldn’t really remember at the moment—so his wince wasn’t particularly heartening. 

Robert snorted. “The radical Palestinians must have been planning this from the very second they heard, because that fence came down and at least twenty people rushed through. The army only caught five. Damned humanitarians and damned Hamas!” 

“You’ve lost me. You’ll have to be a little more explicit,” Martin said dryly. 

Robert took a deep breath and plowed ahead. “As you know, anti-Israeli sentiment has been brewing across Europe for the last two decades fostered by the political and media wings within Hamas in Gaza and Fatah and the Palestinian Liberation Organization in the West Bank. Their goal is to defame Israel and the Israeli government at every opportunity by creating media bias that will sway the general population to their side.” 

Martin nodded. This wasn’t anything he or I hadn’t heard before, but it was good to start at the very beginning in order to ensure we had all the facts laid out. 

“They’ve been damned successful,” Robert continued. “Israeli officials didn’t notice the underhanded tactic and start fighting back until it was too late. And, of course, the Second Intifada hit, and Israel was bombarded with daily suicide attacks coming out of the West Bank. They were understandably distracted.” 

Martin frowned, which echoed my feelings almost exactly. Robert couldn’t have been more understated if he had tried. Distracted was too mild a way of describing a time that had been filled with constant death and worry for Israel. 

“Their eventual solution, as we all know, was to build a giant security fence separating the West Bank from Israel. By creating only a few controlled gates, they hoped to contain the constant suicide attacks. The radical Palestinians haven’t stopped trying to sneak the bombs and bombers through the checkpoints, but there have since been zero suicide attacks on Israeli soil.”

“Until now,” Martin grumbled, sending an uncomfortable look at where Mihi was sleeping. 

“Until now.” Robert agreed. “There’s been some backlash from European pro-Palestine humanitarian groups. One of them, Humans Against Death and Oppression, HADO, seems to be especially vocal. There used to be a road from one of the more isolated towns in the West Bank that led directly to a hospital inside Israel. When the security fence went up, the residents essentially lost all access to medical care. It’s an admitted failing of the fence. Well, HADO decided to return hospital access to that town, so last night they drove a bulldozer through the fence.” He finished with a grimace.

“And that’s when the terrorists took advantage of HADO’s stupidity to sneak into Israel with their suicide bombers,” a heavily accented voice said from the door. All three of us jumped. I hadn’t heard the door open, but Yair was standing there with his arms crossed and his usual frown on his face. 

I could see the nurse’s worried glance through the glass of the doorway as he counted the visitors, although the worry could also be because the nurse recognized Yair. 

Yair was a high-ranking spokesman for the Israeli Defense Forces and was on TV fairly often. While Yair had made a career out of the military, I much preferred Mihi’s path. Mihi had completed his mandatory three years in the IDF and had immediately quit to travel instead. 

I had worked with Yair before. When we collaborated in Europe against terrorists, Yair and I were equals. In Israel, on Yair’s home turf and with Yair’s high rank, I deferred to him. 

“Hamas has already taken credit for both attacks,” Yair continued, “and the Palestinian Authority is scrambling to disassociate itself from it all.” 

“There was a second attack?” I asked with a wince. This kept getting worse and worse. 

“Simultaneous,” Yair replied with another scowl. “Hit one of the entrances of Dizengoff Mall at the same time as the bus bombing. Twenty-three dead all told.” 

“Damn,” Robert swore. “Hamas must have known about the bulldozer ahead of time if they had two bombs and the suicide bombers ready in advance.” 

Yair nodded. “We suspect one of the humanitarians involved is actually a Hamas operative who planned this, but we can’t be sure just yet. We have some people working on it.” He paused and glanced at Mihi’s still form before fixing his gaze on me. “Rafi, we needed your expertise in Jerusalem yesterday. We suspect that at least two more attacks are planned for the Old City, but we don’t have any leads!” 

I shook my head and covered my eyes with one hand. I knew my job and my obligations in this country. I had a responsibility to shoulder, and I had to do it now and fast. But I couldn’t imagine Mihi waking up without me nearby. 

Yair already knew the direction my thoughts were taking because he turned to Martin with a grimace. “Can Mihiel be moved?” he asked. 

Martin must have a degree in some sort of medicine, because he answered with too much assurance to be uninformed about the subject. “With constant doctor supervision, yes,” he replied with a frown. “It wouldn’t normally be recommended so soon after surgery, but it can be done safely. We could easily set him up in the medical wing of the American Consulate in Jerusalem. Any doctors or future surgeries Mihi needs should be supplied by us anyway.” 

I let out the breath I had been holding. If Martin said Mihi was strong enough to be moved, the overall threat of the injuries couldn’t be nearly as bad as I feared. Only the unknown—of whether ricin was killing Mihi as we spoke around his bedside—kept me biting my lip in constant worry. 

OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
MELL EIGRT





OEBPS/image0.jpg





