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Introduction:

Novelette, Over Easy

Keith R.A. DeCandido




Novelette is a really silly word.

Ask the average person on the street what a novelette is, and they’re most likely to say that it’s a kind of egg dish—or they’ll think it’s a malapropism for novelty. Most people are familiar with the terms novel and short story, but once you get into the more esoteric subcategories like novella and novelette, you are met with looks of abject confusion.

However, a novelette is the ideal length for a speculative-fiction story.

My personal definition of SF—which, for the purposes of this discussion, applies to fantasy, science fiction, and certain types of horror—is that it’s the world we live in with at least one major change. Sometimes that change is as simple as moving forward or backward in time. Sometimes it’s that vampires exist. Sometimes it’s that someone from our world falls down a rabbit hole or goes into a wardrobe or travels through a wormhole. Sometimes it’s that the Axis won World War II. Sometimes it’s that the sun is eaten by a giant space goat. Often, it’s more complex, of course, but what’s important is that the author has to create a new world—sometimes several—or, at least, a new way of looking at this world. To do that, and to also weave a tale, sometimes requires a certain amount of storytelling space not provided by the short-story format. After all, SF is the only genre in which the setting isn’t (necessarily) real.

SF is also one of the few genres that still has a thriving short-fiction market. It’s possible to have a writing career in SF that focuses primarily on less-than-novel-length works (indeed, some of the authors in this volume have such careers). Unfortunately, most short-fiction markets, limited as they are by space, the rising costs of paper, and the desire to include as much as possible, prefer the traditional short story (which usually averages 3000– 8000 words) to those silly-sounding novelettes, which are about 8000–15,000 words, or to 15,000–40,000-word novellas. Such longer works still do get published, of course, but in much smaller numbers.

A pity, that, as some of the most influential and important stories in the field are novelette length: “The Bicentennial Man” by Isaac Asimov, “Blood Music” by Greg Bear, “Tower of Babylon” by Ted Chiang, “Buffalo Gals, Won’t You Come Out Tonight” by Ursula K. Le Guin, “Sandkings” by George R.R. Martin, “The Screwfly Solution” by Raccoona Sheldon (better known under her other pseudonym, James Tiptree, Jr.), “Slow Sculpture” by Theodore Sturgeon, and so many more.

The book you hold in your hands is an attempt to provide a new source for these novelettes.

 

It all started in Framingham, Massachusetts.

It was Boskone, 1999. Boskone is a science-fiction convention that has been held in or near Boston for over four decades now. I was there, doing a panel on anthologies. Also present—either on the panel or in the audience—were Patrick Nielsen Hayden, Kathryn Cramer, Esther M. Freisner, and David G. Hartwell, all experienced anthologists. We got to discussing Patrick’s Starlight series of original anthologies, and how it was a return to the old-fashioned anthology, à la Terry Carr’s Universe series, where the only requisite was that a story be a good example of the genre, as opposed to the “theme” anthologies that proliferate these days (hell, I’ve edited a whole bunch of them).

Kathryn made a comment that there needed to be more books like that. And I said to myself, “Self,” I said, “you should do that.”

The catch was trying to make mine unique, and it didn’t take long to hit on how to do that: length. I would do an anthology that would be home to the best new novelettes (silly word notwithstanding) in the genre. As a result, the two requirements for consideration in Imaginings—which was a totally open call, with no preselected stories or guaranteed spots—were that the story be in the science-fiction or fantasy genre (or horror, but only if the story contained SF elements), and that it be between 8000 and 15,000 words in length.

I received approximately 450 submissions over nine and a half months, and somehow managed to whittle it down to the ten in this volume. It wasn’t easy—I could have filled two more volumes with excellent stories that I ultimately passed on. But in the end, I think we have the cream of the crop. The quality of the submissions certainly, to my mind, proved the ideal-length thesis to be corrrect.

What’s more, we have variety. Within these pages are hard-science stories, fantasies, horror stories, superhero stories, funny stories, speculative stories, stories that couldn’t have been written before the turn of the twenty-first century, stories that could just as easily have been written in the mid-twentieth, stories from acknowledged masters of the field, stories from relative unknowns.

They have only this in common: they show us the world we know, but with at least one important thing changed, and they are quality tales.

Well, at least I think so. I hope you feel likewise. If you do—or if you don’t—please drop us an e-mail at imaginings@ albeshiloh.com or send us a letter: Imaginings, PO Box 4976, New York, NY 10185-4976. I want to hear your thoughts, positive and negative. As of this writing, I have no idea if there will be an Imaginings 2, but if there is, I want to go in prepared….

So enjoy your journey through ten authors’ wildest Imaginings.

—Keith R.A. DeCandido

    somewhere in

    New York City
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Next Year in Jerusalem

Harry Turtledove




Had the spysat been a man, it might have raised one eyebrow. Several hundred kilometers below, down in the wine-dark waters of the eastern Mediterranean, something, or rather a good many somethings, lurked under the surface. Lurk as they would, the somethings could not hide; the spysat’s electronics duly noted the tiny distortions of the surface level their passage through the water produced.

The machine compared the magnitude and speed of those distortions to the ones in its capacious databank. They matched with almost perfect precision the changes to be expected from a pod of dolphins. The spysat watched out for a great many things, especially in the waters of the eastern Mediterranean. Dolphins, however, were not dangerous. With the emotionless computer equivalent of a sigh of relief, it dismissed them from its consideration.

Had the spysat been a human, it might have raised both eyebrows, or even exclaimed in concern, for the dolphins, by their course, seemed intent on beaching themselves just south of the ruins of Tel Aviv. But the spysat was not a human. It did not care whether the dolphins beached themselves. Dolphins were not dangerous. It went on looking for things that were.

 

Yakov looked at his wrist. “Twenty twenty-five,” he said. “If our intelligence is good, the spysat should be safely below the horizon.”

From where she lay just in front of her comrade, Miriam tried to shrug. In their cramped quarters, it wasn’t easy. “If our intelligence is bad, we shall be dead before we have the chance to curse it.”

That was so obviously true, Yakov did not bother answering. He hated having to depend on machines to tell him what he needed to know, to take him places where, if he tried to go without such aids, he would, as Miriam had said, die before he could do anything else. He wished for the old days, when it had been man against man, gun against gun. The terrorist’s trade had never been easy, and technology made it tougher year by year.

Miriam touched a control. The sub in which she and Yakov rode emitted a sonar ping identical to the one an actual dolphin might have sent forth. The sub’s instruments, however, drew vastly more information from it than a real dolphin’s merely organic senses could have. Miriam grunted in satisfaction. “Beach just ahead.”

“Good.” Yakov could not keep the hunger from his voice. The Second Irgun had planned for years to make this day possible. “We raise the people, and then—”

“And then,” Miriam agreed. “Israel once more.” Her grandfather, like Yakov’s, had gone into exile sooner than accept any flag over the Holy Land save the Magen David. Nor were they alone; they were two of tens of thousands. But hundreds of thousands—millions—had had to stay behind, and endure yet another chapter in God’s never-ending trials of His Chosen People.

The dolphin sub’s belly scraped sand. Waves slapped against it. Miriam checked the infrared cameras that saw through its eyes. No one was on the beach. She pulled a lever. The dolphin’s mouth gaped open, farther than any natural beast’s could. Miriam scrambled out onto the soil of the Holy Land.

Yakov was right behind her. His face worked with some fierce emotion compounded of love, hope, battle lust, and fear. “Next year in Jerusalem, Lord,” he whispered.

“May it be so,” Miriam said. “May we make it so.”

Other dolphins were beaching, and other fighters of the Second Irgun wriggled free of them. Their stealthsuits seemed to be working: no searchlights turned the sand from night-gray to golden, no automatic weapons began their deadly chatter. The longer one counted on such immunity, though, the likelier it was to evaporate. Yakov knew that. “Come on!” he hissed urgently.

The men and women hurried over the sand. Once past the electronically patrolled beach, their chances for living long enough to do their cause some good increased dramatically. Sand flew under Yakov’s boots as he dashed inland. Behind him and his comrades, the false dolphins that had borne them to the beach wriggled and splashed, as real beasts would have done in their efforts to return to the sea. The little subs were programmed to wait in twenty meters of water until the raiders summoned them. Yakov murmured a quick prayer that some of them would one day be called back to the sand.

Bushes grew behind the beach. The raiders split into four-person teams. Yakov and Miriam quickly stripped off their stealthsuits. So did their teammates, a dark-haired couple named Aryeh and Sarah. The discarded stealthsuits, no longer energized by body heat, began to dissolve. By morning, only a forensics expert would have been able to tell they’d been there. By next afternoon, all trace of them would be gone.

Some teams went north, some south. Yakov and his companions struck out for the road straight inland. Soft Hebrew farewells filled the air: “Shalom aleikhem!” “Aleikhem shalom!” Peace to you. And to you also peace. Yakov tasted the irony of the words even as he spoke them.

Away from the beach, the raiders’ ground-eating trot turned into a slow, lazy walk. Yakov held Miriam’s hand; Aryeh slid an arm around Sarah’s waist. At a distance, they would look like two couples out enjoying an evening stroll. They had papers to prove that was just what they were. For the moment, though, Yakov knew those papers would not fool any thorough security man, for they also carried a great many massively illegal weapons. Best not to rouse suspicion until some of those weapons were expended.

A tall, straight shape, half seen, made Yakov whirl in alarm, ready to begin using up the pyrotechnics inconspicuously strapped under his clothes. But it was only a public phone and computer terminal, turned menacing by darkness and adrenaline. He grinned, drew a plastic card from his back pocket, and advanced on the terminal.

The card went smoothly into the slot. Somewhere inside the banking network, half a dinar disappeared from a dummy account. The drive muttered to itself and returned the card. Again, alarms stayed silent. Sarah chuckled. “It doesn’t know it’s swallowed poison.”

“It will find out,” Yakov said with grim enjoyment. The best couple of data saboteurs in the Second Irgun had labored long and lovingly to craft the virus in that card. By morning, big chunks of information in the infobanks would be so many randomly scattered electrons. Better yet, when techs from Jerusalem or Damascus or Cairo sought to trace the infection back to its source, they would find only a trail that led to a terminal in Eilat, many, many kilometers to the south. That card was a lovely toy.

More bushes lined the highway—oleanders, by their narrow, shiny leaves and the sickly-sweet scent that rose from their flowers even at night. The raiders wriggled though them until they got a clear look at the endless stream of little hydrogen-burning cars and electrics purring by. Every tenth or twentieth vehicle was a noisy old petroleum-eater, something out of another century to Yakov, who had grown to manhood in prosperous, progressive Argentina. The rank exhaust fumes made him cough.

Beside him, Miriam held her nose. “The Arabs are filthy, to let those things stay on the road,” she said. “I came here to fight, not to get lung cancer.”

“The Arabs are filthy,” Aryeh said, a complete sentence to him and his comrades in more ways than one.

A new set of headlights, higher and wider than most, came into view. “Here we are,” Yakov said softly. He slid a magazine into his personal defense weapon, raised the PDW to his shoulder, and shot out the bus’s tires. The oleanders and the flash suppressor on the muzzle kept him hidden; the smart bullets, programmed for rolling rubber, did their job. The bus slewed, straightened, and came to a stop on the soft shoulder almost in front of the raiders.

“Very neat work,” Sarah said. She got to her feet, stepped out onto the shoulder herself. Her PDW was small enough to be inconspicuous as she approached the bus, whose driver stood scratching his head as he stared at his ruined tires. Aryeh and Miriam covered Sarah’s approach: a lone woman was far less likely to be viewed as an object of suspicion than a solitary man. Yakov quickly switched to antipersonnel ammunition so he could also protect his teammate.

In fluent Arabic, Sarah called to the driver: “Can you help me, sir? My car’s broken down.”

The man ripped the air with a series of guttural curses before he calmed down enough to answer, “I am alive myself only by Allah’s grace, fool of a woman! Can you not see that this bus will go no further until the repair team arrives? The way those lazy sons of sheep crawl, I may be here till morning.”

“What is your trouble?” Sarah said, walking closer.

The bus driver clapped a melodramatic hand to his forehead. “Look at these tires! I cannot imagine what I must have rolled over, to destroy them so. I—” He got no further. From two meters away, Sarah pointed the PDW at his chest. She kept his body between the bus and her, so the passengers could not tell what was happening until it was too late.

Yakov and Miriam ran forward, shouting at the top of their lungs in Arabic and Hebrew: “Everybody off the bus! One at a time, hands on top of your heads! No funny business, don’t do anything stupid, or everybody dies! Off! Now! Move! Move! Move!”

The first passenger off the bus was a middle-aged woman in a black dress. “Jew or Muslim?” Miriam snarled at her.

“J-Jew,” she got out, her eyes wide and staring at the weapon in the raider’s hand.

Miriam gestured with it. “Over here.” The next person was an old man. “Jew or Muslim?” When he admitted to following Islam, she jerked the stubby barrel in the other direction. “Over there.”

The fifth or sixth man off wore a khaki army uniform with a captain’s collar tabs. “Jew or Muslim?” Yakov demanded.

“Jew,” he answered.

Yakov shot him. “Neither traitors nor liars deserve to live.” The people already outside and the ones still in the bus shrieked and wailed. “Shut up!” Yakov yelled, shouting them down. “Shut up, if you want to keep on breathing. Come on, God curse you all. Keep moving!”

Counting the driver, the bus held thirty-eight people. Nine of them, excluding the late captain, claimed to be Jews. Aryeh emerged from hiding. “Prove you are what you say,” he demanded.

“How can we prove what we are?” a woman asked. The only answer she got was a bullet in the face. She spun backwards and toppled.

Amid more screams, biting their lips in terror, several of the people standing by the bus choked out, “Sh’mah yisroayl, adonai elohaynu, adonai ekhod.” Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one. Aryeh nodded in approval and shot the three who failed the test.

The Muslims who had been separated from the Jews saw their fate in what had happened to the three who dissembled. They broke and ran. PDWs purred and snarled. None of the Muslims got more than a few meters. The antipersonnel ammunition was as good as the clandestine broker who’d sold it to the Second Irgun claimed it would be. Less than three minutes after the raiders shot the tires out of the bus, they and the half-dozen truly Jewish passengers it had carried were the only ones left alive. On the highway a few meters away, cars unconcernedly kept going past.

Yakov turned to the shaking Jews. “Go,” he said. “Tell our people the Lord has spoken unto the fish once more, and they have vomited us out onto the dry land again to build the new Israel.” The language from the book of Jonah pleased him.

“That—you call building?” an old man asked, pointing to the sprawled and bleeding bodies.

“They took our land from us,” Yakov growled. “We will take it back, with their blood as mortar for the bricks of the new Jerusalem, the Jewish Jerusalem. Go, elder of Zion; go, all of you; and let the children of Israel know we have brought deliverance with us.”

“Or if you do not care to go,” Miriam added with brutal practicality, “you can join those robbers there.” She gestured with her PDW at the dead Muslims.

The Jews ran. The raiders let them go. Miriam fitted an incendiary grenade into the muzzle of her PDW, fired it at the rear of the bus. Fierce flames shot up, followed a moment later by a blue-white fireball as the pressurized hydrogen tank exploded. The blast blew furnace heat into Yakov’s face. He and his comrades hid their weapons as they scurried along in the shelter of the oleanders.

Now cars pulled to a stop, to gape at the inferno the bus had become. A fire engine, blue lights blazing and siren awail, charged up to the blaze. Yakov’s lips curled in a grim smile as he imagined what the crew would think when they found what lay beside the burning hulk.

By then, though, the raiders were already on the pedestrian overcrossing several hundred meters south of the bus. The television camera on the overcrossing might have been trouble, but they were ready for it. The card Aryeh fed into the access gate not only opened it—as any proper citizen’s ID could—but also gave that camera several minutes’ worth of amnesia, plenty of time for the raiders to get across. Grinning ferociously, Yakov plastered a blue-and-white Magen David sticker to the concrete side of the overcrossing. By itself, it was not enough to leave a trail, and it would give Arab security personnel one more thing to worry about.

It was after midnight when the team trotted into the town of Azor. Yakov felt an eerie sense of déjà vu. He had never been in Azor before; none of the raiders had ever set foot in Eretz Yisroayl till now. But he had studied this town with holovid shots and memory drugs. He could have gone down any street blindfolded with more confidence and certainty than he would have shown in his native Buenos Aires.

Yet even holovid training had its limits. His nostrils had never tasted this particular blend of dust, mutton fat, and sour garbage. His lip curled. In Argentina, as in the Israel that had been, garbage did not stay out long enough to go sour. “Filthy Arabs,” he mouthed voicelessly.

But those Arabs were the cause of the other main difference between holovid training and actually being here. In the training, he had traveled these streets to learn: he had been the observer. Now he was the observed. Every public computer terminal, every driver and bicyclist (though the hour was late, there were a few people on the road) seemed a potential betrayer. He looked now over one shoulder, now over the other, feeling very much like a computer virus himself.

Four winding blocks east, two blocks south…“Third house on the right,” Miriam said quietly. Yakov nodded. He knew as well as she did. The house, in the way of Near Eastern houses from time immemorial, presented an almost blank face to the world, with two narrow windows and the door the only breaks in the whitewashed wall. Yakov strode up to that door, knocked twice, once, once again.

He knew a scanner inside watched him. From behind the door, a voice presently said, “Judah?”

“Maccabee,” he answered.

The door opened. “Inside, quickly,” said a tall, thin middle-aged woman. The raiders obeyed. As the woman shut the door behind them, Yakov found his hand itching to grab for his PDW. If this was a trap…if this was a trap, he was a dead man. He forced himself to relax.

“No one saw you on this street?” the woman demanded.

“No, Jael,” he answered, calling her by the name he’d been given in his briefing.

A bit of strain eased from the woman’s pinched features. “Then we will hide you. The security police will be crawling over Azor tomorrow like fleas on a dog of the streets. Come with me.” She led them out of the entrance hall and into the main room. Her long black dress flapped about her ankles as she pushed past Yakov. But for going unveiled, she might have been a Muslim.

She reached up with a broom handle, caught it against one of the ceiling beams, tugged. Yakov expected her to have to grunt with effort, but the secret panel slid aside smoothly and silently. He nodded, impressed. “Very neat—no hole to give the snoopy bastards a clue. How do we get up there?”

“Climb on a chair.” Jael dragged one up under the opening. “You’re young and strong; you can pull yourselves up.”

Yakov went first. Between ceiling and roof, he found close to a meter of space. He scrambled into it. Aryeh followed a moment later, then Miriam. Sarah was short; he had to reach down and help pull her into the hidey-hole.

Looking up from below, Jael said, “You can rest easy. Walls, roof, and ceiling will all give proper readings to cavity sensors, and this house has been decorated to make the ceiling look higher than it really is. There is a store of food and fresh water, and you will find the toilet arrangements. The Lord bless you and keep you; the Lord lift up his countenance to you and give you peace.”

“And to you, Jael,” Yakov called softly as the woman in black closed the panel. Even as he spoke, though, he knew he did not want the Lord to give him peace. He wanted combat; of themselves, his hands curled into fists. He wanted Arabs maimed, Arabs dead, Jews rising after a century of silence to reclaim yet again their twice-stolen homeland.

Through the wood and shielding of the ceiling, he heard Jael dragging the chair away from the opening that led up here. The darkness inside the low chamber was absolute; Yakov imagined walls closing in, imagined monsters that might do horrid things to him while he never saw them.

He was not the only one to conjure demons from the dark. He heard someone reach into a tunic. The output from a small electric torch seemed bright as the sun after that brief but absolute absence of light.

Yakov sat up in relief—and banged his head on the bottom of the roof. The hidey-hole was perfect—so long as one remembered to crawl. Miriam, who had been the first raider to pull out a flashlight, turned it this way and that. As Jael had said, off against one wall stood sealed jars of water and plastic-wrapped military rations that could be counted on to stay good forever, or possibly twenty minutes longer.

Further exploration revealed the toilet arrangements, which, if not elegant, were better than the simple plastic bucket Yakov had expected. Not far from one wall was a hole which, examination by flashlight showed, was connected to a pipe that led down, presumably, to the main plumbing system. The only real trouble was that using the hole required either nearly superhuman agility or a good deal of padding to protect one’s head from the low ceiling above.

Military rations and warm distilled water in Eretz Yisroayl were as delicious as fine wine and steaks ten centimeters thick in Buenos Aires. Behind the water jars lay aluminized blankets, thin and light but very warm. Yakov stripped off trousers, tunic, and weapons, wrapped himself in one, and, hard floor notwithstanding, fell asleep in minutes.

The touch of a hand woke him. He started to jerk upright, but stopped just in time, remembering where he was. The hidey-hole was almost completely dark; Miriam had set her torch against one wall. “What time is it?” he whispered, careful to put as little strain as possible on the soundproofing in the walls around him—no telling whether an Arab with listening gear lurked outside in the street.

“It’s 0630.” The answer returned so softly that he needed a couple of seconds to be sure it came from Miriam. Her hand stayed on his shoulder for a moment, then slid under the blanket. “If we’re very quiet, do you think we can—?”

The Second Irgun clung to the old Israeli tradition of female independence and initiative. Yakov reached out to Miriam in turn. His fingers found warm, soft, bare flesh. She drew him to her, guided his lips to her breast. After a moment, he murmured, “I think we probably can.”

Her hand squeezed, almost to the point of pain. She laughed in his ear, her breath warm and moist. “By this, I’m sure we can.”

They joined, moved together. Yakov found the need for quiet distracting and exciting at the same time. Excitement gained quickly. Beneath him, Miriam’s breathing came fast and short. He was close to exploding when the hidden panel in the ceiling below suddenly slid open and Jael’s head poked through, up into the hidey-hole.

The light that came with the opened panel was not much, but it was enough to make Yakov blink. It was also enough and more than enough to show him Jael’s expression of horrified disgust. “Are you animals?” the woman exclaimed. “Even the Arabs are not so shameless. I came to warn you, and I see—this? Filthy, filthy.”

Yakov slid out of and off of Miriam. “Warn us of what, Jael?”

“Have you not even the decency to cover yourself?” she demanded, and he belatedly slid a hand down over his groin. Jael went on, “The Arabs are going house to house here in Azor, looking for you. They have a Korean with them; I saw him when I went out with the garbage. Stay very still, if you value your lives or mine.” Without waiting for any further response, she closed the panel.

“Miserable prude,” Miriam snarled as darkness returned. “The Jews here have lived under Arab rule too long—they’ve taken on the manners of their masters.” As if to prove she had not, she reached out and took hold of Yakov, though Aryeh and Sarah lay awake now beside them.

That, however, was not why he failed to rise to her fingers. “A Korean,” he whispered. In spite of everything, he shivered. Korea and Japan had made the best military electronics in the world for a couple of generations. But while Japan was content just to sell hardware and software, the Koreans also exported secret policemen in technicians’ clothing. A Korean was likelier to sniff them out of hiding than any half-assed Arab, and infinitely likelier to make them suffer if they were caught.

And now they had something else to worry about. “Fools,” Sarah said, her voice the tiniest thread of whisper. “Did you have to pick that exact time to screw? Now this Jael is likely to give us away.”

“Oh, shut up,” Miriam hissed back. “We are free people; if we cannot act free, what good are we? Besides, how were we supposed to know the damned busybody would look in just then? It could have been you two—or you and me—as easily.”

“Good thing it wasn’t you and me this time,” Sarah said, “or likely we’d be in the Korean’s hands right now.”

“Shut up, both of you,” Yakov said, “or we will end up in the Korean’s hands. We just have to wait this out.”

He brought the words out one by one, almost as if by main force, knowing they needed saying even if he had trouble believing them at the moment. His own body still cried out for release. Members of the Second Irgun grew up free in free countries, and were used to pleasing themselves in all things when they cared to do so. Intellectually, he had known that was no longer true in Eretz Yisroayl. But he had not expected to have his nose rubbed in it so hard so soon.

He—the whole Second Irgun—had always counted on that freewheeling spirit, inherited from the old Israelis, as a major military asset, something the tradition-bound Arab security forces could never hope to duplicate. But the simple unwillingness to obey anything but one’s own impulses could also be deadly dangerous, and none of the raiders, himself included, had thought enough about that.

Time in the darkness crawled past on hands and knees. A year or so after Jael had warned of the Arabs and the Korean, Yakov looked at his watch and found an hour and a half had gone by. The hidey-hole was not air-conditioned; that would have betrayed it. One way to gauge the slow stagger of seconds was by how hot it got. Sarah slithered over to the water jugs and brought a couple of them back. By its feel, the liquid might have been blood in Yakov’s mouth. Sweat poured off him.

Then, abruptly, something thumped against the side of the house—a ladder. The raiders had not moved much before. Now they froze. Men in boots clumped about on the roof. Faintly, Yakov heard harsh Arabic oaths. If the security men decided to tear the place apart physically instead of trusting their instruments, the game was up. He knew how far away his PDW lay, and in which direction. If he went, some of them would go with him.

They were in the house, too; Jael’s voice rose in convincingly whined protest. “Be still, Jewish whore,” an Arab snapped. Yakov’s fist closed in helpless fury, so tight his nails bit the flesh of his palms.

Another voice spoke, down below: “The sensors say the terrorists are not here. Let us go on.” Yakov’s Arabic was excellent, but he had to strain to understand the language when spoken with a Korean accent.

Things quieted down. The team from the Second Irgun did not relax. For all they knew, the Arabs were laying low and waiting for them to come out. Yakov’s bladder filled to bursting; even crawling to the relief hole was too big a risk to take.

Finally, after a geological epoch that was just more than half a day, the sliding panel opened. Four PDWs aimed at it, but only Jael looked through. “They are gone for the day, God be thanked,” she said. “Will you come down and see the news?”

Yakov wondered how safe coming down was, but before he could open his mouth Miriam had already descended. The others followed. Jael looked at Miriam with all the warmth she would have given a louse on her bedclothes. Miriam ostentatiously ignored her.

The newscaster had a sincere face and a black, bushy mustache. He spoke of foreign-inspired atrocities perpetrated against the peaceful people of Palestine; the holovid screen filled with a view of the bus Yakov’s team had wrecked and the sprawled corpses beside it.

“Attempts by the murderers to divide our population on the basis of religious affiliation will surely fail,” the announcer declared unctuously.

The screen cut away to an ancient bearded rabbi in black caftan and broad-brimmed black hat. “We Jews are and must remain a peaceful folk,” he said in quavering Hebrew; Arabic subtitles translated his words into the speech of the rulers. “Our years of militancy here in Palestine brought only tragedy in their wake.”

“Chaim Perelman, is he?” Yakov growled, reading the rabbi’s name. “We’ll settle with him soon enough, him and his thirty pieces of silver.” Only after the words were out of his mouth did he realize they belonged to a faith not intimately concerned in this struggle…although some of the Lebanese Christian terrorist outfits were as dangerous as the Second Irgun.

The newsman’s face returned for a moment, only to be replaced by a street scene with a handful of young men throwing rocks at Arab policemen in respirators. The police fired gas grenades. The young men fell, grinning foolishly. The newscaster said, “A few misguided individuals have chosen to riot against properly constituted authority. Psychotropic gases pacified them without the need for bloodshed. Because their numbers were small, no arrests were made.”

Yakov ground his teeth. He had hoped for—the Second Irgun had counted on—massive demonstrations breaking out in occupied Israel against the Arab regime. Tens of thousands of people in the street would not have been dealt with so cavalierly as a handful of zealots—and in the chaos created by tens of thousands of people, the raider teams could have ranged freely, like piranhas in a school of pacu.

A new image filled the holovid screen: the Premier, black-haired and bearded and made up to look ten years younger than he really was. In a voice full of reason, he said, “I am confident my Jewish citizens will obey the laws in the same way and to the same degree as their Muslim neighbors. We do not fear foreign terrorists, not in the slightest.” He switched from Arabic to Hebrew and repeated the same message.

Yakov wanted to kick in the holovid set; hearing Hebrew spew from the Premier’s mouth made him feel dirty, feel betrayed. He needed a distinct effort of will to content himself with growling, “Turn those lies off!” The Premier’s image spiraled into darkness. Yakov wished the man were as easy to cast down as his simulacrum.

“We’ve only begun,” said Miriam, who might have picked that worried thought right out of his brain. He nodded gratefully.

“You know your safe houses for tomorrow?” Jael asked.

“Yes. God bless you for sheltering us as you have,” Yakov said, fighting a different kind of unease. Jael was of the Second Irgun, had risked her life to shelter and protect the raider team. Yet their presence in her home did not excite her, did not make her want to join a rebellion. All she wanted was to have them gone—she had done her duty, and that was the end of it.

The next morning, the raiders left her house openly, as if they were two couples who had been over for breakfast. They split up, Yakov and Miriam heading north, Aryeh and Sarah south. The raiders looked ordinary enough, with Yakov wearing a kaffiyeh on his head, a cotton tunic, and baggy wool trousers, while Miriam was in a black dress that might have been twin to Jael’s. Once she was well away from the house, she even put on a veil.

Yakov got in line behind a couple of Arabs at a public computer terminal. After the fellow in front of him finished selling his goats or whatever he was doing, Yakov made his own transaction at the terminal. “Come on, woman,” he growled to Miriam. She hung her head and submissively took her place at his side.

Though he strode on jauntily enough, he waited for alarms to go off behind him: the plastic he had fed into the network was not of the ordinary sort. But all remained quiet and serene. His respect for the virus designers back in Buenos Aires went up another notch. He’d certainly managed to get the change past the first level of electronic sensors. Soon enough, he would learn whether it had gone all the way through.

Men and women lined up at a newly erected street barricade. Yakov and Miriam took their places with the rest. The line inched forward, toward a couple of bored-looking soldiers. “Your papers,” one of them said to Yakov, holding out his hand.

With a hidden snort of contempt, Yakov passed over his identity card: Arabic, he thought, was such a backward language that it couldn’t even call things what they really were. The soldier fed the card into a portable terminal. A moment later, a green light flashed. Yakov had been confident his forged card would pass muster. The soldier gave it back to him, demanded Miriam’s. Her bona fides also appeared bona fide.

The two raiders walked on. Now they were in the Muslim part of Azor, mostly newer buildings than those of the Jewish quarter. The big, impressive mosque, stark black and white in the slightly outmoded style of the twenty-first century, lay just ahead. Yakov looked down at his watch. It was almost time for morning prayers.

In ancient days, a muezzin in a minaret would have summoned the Muslim faithful to their devotions. Later, records and tapes made it unnecessary for a man to climb the stairs five times a day. These days, computerized speech synthesizers had largely supplanted tapes.

The first sound from the speakers made Arabs’ heads turn expectantly, made every Muslim whom Yakov could see take half a step toward the mosque. But instead of the infinitely familiar La illaha ill’Allah; Muhammadun rasulu’Allah—There is no God but God; Muhammad is the Prophet of God—the minarets blared forth the Sh’mah, the basic creed of a faith older than Islam.

Arab men stood and stared and flared up at the speakers that were summoning them to the wrong sort of prayer. Before they could do more than that, the Sh’mah ended and “Hatikvah,” the old Israeli anthem, took its place.

Yakov wanted to hug Miriam. That would have got him noticed, however; the oppressively puritanical local society frowned on public displays of affection. He also wanted to hug himself, for sheer glee. All over occupied Palestine—maybe as far away as Damascus and Beirut, depending on how the Arabs configured their computer networks and how adept their troubleshooters were—minarets were calling the Arab faithful to Jewish prayer.

“Vile Jews,” a man not far from Yakov said. “They insult the Prophet, peace be upon his name.”

“Peace be upon his name indeed,” another man said. “We must teach them a lesson, so that we need never fear such an affront again.” He picked up a stout stick that was lying in the gutter not far away, then started purposefully toward Azor’s Jewish quarter.

“Wait for me,” called the man who had spoken first.

Yakov and Miriam went round a corner and headed back toward the Jewish quarter themselves. All over the remains of the state of Israel, Muslims would surely be moving against their Jewish neighbors. If the Jews here would not fight on their own, likely they could be provoked into doing so.

“You, there!” someone shouted at Yakov. “Yes, you! What are you doing here, dog of a Jew?” Nothing about Yakov’s clothes or the way he carried himself marked him as a Jew. But he did not look familiar to the Arab, and that was the only thing necessary to become an object of suspicion in a small, clannish town like Azor. The fellow shouted more curses, then clenched his fists and rushed at Yakov. Several men started to form a circle around them, to watch the Jew get beaten and maybe to have some sport with his woman once he lay bleeding on the ground.

Had the Arab carried a sign with half-meter letters on it, he couldn’t have telegraphed his moves more plainly. He was fat, past forty, and doubtless hadn’t tried hitting anyone more ferocious than his wife in a good many years.

Yakov ducked under a clumsy right-handed swing, grabbed the Arab’s outstretched arm, and flung him over his shoulder. The man’s startled wail cut off abruptly when he slammed against the pavement. Yakov stomped on his chest, heard and felt breast-bone crunch under his heel. Then he kicked him with careful precision below the right ear. After that, the Arab lay still. The whole fight had lasted perhaps ten seconds.

The rest of the men close by stared, as if they could not believe their eyes. Then one of them had what he thought was a good idea. Yakov had proven himself dangerous, but the woman with him was only a woman. Get hold of her, and they might as well have him by the balls. The Arab sprang at Miriam.

She whirled and kicked out, showing a lot of strongly muscled leg for a moment as her dress rode up to her thigh. Her toe smashed into the Arab’s crotch. He folded in half, writhed in the street clutching at himself and howling like a dog.

Miriam’s smile was all carnivore. “Who’s next?” she asked sweetly. No one answered. When she took a sudden, sharp step toward a young man with a beard, he turned and fled. The rest of the crowd followed posthaste.

“Let’s get away from here,” Yakov muttered, glad the mob hadn’t had anyone brave in it. A rush forward instead of back could have been unpleasant: they might have been swarmed over before they could get out their weapons. Even fierce Miriam only nodded. They headed back toward the Jewish part of town.

No sooner had they turned a corner than they came upon the body of a man who had been stomped to death—their own certain fate if they hadn’t been trained fighters. His blood ran into the gutter. Flies buzzed around him. A scrawny dog scuttled forward to sniff at the corpse. Yakov shouted at it. It ran away.

That was not the only body he saw, but he and Miriam were the only two live Jews on the street (he hoped Aryeh and Sarah were safe, or at least causing mischief for the Arabs). The mob howled around the Jews’ homes, shouting obscenities and blood-thirsty threats of vengeance for the blasphemy the Jews had committed. Stones flew through the air. Every now and then a small window smashed, but the houses were built to take more abuse than rocks could dish out.

In a civilized country, the police would have broken a few heads and run the rest of the rioters back to their own part of town. Here, men in the comic-opera uniforms of the local gendarmerie screamed slogans and threw rocks along with their friends and neighbors.

“Why won’t our people fight back?” Yakov said.

Miriam’s lip curled. She spoke a curse more hateful in Yakov’s ears than any of the Arabs’ cries: “Ghetto.”

The men and women who had escaped from Israel as it fell carried with them their nation’s tradition of freedom and ferocious resistance to oppression. Those who stayed behind and had to live under the boot heels of the Arabs quickly relearned another, more ancient Jewish tradition: walk small, don’t give the conqueror any reason to be angry at you; don’t fight back when he gets angry anyhow. That tradition had kept Jews alive before when they existed at the sufferance of Christian or Muslim overlords. It kept them alive in Palestine nowadays—but the cost to their manhood!

Miriam pointed to the shut-up homes and shops. “They’re just going to wait it out until the stinking Arabs get bored and go away.”

“That’s what they think.” Yakov ducked down an alley, then down another. He scrambled to the top of a back fence, pulled Miriam up after him. From there, getting to the roofs was a matter of a moment. The two raiders slithered on their bellies toward the street. The roof, like most roofs in Eretz Yisroayl down through the ages, was flat. The Arabs screaming through the streets below could not see them unless they got very close to the edge.

Miriam seemed to have just that in mind. She took out her PDW and got ready to fire a clip or two down into the mob. Yakov tapped her on the arm, shook his head. She looked daggers at him—until he reached under the waistband of his baggy trousers and drew forth a couple of apricot-sized fragmentation grenades. She grinned and nodded. Without showing himself, he lobbed the grenades down into the street.

The explosions were small, like popping balloons. The results were anything but small. The hypervelocity blast charges sent small, thin disks of industrial diamond ripping through flesh and bone like thousands of tiny circular saw blades. Shrieks of fury became howls of horror.

Yakov grabbed his own PDW. “Now!” he said. Miriam nodded again. She got up on one knee beside him. They hosed bullets into the mob, whose members were too busy with their own dead and wounded to hear the chatter of guns for a moment. Only when they noticed more of their number falling did they (or rather, those who still could) spin round to find out why.

By then, they were too late. Having emptied their weapons, the raiders speedily withdrew. The alley remained empty. Half a block down, it connected with another such byway, which led to a side street. From the side street, they dodged onto a way big enough for them to lose themselves in the crowd before any sort of pursuit could be mounted. From the moment they had opened fire, perhaps two and a half minutes had elapsed.

They spent the rest of the morning speaking Arabic and shouting slogans against the Jews. Ambulances marked with Red Crescents screamed back and forth, sirens warbling. Police and troops cordoned off the Jewish quarter. They checked Yakov’s and Miriam’s ID documents twice and sniffed them for weapons once. The team from the Second Irgun passed all tests.

“Inshallah, you will catch the wicked terrorists who disrupt the peace of our holy land,” Miriam said, full of righteous wrath, to the fellow who ran the weapons sniffer. The man did not take off his goggles as he nodded. Along with his rather wide mouth, they made him look like a frog—a harassed frog.

Just then, the minarets that should have called the faithful to prayer cried out the Sh’mah and the banned Israeli anthem once more. The man at the sniffer swore several ripe Arabic oaths. So did Yakov, to keep from laughing.

The holovid was on when Miriam and Yakov got to their new safe house. The urbane Arab newscaster had lost a good deal of his urbanity. He seemed a man who had barely survived an earthquake. “Afreet are loose in our streets today,” he declared. “Evil spirits spawned from senseless and antique nationalism. Along with the blasphemies that have defiled our mosques and cast filth on the name of Allah, blessed be He, we have endured outrages beyond counting. Let these pictures stand for the whole.”

A helicopter swooped low over streets. After a moment, Yakov recognized the grid as Azor’s. Blood streamed across the pavement, pooled in potholes. Some bodies lay still. Others thrashed and writhed. Doctors in old-fashioned white knelt by them, doing what they could. Yakov knew a moment’s relief: The news helicopter had not been overhead while he and Miriam were at their work…although helicopters could be dealt with, too.

Other teams beside his own had been busy. He saw fires here, wrecked ground vehicles there, angry passengers in airport waiting rooms as security teams searched airplanes and dirigibles for explosives. More than once, they found them. Once, they did not; the wreckage of a light plane that had belonged to the vice chief of staff lay scattered over three fields not far from Jerusalem.

A few more Jewish rioters were in the streets in the holy city and in Jaffa, but only a few. The newscaster said, “The vast majority of Jews love peace and reject these acts of terrorism with the same shock and repugnance as the rest of our citizens. They are part of our nation, and would not be otherwise.”

“Liar,” Miriam snarled, as if the fellow could hear her.

And, as if in contradiction, Chaim Perelman’s ancient, saintly face came onto the screen once more. Speaking again in Hebrew, he said, “Keeping the peace is God’s chiefest law. Violence, no matter how noble the perpetrator reckons his purposes to be, surely transgresses against the will of the Holy One, blessed be His name. No good can spring from it, thus no good will spring from it. Bloodshed shall not yield justice.”

“Mealymouthed old fart,” Yakov said.

The safe house belonged to a fat butcher named Samuel. He said, “People listen to him, though, him and the rabbis like him. Not many Jews in Palestine are secular anymore; they learn in school how the old secular state caused war after war just by existing. Most of us are as pious as the Muslims in the rest of the country.”

“Perelman looks damn near old enough to remember the real Israel, and to remember that what he’s spouting is tripe,” Yakov retorted.

“Tripe?” Miriam found a harsher word and proceeded to use it, following it with several more of a similar sort. Samuel seemed somewhat scandalized at a woman’s swearing so fluently, but soon burst out laughing over her lewd speculations over what all the rabbi had abandoned to attain his old age, and how long ago. She finished, “For a quarter of a dinar, I’d hunt him down and pull off his pants just to see if he was born with one.”

Laughing still, the butcher said, “If you want to that badly, you can. His synagogue is at Ashqelon, only twenty-five kilometers from here.”

“Is it?” Miriam breathed. She looked at Yakov. He nodded—his thoughts were running in the same direction as hers. What better way to show Arabs and Jews alike the power—and the ruthlessness—of the Second Irgun than to have the government toady end up gruesomely dead?

“Tell me more,” Yakov said to Samuel. “Do your people have a safe house for us in Ashqelon? We’ll want to do this one at night, I think, for maximum psychological impact, but we’ll travel in during the day, to make ourselves less conspicuous. That means we’ll need somewhere to hole up until the time is right.”

Samuel paused a while in thought, his lips moving. Then he nodded. “Yes, we can do that. As a matter of fact, our friend lives not far from the synagogue.”

“Good,” Yakov said. “We’ll stay here tonight, then take the bus down the coast to Ashqelon. You’ll need to give me the password and the backup, as we hadn’t originally planned to go there at all. But if we can’t be flexible, what good are we?”

“Not much,” the butcher answered. “Now you’ll probably want to bed down. Come with me.” He led the raiders to the big refrigerator in the back of his shop, then inside it. They shivered until he pulled on a handle that seemed at first glance no different from those of the other meat lockers that lined the walls. But this locker, which was near ground level, had an unexpected amount of space behind it. Samuel chuckled. “It’s hollowed out for several meters, with a false bottom in case a searcher is smarter than usual.”

Yakov’s teeth chattered. “I hope it’s insulated.”

“Of course, my friend, from cold and sensors both.” Samuel’s breath smoked from his mouth and nose, but the cold did not seem to bother him. “It has its own air vent, too, so you needn’t worry about suffocating once I close the door. I’d keep you aboveground, truly I would, but…” His voice trailed away.

“We understand,” Miriam said, giving him a look that came doubly warm in that frigid room. “We would not want to bring more danger down upon you than we must. When Eretz Yisroayl is free and Jewish once more, all those who helped will win their deserved reward.”

By the way Samuel’s eyes traveled up and down her body, Yakov thought he knew what reward the butcher would like. But Samuel said only, “Get in now, and may God keep you safe to do His holy work.”

Climbing into the meat locker was like getting into a coffin, or into one of the refrigerated drawers of a morgue. Yakov was glad he had no tendency to claustrophobia. Even astronauts on their occasional visits to Mars and its moons had more room than he and Miriam did—and windows to see out of, as well.

He clicked on his flashlight. It showed him only how tiny and cramped the space in which he lay was. “Turn it off, “Miriam said. “I’d sooner imagine I had more room.” He obeyed. In the pitch blackness, imaginary colors formed and twisted on his retinas. After a while, he put his hands under his head and tried to sleep.

He must have succeeded, for he thrashed like a cat hit by a car when Samuel opened the locker door. “Come on out,” the butcher said. “Computer says the next bus to Ashqelon leaves in half an hour.”

“Can’t be too soon,” Yakov answered with wrinkled nose. “Until you’ve spent a while in close company with a full slops bucket, you haven’t lived life to the fullest.”

Samuel laughed as he led the raiders to the door. “I’m just as well pleased my life is still partly empty, then. The bus station is two blocks east of here. God go with you, and with our Eretz Yisroayl.”

The bus station was surrounded by security troops with scanners. Again Yakov and Miriam were examined with all the electronic ingenuity the Arabs had at their disposal; again their own gear, partly Argentine army issue, partly the product of the ingenuity of the Second Irgun, left them seeming altogether innocuous.

Innocuous they remained on the bus, a vehicle identical to the one they’d ambushed and destroyed just after they landed. Around them, Arab women in veils chattered about the price of chickens, old Jewish men complained about their health, and young men, Arab and Jew alike, bemoaned the inept performance of their American Football team in the Super Cup quarterfinals.

The bus rolled south toward Ashqelon. Some of the hills to the east remained green with tress planted during the days of Israeli rule. More were returning to desert. Yakov watched a herd of goats ambling over one of these, its Arab herder slowly following on foot. The scene could have belonged back in the twentieth century of the Common Era, or, as easily, back in the twentieth century before the Common Era. After the Arabs were driven out and Israel reestablished, Yakov itched to take a PDW and go hunting the sapling-munching goats. The land would have to be made to bloom yet again.

Yakov and Miriam got off the bus, made their way through the crowd pushing to get on. Rabbi Perelman’s synagogue and home were only a few blocks from the bus station. They walked casually past, noting security troops in place here and there around them. They both nodded. The Arabs were enemies, but not fools—they knew a traitor like Perelman needed all the protection he could get. All the protection he could get, in fact, would not be nearly enough.

But proving that would come tonight. For the moment, the raiders needed a quiet place to wait. Benjamin the tailor’s shop was not far away. When he walked in, Yakov again felt he had fallen back through time. Some of the clothes Benjamin made could have come straight out of a Polish ghetto. His tools were hardly more modern—tape measure, scissors, a sewing machine that differed from its earliest ancestors only by being powered.

He looked up from the pants he was hemming when Yakov and Miriam walked in. “How can I help you, my friends?” he asked with a smile that gleamed whitely through his thick, dark beard.

“Do you have the blouse ready for my cousin Esther?” Miriam asked.

Benjamin’s smile disappeared. He rose from the sewing machine, took a step back from the newcomers, as if he was thinking about running away. That would have been stupid, fatally stupid. He seemed to realize it, and visibly pulled himself together. Still, his voice, firm and cheerful a moment before, quavered as he said, “Can you come back for it tomorrow? I’m not quite done.”

“She’ll be very unhappy unless she can wear it tonight,” Yakov said.

“Tonight?” Benjamin sagged back to his chair. “Are you sure it has to be ready so soon?” Sweat sprang out on his forehead, though the shop was air-conditioned.

“Tonight,” Yakov said firmly. He and Miriam exchanged a quick glance. This looked like the sort of fair-weather follower they’d been warned about in Buenos Aires: someone who talked like a patriot, and even acted like a patriot so long as acting like a patriot involved no risk, but got cold feet when the chips were down. He had to be watched even more closely than an out-and-out enemy, for he knew more about the Second Irgun than a mere foe could.

Miriam said, “Let me use your phone for a moment, Benjamin.”

“It’s over there.” The tailor pointed. He said nervously, “Remember, the computer logs all the calls here. You don’t want to call anyone who would draw suspicion onto, uh, you.”Onto me, Yakov knew he meant.

“Don’t worry,” Miriam told him. “The number is guaranteed safe.” She made the call, then made a face. “Anyway, the line’s engaged.” She put down the phone. “Maybe I’ll try later.”

“What do you plan to do—tonight?” Benjamin asked.

“What you don’t know, you can’t tell,” Yakov said. “Doctrine.” That was true, though he would have truthfully answered Samuel or even Jael: the latter might despise him personally, but he was sure she was loyal. Benjamin he did not trust. By the way Miriam paced back and forth, she was leery of the tailor, too. If he made her more than a little leery, he wouldn’t last through the night any more than Rabbi Perelman.

Just then, a customer came in. Yakov busily examined a long, black, many-buttoned coat he wouldn’t have bought for love or money. Even the plain white shirt and gray trousers he had on now struck him as boring; like any other Argentine male under forty, he was used to strutting in bright shimmersilks. The Jews who’d stayed behind after Israel fell were a dull lot, he thought, not for the first time.

Miriam played the shopper, too, exclaiming over the female equivalent of his ugly coat. Her true taste was even more flamboyant than his. Both of them spent more time watching Benjamin than really looking at clothes. If the customer was in fact a security man, their contact could betray them so they would never know until too late. But if he did, he would never do anything else again—Yakov promised himself that.

The customer bought a black felt hat that was to Yakov’s eye the same as the one he was wearing. He gave Benjamin his plastic, checked the receipt, and walked out. Yakov breathed a little easier.

Benjamin said, “Shall I put you in the back room?”

“That’s all right,” Yakov answered. At the same time, Miriam vigorously shook her head, but he hadn’t needed her signal to make his choice.

“You don’t trust me,” the tailor said in aggrieved tones.

Miriam tried to soothe him. “We’ve spent so much time cooped up in hidey-holes that we’re sick to death of them, that’s all.” Her words had the ring of sincerity. They were even, in large measure, true. That did not make them directly responsible to Benjamin’s charge. Yakov worried harder than ever. If Benjamin thought the raiders didn’t trust him, he was less likely to trust them.

The tailor closed his shop at 1800. Yakov and Miriam waited through twilight into darkness. Save for tea, their reluctant host offered them nothing. Miriam used the toilet in the back room. When she came out, she said, “Let’s go do it.”

“God go with you,” Benjamin said, as he should have. “Will you come back here after—your mission?”

“Yes,” Miriam said. Yakov looked at her sharply. He thought that was suicidally dangerous. Her face gave away nothing, to Benjamin or to him. The two raiders slipped into the dark, quiet streets. As soon as they were around the corner from the tailor’s shop, Miriam said, “Of course we won’t go back. Am I a fool, to trust myself to the likes of him? But if he thinks we may show up any minute, he’ll think longer about calling security, if that’s what he has in mind.”

“What do we do about him if he does?” Yakov asked. Before he could answer, Miriam’s wristwatch—or rather, what looked like a watch on Miriam’s wrist and did, in fact, keep time—let out a beep, as if its alarm had gone off. And an alarm had gone off, though not the innocent sort that would have come from most watches.

Miriam said, “He didn’t think much longer about calling security, that’s for certain. Good thing I got my hands on his phone—at least we’re forewarned.” She touched a button on the rather-more-than-a-watch. “Now let’s get a little farther away from here. He’ll probably be so nervous about giving us away that he’ll need to visit the toilet. And when he flushes—”

He must have flushed. The explosion sent rudely wakened birds indignantly twittering into the sky from rooftops and lamp-posts. People came rushing out of their houses, too, looking for the traffic accident. When they saw none, most of them went back inside.

Miriam’s laugh held nothing but glee. “I got into the bathroom, too, remember? There goes one traitor. And the security people will come rushing from Perelman’s over here, to see what happened, which should make our job easier.”

“That would be nice.” Yakov stood on a street corner for a moment, savoring the warbling wail of an ambulance. A couple of men hurried past him on foot, heading for Benjamin’s shop, or however much of it was left after the bomb. He would have bet gold against radioactive waste that they belonged to security. They weren’t curious about the blast—they were intent. They said nothing out of the ordinary, but their purposeful walk gave them away.

The raiders gave Rabbi Perelman’s house by the synagogue another careful and discreet once-over. “What did it look like to you?” Miriam said. “I spotted two at the front door, one more at the back.”

“That’s what I saw, too,” Yakov said. “Well, if there are more, we’ll deal with them when we get there. Meanwhile—” He and Miriam put their heads together. They had run through enough computer simulations and live-action practices to make their planning quick and easy.

Yakov hung back while Miriam walked up to the guards at the front of Rabbi Perelman’s house. They watched her approach with more appreciation than suspicion; even in the modern world, they had trouble taking seriously the idea that women could be fighters. The Second Irgun had exploited that blind spot before.

“Excuse me,” Miriam said in Arabic. “I’ve just moved into town. Could you tell me how to get to Rashid’s meat market?”

“It’s right around the corner there.” One of the guards pointed. “You turn left and then you…” His voice trailed away.

Miriam wore a scornful expression when she rejoined Yakov. “They never noticed me drop the gas capsule, and they weren’t wearing nose filters. I don’t know why they didn’t die of terminal incompetence years ago.”

Now she and Yakov walked right past the front of the rabbi’s house. The two guards still looked alert, and no doubt thought they were, but their eyes did not track the raiders. There were psychotropics and psychotropics. This one ensured that they would be lost in their own private worlds for the next couple of hours.

The fellow in back posed a tougher problem. From well down the street, Yakov assembled a small contraption of plastic and rubber: a slingshot. He loaded it with what looked like a pebble, shot the load so it would land not far from the sentry. Then he checked his own not-quite wristwatch, grunting in satisfaction. The Arabs’ electronic curtain around Perelman’s house now had one corner lifted, and not in a way they were likely to notice. That left the sentry himself.

Confidence rising, Yakov crawled down the alley until he crouched behind the fence directly in back of Perelman’s home. The fence was about a meter and a half high; the Arabs had strung razor wire atop it to inhibit climbers.

Yakov found a stone about the size of an egg. As with his slingshot, sometimes old ploys still worked, even in an age of constant computer scans. The Arab sentry was not a computer, and no computer could tell him what to do fast enough for him to be able to do it.

The raider tossed the stone over the fence, well away from his own position. He and Miriam popped up and fired silenced rounds from their PDWs. The sentry, who was still peering out to see what had made the noise when the stone landed, never knew what hit him.

Razor wire is an excellent deterrent against climbers. When no guards are left to watch raiders cut it, however, its value drastically diminishes. Yakov and Miriam swarmed over the fence, PDWs still at the ready. If more Arabs waited inside the house, they might have heard their comrade fall.

Silent as smoke, the two fighters from the Second Irgun drifted up to a window. It was undoubtedly wired in to the house’s defense system, but the pseudo-pebble was supposed to keep anyone from noticing if it broke. Yakov was betting his life that pebble would do what it was supposed to.

He unreeled a couple of centimeters of monofilament wire, sliced through the windowpane, and caught the glass as it fell outward. It made not a sound, nor a peep on any detection system his quasi-watch could scent. He climbed into the house and reached out to help Miriam in after him.

In the darkness, she slipped what looked like ordinary if antiquated spectacles onto her nose. He followed suit. The light pumps turned night into day. Miriam pointed to the wall opposite the window. She whispered, “Have you ever seen so many books is your life?”

“Of course not,” Yakov answered contemptuously. A player and a couple of disks would hold a greater library than all these papers and parchments put together, and give a reader instant access and cross-referencing features mere printed pages could not hope to match.

PDWs ready, the raiders glided into a hallway. Like the room from which they’d emerged, it was lined floor to ceiling with books. Yakov shook his head in bemused wonder at the waste of space and resources.

“I really don’t think there are any guards inside here,” Miriam said. Yakov nodded. Trust the Arabs to do a shoddy job of protecting Perelman, he thought—the rabbi was only a Jew, after all.

They found his bedroom. It, too, was filled, almost swallowed, by print on paper. A couple of books even lay beside him, as if in the quiet aftermath of love, on the narrow bed in which he slept.

“Perelman—wake up!” Yakov hissed. He wanted to shout it, but his electronic protections, good as they were, could not work miracles. Miriam was more direct. She gave the bed a good, hard kick. A book tumbled to the floor. Chaim Perelman sat up with a start.

In the darkness, the team from the Second Irgun could only have been a pair of indistinct shapes to him. Yakov’s light-pump glasses let him see the rabbi’s face as clearly as if it were daylight. “Say your prayers, traitor,” Miriam said in Hebrew. “You are a dead man.”

Yakov wanted to taste the old man’s fear before he killed him. But Perelman only pulled up a corner of the sheet to cover his head and intoned, “Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one. Blessed be His name—”

“Shut up, damn you,” Yakov snarled. “How can you pretend to be a Jew on your deathbed when you spread your legs for your Arab masters all your life?”

Perelman seemed to realize he would not die in the next moment. But just as he had shown no fear before, now he revealed no sudden access of hope. He answered, “They are the rulers here. How can one not work with them? So long as we Jews live at peace with them, they are not harsh masters.”

“They should not be masters here, fool,” Miriam said angrily. “They should be subjects, or driven out altogether. This is our land—Eretz Yisroayl.”

“This is Eretz Yisroayl no matter whose flag flies over it,” Perelman answered. Yakov watched his face in disbelief—by the way it came alive at the prospect of disputation, the old man might have been in a yeshiva instead of facing his executioners. He went on, “In God’s scheme of things, a flag matters little. ‘Next year in Jerusalem’ is a matter of the spirit, not of the flesh. Where the flesh lives, and under whose rule, is of small concern.”

“You’re a liar as well as a fool,” Yakov said. “Jerusalem was ours. It will be ours again, and the Arabs driven into the desert.”

“As the Lord wills, and when the Lord wills,” the rabbi said. “You shall not win the Lord’s favor by slaughtering innocent women and children, no matter what they call the god they worship.”

“I care nothing for the Lord’s favor, so long as I win,” Yakov said, and Perelman covered his head once more at the blasphemy. Yakov added, “History shows that terror is one of the best weapons to disrupt any state.”

“The Marxist-Leninists believed history showed them this or that,” Perelman retorted, showing that not all of his reading had been in the Talmud. “Where are the Marxist-Leninists now? Among the discarded things of the world, as is the state of Israel you hope to revive by fire and sword. It is gone; it shall not return until the Lord sends the Messiah in His own good time.”

“What was here once can come again—will come again,” Miriam said. “It happened once, after almost two thousand years of torment and oppression for Jews all over the world. Jews ruled their homeland; Hebrew was spoken in the streets. We stayed free for most of a hundred years. This time, we’ll stay free forever.”

“There were never enough Jews to hold this land free forever,” Perelman said. Yakov heard both sadness and certainty in his voice, and hated him the more for them. “The Muslims all around Eretz Yisroayl—and in it—have been here a millennium and a half themselves, and outnumber us too badly to let us stand against them in the long run. They learned the soldier’s trade as we beat them war by war, and we could not afford to lose even once. That is how it was; that is how it shall be.”

“Liar,” Yakov said again.

Perelman shook his head. “We are not even the first to learn this lesson. More than a thousand years ago, the goyim of Europe sent their Crusaders to free the Holy Land—theirs as well as ours—from the Muslims. They prospered here for a time, too. Some of their castles remain. In times of trouble, they make nests for guerrillas. But the Crusaders are gone. So is Israel. Gone it shall remain. Jews did without it for two thousand years; they can continue without it for as many more.”

“What Jews can continue without is you.” Miriam squeezed the trigger of her PDW. Bullets tore through the ancient flesh of Chaim Perelman. He writhed and thrashed, but only for a few seconds. One hand seemed to be trying to pull up the sheet so he could pray with his head covered. He died before the first word of the Sh’mah passed his lips.

Yakov spat on the rabbi’s corpse. He knew that was stupid; if he was ever captured, forensics could link him to the killing. He did it anyhow, to show his utter scorn for everything Perelman represented. “Let’s get out of here,” he said.

 

Thousands—tens of thousands—of mourners snaked through the streets of Ashqelon, following the coffin that held the shattered remains of Chaim Perelman. Only the view from a hovering helicopter could take in even a good-sized part of the crowd. The wails and lamentations the mourners sent up were audible even through the growl and thutter of the copter’s engine and rotor blades.

The smooth Arab newscaster said, “The Jewish community mourns the passing of its great spiritual leader, foully murdered by foreign factionalists. The tiny degree of support these fanatics have been able to stir up is well illustrated by the contrast between these two scenes.”

The screen cut away from Perelman’s funeral procession to show a few youths throwing stones at policemen. The slogans they shouted had echoed in Yakov’s ears for as long as he could remember. Then the Arabs gassed the rioters, and they fell to the pavement with foolish grins.

“Which is the true picture of our Jewish citizens?” the newsman asked rhetorically. “Is it these few hotheads, or the great masses of the pious?”

The holovid cut back to Ashqelon. Jews in black were trying to clamber onto the bed of the truck that carried Perelman’s coffin; other Jews in black were trying to hold them at bay, and not having much luck. The coffin rocked and swayed and almost fell off the truck.

Miriam swore horribly. “Better that snake should be run over and smashed flat in the road like a bug.”

Samuel the butcher nodded his lips, but jerked a thumb at the holovid screen. “You know this and I know this, but those idiots—” He shook his head, pursed his lips as if he wanted to spit. “There are so many of those idiots. They would sooner pray than fight for their freedom.”

“They didn’t fight in Germany, either, or in Poland, not enough to keep the Nazis from making them into soap,” Yakov said. “We thought those days of going like lambs to the slaughter were done forever.” Bitterness threatened to rise up and choke him. The Second Irgun had spent so much, in time and money and lives and hope, to start the revolution, and what had the teams of raiders accomplished? Some terror, some confusion for the Arabs, the death of one major traitor—and an outpouring of sorrow at that death which made hash of everything they’d hoped to bring to fruition.

The frustration ate at Miriam, too. “We’ve lost,” she said dully. Yakov had never imagined hearing those words from her lips. Her spirit, he thought, was the strongest of any in the Second Irgun.

Samuel said, “I fear we have failed this time. There will be others. We Jews are a patient people. We will keep trying, again and again. One day Eretz Yisroayl will be free again.”

“When?” Yakov said. When he was an old man? When his grandson—if he ever had a grandson—was an old man? In another nineteen hundred years? He had never considered the possibility of coming here and failing, or the consequences of failure.

“We have to think about getting you fighters out of the country,” Samuel said with resolute practicality. “You are the ones who will keep the struggle alive.”

“So we shall.” Yakov did his best to make himself sound enthusiastic, to make himself feel that way. It was hard, so hard. He had hoped to storm into Jerusalem at the head of an army of Jews furiously fighting to regain the Israel of old. That was the dream of the Second Irgun, of all the Second Diaspora, though the refugees were now in their third and fourth generations. But it was no longer the dream of most of the Jews who had not fled when their country fell. And he would not spend next year in Jerusalem; he would spend it once more in Buenos Aires, once more in exile.

 

The sea slapped against the dark, quiet beach. Yakov threw what might have been a pebble into the water. It was not a pebble; it was a very special summoner. Unless the Arabs had exactly the right sensors in exactly the right place, they would never pick it up. Even if they did, they were unlikely to realize what it meant. And even if they knew just what it meant, they would have to be very good to get troops here in time to do anything about it.

The thought had hardly passed through Yakov’s mind when a dolphin leaped into the air close to shore, fell back into the sea with a splash. “We have to hurry,” Miriam said in a low voice. “The spysat will be over the horizon in a few minutes.”

“Time enough,” Yakov said. As he spoke, the dolphin beached itself. Its mouth grinned wide, wider, widest. Down its throat, lights gleamed.

Yakov slid into the disguised sub feet first. Miriam followed. The dolphin’s mouth closed, as if Jonah’s whale, repenting of having spat him out, now decided to swallow him once more.

With an undolphinly jerk of its flippers, the sub freed itself from the beach. Palestine vanished behind Yakov. Securely innocent in international waters, the pickup boat waited. Turning his head toward the receding shore, he whispered, “We’ll be back.”

“Of course we will,” Miriam said.

He wondered if either of them believed it.
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