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PROLOGUE

November 4, 1979

The Embassy of the United States of America

Tehran, Islamic Republic of Iran

The students were dancing on the security wall, shooting guns into the night sky, muzzle flashes mingling with the stars just above the horizon. There was nothing Gavi Ronen could do about it now. The US embassy had stood for just twenty-eight years, a little longer than he had been alive. Its former residents were prisoners in the basement, and he doubted they would ever walk out again.

And so the world changes in a single day, the Mossad officer thought.

No, that was not right. It was true that these people would not have dared try this even a few months ago. The shah, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, would not have allowed anyone to threaten his American patrons, and those who tried to climb the embassy wall would have earned the wrath of the SAVAK, the secret police. Now those men were in hiding, as the dissidents had been. Their positions were now exchanged.

The rot of Pahlavi’s regime had been on full display for years now. He had only assumed the Peacock Throne with the Americans’ help, and Mossad had done its share to keep him there. The Islamic Republic had never recognized Ronen’s country, but Israel and Iran had reached an entente, a friendship as close as Ronen imagined there ever could be between the Jewish state and any of the Islamic countries. The shah, the CIA, and Mossad might as well have been trying to hold back a flood with their arms and no diplomatic words or covert operations would save Pahlavi’s throne now.

The young Mossad officer had sat in Honarmandan Park many times before, sketchbook and pencil in hand. The sculptures there, crafted by generations of Iranian artists, made fascinating subjects for his own art. This was the first time in a week Ronen had been able to sit on his favorite bench, and, listening to the screams of joy coming from the fallen embassy, he was sure that it would be the last.

He heard the crunch of gravel behind him and he looked back. Hasan, his Iranian counterpart, shuffled across the grounds toward him. The young SAVAK officer wore a long gray coat, threadbare at the collar, a gloved hand in one pocket and the other clutching a lit cigarette. His eyes were dark, surrounded by more red than white that Ronen could see in the light of the streetlamps.

He came to a stop just behind the Israeli, inhaled the tobacco, and then sniffed the air. “I smell no brandy on you tonight, Gavi,” Ebtekar said. That surprised the Iranian. This was a night to get drunk if ever there had been one.

“I thought it unwise to be out drinking on the streets tonight,” Ronen said. “Those men are zealots. I didn’t want to give these crowds any more reason to look at me than they already have.”

“A smart choice,” Ebtekar admitted. “Sharia law has come to my country. I volunteered to work for you because I hated Pahlavi. For that, I came to work for you, but these animals are worse.” He sat down on the bench next to the Israeli. The men looked out toward the embassy and listened to the cheers and occasional screams that sounded from that quarter.

“I am surprised to see you here, drunk or not,” Gavi admitted.

“I wanted to say my good-byes. Our friendship has meant at least that much to me.”

“And to me. How many, do you think?” Ronen asked, nodding to the embassy.

“How many hostages?” Hasan lifted the cigarette to his lips.

“How many hostage takers?” Ronen corrected him. “Five hundred?”

Hasan considered the question, studied the dancing silhouette of bodies on the wall. The streets were full, a writhing mass of people in every direction. “Five hundred? At least. Ten times that on the streets,” he replied, exhaling smoke. “There will be that many again here by morning.”

“And the SAVAK will do nothing?” Ronen asked.

“If there was anything the SAVAK could do, we would have done it already.” Hasan shook his head and spoke slowly. “Only guns could stop this and Pahlavi isn’t here to give such orders.”

“Even if he was here, I do not know if the military would follow him,” the Israeli replied. “They can see where this is going as well as anyone.”

Hasan nodded. “It was a mistake for the Americans to help Pahlavi hold the throne.” Another wave of the cigarette, another long drag. He was speaking to the air now, as though Ronen was no more than a ghost. “He tried to hide his brutality, but such secrets cannot be hidden, and he made you and the Americans into butchers by association.”

Ronen had never heard an Iranian speak like this. “Do you say this out of honesty or fear?”

Hasan looked over at his friend. He threw his cigarette into the trees behind the bench, not caring whether it started a fire. A blaze would hardly be noticed on a night like this. “You think I’m crazy to speak my mind?”

“I think that any former SAVAK officer will have to choose his words carefully from this day on,” Ronen advised.

Hasan smiled. “So true.” He pointed a gloved finger at the embassy. “Do you see those cameras down there? The world is watching this and they know what it means. The shah will not see his country again.”

“Maybe his generals will organize a coup—”

“There will be no coup,” Hasan assured his friend. “Iran is lost to the West.”

“If that is true, what comes after?” Ronen asked.

“I heard a Latin phrase once that I think is appropriate. Horror vacui.”

Ronen frowned, squinted at him in the darkness. The lights from the embassy drew hard shadows on his face. “I don’t understand.”

“It’s an ancient saying that physicists love. Aristotle penned it, I think. ‘Nature abhors a vacuum.’ ” He put a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “When one government falls, something must take its place and rule the masses. The shah has fallen and someone must take his place . . . Khomenei, no doubt. But the shah kept order through fear. It is what these people know.”

Hasan paused to stare at the glow of the embassy lights in the distance, then continued. “To keep them from turning on him as they have on the shah, Khomenei will need to give them something they fear more. What he will give them is America and Israel. Iran will become your eternal enemy. Khomenei will call for Israel’s destruction and his followers will never stop trying to fulfill his wish. Your neighbors have learned not to attack your country directly, but my country is far enough from Israel that we cannot attack you directly in force. So we will do so in other ways. There will be bombings in your streets, kidnappings, hijackings of your planes. Israel will survive, that I do not doubt, but she will never know peace.”

“My people have not known peace in more than two thousand years,” Ronen told his friend. He let that fact hang in the air before turning to the more immediate problem. “I have destroyed our records of you, all the papers shredded and burned. No one will know that you were an informant for Israel.”

“I thank you.” Ebtekar lit another cigarette, inhaled the smoke, blew it out slow into the dark. “You need to leave Iran and go home. Tonight. Things are going to move very quickly now. Come the morning, this confusion will end and Khomenei’s people will get organized. They will begin looking for any Americans and Israelis still inside our borders, and especially those working for the CIA or Mossad. It will not be safe here for you or any of your people, and the CIA will not be able to help you.” He pointed to the captured embassy. “Even if they do come, they will try to rescue their own people first. The SAVAK certainly will not risk themselves for you. We are scattered and our leaders will be lucky if prison is all they receive once our files are opened.”

“And you?”

“I will be fine. I destroyed my own service records this afternoon. These mobs will sack SAVAK headquarters, so my records will not be missed. With your papers and mine destroyed, I will be able to reinvent myself as a new man. The line officers will disappear into the crowds until the worst is over, but the high leadership will be executed if they don’t escape the country. Those of us left will go to work for whatever intelligence service Khomenei and his people establish after. They will need a secret police as much as the shah, perhaps more. Revolutionaries are a paranoid lot. They imagine there are counterrevolutionaries everywhere. A few months from now, it will be business as usual for me, a new man doing an old job in the service of a new master.”

“And they will not recognize you?”

“I think not.” Hasan ran his open hand over his clean-shaven cheeks. “If nothing else, I will have a beard. These zealots will require that much.” He sighed. “But Gavi—”

“Yes?”

The Muslim didn’t answer his Jewish friend immediately. He took a long drag on his cigarette, never looking away from the students dancing on the embassy walls. “I told you that I volunteered to work for you because I hated Pahlavi. That was only half of the truth. The other half is that I came to hope that our countries could become true friends. I have come to see through you what most of our people have never considered and do not believe . . . that the Jews only want a safe home. I don’t know where Mossad will send you after this . . . but wherever you go, always keep your eyes here on Tehran. Khomenei and those who come after him will call for Israel to be pushed into the sea, but they have seen you defeat the Arab armies and how you deal with terrorists. That will leave them only one option. Do not ever let them lay hands on it.”

Ronen digested the man’s words. What was the term he had heard the Americans use? The Islamic Bomb. “That would be the most difficult mission Mossad ever takes,” he said, his voice depressed. “And the most vicious.”

“I know. That is why men like you should lead it. It is as your boss, Meir Dagan, has often said: ‘The dirtiest actions should be carried out by the most honest men.’ You are the most honest man I know,” Hasan told the Israeli. He looked to his friend. “I do not think you and I will see each other again after tonight. To survive, I will have to become one of them and I will have to do some very ugly things.” He waved his hand toward the yells of the revolutionaries in the distance. “I will have to hurt your country. Please trust that I will take no pleasure in it, no matter what you may ever hear of me. And I will try to curb the worst of it. I will do what I can to stop my people from getting their hands on the bomb, because I know what they would do with it. I do not want to see a small group of men turn us all into monsters.”

Ronen nodded slowly. Hasan’s words were sour, like bile in his chest. “I suppose we will never share that dinner in Jerusalem that I promised you.”

“I should like to have seen the Dome of the Rock,” Hasan said, regret in his voice.

“I will miss your company,” Ronen said. He meant it as much as anything he’d ever said.

“Bedrood, my friend.”

“Tzeth’a leshalom, Hasan.” Go in peace.

“I think peace will have to wait for the next life.” Hasan took off his coat and laid it on the bench. He tossed his spent cigarette onto the ground, reached into the pocket and pulled out his cigarette case and lighter, ready to feed his addiction again. He started to extract another cigarette from the metal case, then stopped and stared at the box. “I think I’ve lost my taste for them,” he said. Then he smiled. “The first step to becoming a new man.” The SAVAK officer set the case and the lighter on the bench next to the young Israeli. He turned his back on the American embassy and his friend and walked back to the park entrance, slower than he had come.



CHAPTER ONE

The Port of Haifa

Israel

He had never traveled on the sea before, and it was a very strange experience, motion but no mechanical sound. Fu’ad had never realized how the mind associates movement with the sound of motors and engines, but there was none of that on this vessel. Instead, he could hear the gulls in the air, the wash of the waves breaking under the bow, even the noise of the cranes and dockworkers still a nautical mile distant. The ship was moving slowly now as she moved to take her place in Israel’s largest port beside fifty-six other vessels. Only five were cargo ships like the River Thames, which surprised him. The rest were pleasure craft, fishing boats, trawlers, and tugs. There was no need to have dozens of large craft coming in daily, he supposed. Israel was a small nation, after all. Haifa itself was the third-largest city but only a quarter million people lived there. The air was clean, scoured of any pollution by the Mediterranean winds, and he could see the city rising behind the docks. It was large to his eyes, so open and uncrowded compared to the Gaza slums. The injustice of it was maddening.

A quarter million, he thought. After today, this city would be left desolate; every person here would leave on their own, running like rats, and he hoped it would be a hundred years before anyone could return. Allah’s obedient children would not be able to live here either, but better no one should have this city than the Jews, who would not be here in a hundred years to reclaim Haifa, he was sure. Today would be hailed by his children as the day when the Arabs finally began to push the Zionists into the sea. It occurred to him that it was a fitting irony that he would start that very campaign by riding into Israel on the sea itself.

He had never felt such liberty in all his life, another irony, that he would only feel this so near the end. He had spent so many years in the Gaza Strip, then in the West Bank, always behind walls and never free to really go where he wished. Hopeful, he had escaped to Lebanon and then a job working on the docks in Beirut for slave wages. He watched the ships come and go every day and felt the pull that all mariners had felt since before Abraham’s own time. He had tried to become a sailor but no ship’s captain hired him, even for menial work. There were a hundred men vying for even the lowest of jobs on the cargo ships. The sea was the easiest way to leave the Middle East. A man could simply disappear in a Mediterranean port town and make his way north into Europe, where he could make a life away from the Jews and their endless security walls and checkpoints. Fu’ad had watched as man after man, chosen almost at random by the captains, had disappeared from the docks, sailing west or south while he ran his forklift day after day. He had no woman to lift his spirit, just the prostitutes; no home but for the dirty flat he shared with three others he disliked; no wealth as he had to spend his money as fast as he could earn it just to eat and drink and pay the rent on his shelter.

Finally, his anger at Israel and life itself was more than he could bear and he had joined in the bitterness of the men around him. Though they never talked openly of it, some of his friends on the docks were Hezbollah and he asked to join them. They took him in and he found meaning there for a time . . . but the jobs they gave him were tedious, moving more cargo, driving a truck now and again. It put a little more money in his pocket, just enough to buy better food and cleaner women.

He’d been ready to abandon the docks and Hezbollah when the Iranians had come and made him the offer. How they came to choose him he wasn’t sure and never asked, but he had no future here or back in Israel, so he accepted his one chance to give his life some meaning. They’d flown him to some African country, kept him in some safe house, and given him the expensive food and other pleasures that he’d lusted after but rarely known. Then, after a month’s wait, they’d brought him to the ship and given him his instructions. He’d boarded and taken up the mop, feeling more like the captain of the ship than the low deckhand he was.

He was outside the walls and off the docks, a free man at last. This was how Allah meant for his chosen children to live, and that divine feeling was his sure sign that his mission was the right course, a small taste of what would surely be his for all eternity after his death. From this moment on, he would feel no more pain, even at the end.

The Haifa dock approached. Workers began moving cranes and forklifts into position. Then he saw the crowd assembled on the portside dock. Israeli police were enforcing a cordon. A forklift was on its side, a wrecked container on the ground nearby. However it happened, several people had been hurt in the accident, judging by the number of emergency vehicles. Fu’ad could hardly believe the blessing. All of them would be within a few feet of the River Thames. More casualties now and fewer police and paramedics to come after them to help the wounded.

The cargo ship crawled to a stop.

Fu’ad looked skyward and enjoyed the last feeling of cool air gliding over his cheeks. He said his prayer, a benediction on his whole life, pleading for the divine being he would see in a few seconds to accept him and grant him every promised blessing.

He finished speaking to God. He walked over to the one container that he’d kept watch over for the weeklong journey. It was forty feet long, eight feet wide and tall, a standard ISO container in every respect except for the addition of an electronic lock mounted on the front. Type in one code and the door would open.

Fu’ad began typing a different code.

Inside the container, wires ran out of the electronic lock, down to a black box on the floor. The detonators connecting the dozens of barrels of fuel-air explosives that filled the more than two thousand cubic feet were all tied together in a long braid from the explosive blocks to the box. A dozen Semtex bricks were affixed to the walls and ceiling, equally spaced at carefully chosen points. In the center of the barrels sat a series of warm metal canisters filled with a fine powder.

Sure of his course, Fu’ad inhaled his last breath of clean sea air, his last taste of the unhappy world as he pressed the last button.

The Semtex bricks lining the walls of the container detonated first, breaching the container immediately. Fu’ad died as his body was hurled into the air and ripped to pieces by the container walls, which in turn were shredded into metal shards by the expanding pressure wave that was pushing vapor outward in all directions.

The second set of explosives was far less powerful. They fired a fraction of a second after the first, breaching the pressurized barrels of vaporized explosive. Powdered aluminum and magnesium mixed with an oxidizer rushed outward at a frightening rate, smothering the ship’s deck and the docks on both sides.

It was the third explosive, the smallest of all, that did the real work. It was a single scatter charge weighing only a few pounds. It fired straight up—

—and the floating cloud ignited.

The pressure wave from the thermobaric bomb was fearsome, a fireball of burning metal particulates that expanded outward in all directions. Wherever the floating gas reached, the fire followed, a million burning tendrils snaking out in a million directions, into every crack and crevice within reach, aboard the ship and on the dry ground below . . . and into the lungs of those who had started to inhale the flammable gas in the fraction of a second before the pressure wave had struck them.

Fu’ad’s body was vaporized a moment after it became a corpse, nothing left to identify. The crew of the River Thames farther aft died a moment later as the explosion reached them, a wall of flames compressed to the density of steel, burning them alive, shattering their bones, and pulverizing their flesh all at once.

The dockworkers and first responders on the dock died in the same moment. The few bits of their bodies that survived the pounding and immolation were either tossed into the Mediterranean Sea or burned into the side of the vessel next to the River Thames.

Cargo containers from the vessel’s deck were hurled hundreds of yards in every direction, most in pieces, a few largely intact. Those people in the direct line of sight were dissected by shrapnel flying almost at a bullet’s speed. A few were crushed to death by the larger pieces falling like meteors flung down from the stars above their heads.

Unlucky men and women farther from the blast were burned alive, hurled into metal walls, their bones shattering and organs crushed. They died quickly, but not immediately, and in great agony. Some died from the shock wave and flying debris, others were shredded to death by the shrapnel, and a few of the unlucky ones who burned to death lasted just long enough to realize through the agony of their burning skin how they were dying.

The hull of the River Thames cracked open, the vessel splitting wide. Seawater poured inside, and the men who had been protected by layers of steel between them and Fu’ad’s cargo were thrown into the bulkheads. In half a minute the water had reached both ends of the ship, which began tilting at unnatural angles.

The shock wave also rose straight up, pulling the superheated air along in its wake as it reached for the sky. Mixed in the air was dirt and burning soot, bits of bodies and pulverized metal, and the powder from the warm metal canisters that had sat in the middle of the container—strontium 90, thirty pounds of pulverized dust. The cans, heated from the inside by radiation, disintegrated instantly in the explosion, freeing the strontium to fly into the air. Much of it spread out along the docks. More than half the dust flew skyward, straight up, until the winds overpowered it and began to carry it outward.

The physicist advising the men who had planned the operation had told them that this particular isotope would be perfect for their purposes. Strontium was a “bone seeker” that acted like calcium inside the human body, where it would deposit itself in the bone and marrow and become impossible to remove. Those few unlucky souls who ingested enough would develop bone and blood cancers, Ewing’s sarcoma, and leukemia. Their deaths would be horrifying.

The winds were moving eastward at five meters per second. Within two minutes, the strontium traveled over two kilometers and started to descend.

Fearing that Hamas or Hezbollah would someday try to smuggle a nuclear device into their country, Israel’s security services had been installing radiation detectors in their ports for years. Inside the port’s operations center, computer screens began to scream at their users—beta particles detected in unnatural amounts, gamma photons elevated far above normal. The operators, seeing the explosion on their monitors, hoped at first it was a faulty sensor, an instrumentation fault. Then a second sensor was triggered, then a third, the rate increasing. They were still alive to see the report, so they knew that a nuclear weapon had not been used, which left only a single possibility.

Someone had finally used a radiological dispersion device on Israeli soil, a dirty bomb that would render the Port of Haifa uninhabitable until Israel could find a way to reclaim it from the radioactive dust that would settle on every surface, every roof, and every road along the air current’s path. Every building would have to be scrubbed clean, the streets washed down, and the radioactive wash collected for disposal. Every square inch of topsoil would have to be excavated and hauled away to some northern desert, probably the Golan. Let the Syrians have it, they would say. They were still fighting their civil war and in no position to object.

There was no way to warn the people before some would ingest the particulates. In a few minutes, the strontium would reach ground level and children and their parents, and certainly hundreds, probably thousands, were breathing in the strontium. Dispersed as it was over so wide an area, most would not absorb enough to significantly increase their chances of dying in a cancer ward, but that hardly mattered. The fear of it would be enough.

Terrorists had attacked Israel for years, so frequently that most of the population had become numb to it. A bomb went off and within a few hours life returned to normal, the living mourning the dead but taking solace in the fact that they had escaped themselves. But this time would be different. This time, Israel would be frightened like it had not been frightened in decades, since the Yom Kippur War, when its leaders had come so very close to deploying nuclear weapons. Now there would finally be panic, and it would never end because the people who had breathed in the strontium would not know, and could not be sure, whether the bomber of the Port of Haifa really had killed them or not.

Beit Aghion (residence of the prime minister)

9 Smolenskin Street

Rehavia, Jerusalem, Israel

The prime minister’s new residence was not yet finished, delayed again by endless complaints in the Knesset about the cost, so the war would start here, in the old one. The PM was an old man, as Israel’s head of state usually was, almost by tradition, since Golda Meir had held the office. He was white-haired with a soldier’s build, age starting to put a curve in his military posture, but it had done nothing to temper the hard edge of his private manners. His charm in public was practiced enough to convince his people that he could tell a bawdy joke or appreciate one told over a bottle of the Maccabee pilsner that he was known to favor. But when the door closed, he smiled very little, even less when he had to meet with Gavi Ronen, and he drank American Scotch for the same reason. He only called the head of Mossad, the ramsad, when there was a problem to be solved in some way that even former soldiers like the PM didn’t care to know.

The two men were not friends, but Ronen had no political ambitions, so neither were they enemies. Ronen was merely useful to the old man who lived here, and that was a suitable arrangement for them both. Any ramsad had to be a vicious man to be useful, but it always made him unwelcome company to those who had to keep their distance from Mossad’s work, lest some unsavory mission stain their images either abroad or at home. The public knew about Mossad of course and generally knew about the kinds of operations Mossad occasionally undertook. But knowing the specifics was another matter. As the Americans said, no one wanted to see how that particular sausage was made. They were content just to know it was being done, and so long as no operation went awry, bringing unpleasant details to light, no one asked questions because no one wanted to know answers.

But tonight the prime minister had called him to the official residence, which was not surprising after the bombing of Haifa. What was surprising was that the old man had waited almost two days to issue the summons. Ronen had decided he would go anyway in the early morning had the old man waited that much longer. More surprising was that the politician did not immediately address the subject for which the ramsad most certainly was here. Instead, he asked Ronen to recount for him the night the Iranians had taken the American embassy in Tehran. Ronen had granted the request.

The prime minister set a small glass of Scotch, Glenfiddich single malt, twenty years old, on the desk for the Mossad officer. “You prefer brandy, I believe.”

“I gave it up years ago,” Ronen said. “That very night, in fact.”

I should like to have been there,” the prime minister said.

“I should like not to have been there,” Ronen replied.

“I was in the IDF at the time, standing watch along the Golan,” the old man said. He leaned back in his chair and looked out the window. “Revolutions do not spring up full-grown overnight, do they? We should have stayed out of Iran when Pahlavi ruled. It was a mistake, I think.”

“You are not the first to think so. I do not think Iran would like us any more now had we not done our part,” Ronen countered.

“Surely not,” the prime minister said. “The radioactive material in the bomb almost certainly came from Tehran.”

“A very strong possibility, but not the only one,” Ronen replied.

“And you have no sources in Iran to tell you for certain?”

“I regret not,” Ronen confirmed. “Not anymore.”

“I had heard that you had an asset there.”

Ronen allowed a rueful smile to split his face. “No. When the Revolution took hold, one of my assets chose to stay. He told me that he would become a new man, but I do not know whether he managed to build his new life. I’ve not heard of him nor from him for forty years. He may have been killed within days after we last talked. He was a good friend, but I have assumed him to be long dead now.”

The prime minister nodded. “Regrettable. He would be very useful to us now,” he said. “I have ordered the IDF to deploy artillery on the border with Lebanon. If the Iranians did order this, Hezbollah was surely the agent that carried it out. They could have some other operations in motion.”

“I agree, but we have seen no movement along the border as yet. Hezbollah has moved neither men nor missiles, before the bombing or after.”

The prime minister frowned into his glass. “Have you identified the dust?”

“The preliminary tests suggest strontium 90, a radioactive isotope produced by nuclear fission, but we can’t say yet if it’s reprocessed nuclear fuel. If so, it could be carrying Pu-240 in the mix, and probably some minor actinides like americium and curium.”

“Iran has reactors.”

“Yes, but strontium has some industrial applications, so it is possible that our attackers acquired it on the black market from some other country, even one of our allies,” Ronen said. He saw the disapproving look on the old man’s face and decided that this was not an argument worth having. “Still, in the absence of any other evidence, we must always consider Tehran to be the primary suspect for any such crime,” he conceded.

“Indeed.” The old man leaned back in his chair. He offered the ramsad more Scotch, which Ronen declined. He wanted his mind clear for what would come next. “I regret having to call you here at this hour, Gavi,” the prime minister said.

Ronen knew there were several reasons why this was true. “We all knew this night would come eventually.”

“Yes,” the old man agreed. “Tell me of the investigation.”

“Shin Bet reports that the port database was hacked. The ship’s manifest was erased, so tracing the container carrying the explosives will be troublesome, assuming there’s enough left of the container to identify it. The blast yield and the eyewitnesses’ descriptions suggest that it was a thermobaric weapon, and such bombs generate blast waves and destruction second only to nuclear weapons. If you have seen footage of the Americans’ Mother-of-All-Bombs or their daisy cutters, you have seen one.”

“An airburst weapon.”

“Yes, but in this case, recovered footage shows it exploded at the level of the ship’s deck . . . a cargo ship registered as the River Thames. So we know the ship that delivered it but not the specific container. If anything useful did survive intact, it will take weeks to recover, perhaps months, and much of the evidence will have suffered contamination from the seawater, if not corrosion.”

“Gavi . . . how long can we keep this quiet? That it was a dirty bomb and not just a conventional explosive.”

“Another day at best, I think. Shin Bet and the local police have already sealed off the docks, but the media are already asking why we are evacuating so many so far from the immediate blast area. Someone will leak the truth to some reporter and then the story will be on the Internet and broadcast news. If our people do not find out the truth from us, the backlash will be tremendous. It would be the end of your government.” It was a bold statement, but it had the virtue of being the truth.

“I know.” The prime minister sighed. “We truly cannot control information anymore, can we?” he asked, the question entirely rhetorical. “I will share the truth in a statement tonight and give an order to evacuate the affected areas of Haifa. At least fifty thousand people will have to leave, likely more.”

“You may wish to note that the wind is blowing to the northeast, so the cloud isn’t moving over Tel Aviv. Some of it will end up in Lebanon, and may even reach Syria, but the particulates will be dispersed enough by then that they shouldn’t present a danger to anyone there.”

The leader of the Jewish state nodded. “A shift in the winds and we would be evacuating parts of our capital.”

“I know. Where will you send the residents of Haifa?”

“We have contingency plans for this,” the old man said. “We worked them out years ago, but operation never matches the plan, does it? Those who have families elsewhere have been asked to stay with them. I am told we can shelter the rest in schools and military facilities around Tel Aviv and Jerusalem. The economic disruption will be severe. Haifa’s airport is closed indefinitely, and no one can tell me when the port will reopen. Even then, getting the dockworkers to return will be difficult. They will want safety assurances, which we cannot possibly give. We cannot inspect every container on every ship before allowing it to dock. We would have ships backed up to Cyprus.” The prime minister sipped his Scotch.

“How is the public mood?” Ronen asked.

“Shaken, but more calm than it will be once I admit the truth,” the prime minister said. “We cannot abide a sustained campaign using these bombs. We do not have the resources to relocate whole neighborhoods. Haifa alone will stretch us. If the winds had been stronger and blowing toward the lower city . . . ?” He shook his head. “If our enemies have more of these ready to use, they could overwhelm us, forcing us to clear out entire cities faster than we could clean them up. Our people would become refugees in their own country. Many would have to leave for America or Europe, perhaps Russia for those with close ties there.”

“I know,” Ronen agreed. “Mossad is ready to serve.”

The elder statesman put the stopper in the glass bottle and set it back on the bar. “President Rostow will take advantage of the moment. He will call for immediate talks with Tehran.”

“You are sure?”

The PM nodded. “He is in danger of losing his election, so he will seize on this. He will suspect Tehran as we do, but he will not want to appear too close to us. So he will offer us a few words of sympathy while calling for a summit with the obvious suspects. And the Iranians will attend because they cannot refuse. If they sent the bomb, they will agree so the Americans will press us to delay any military response while they prepare for war. If they did not send it, they will agree to delay a military response and buy time to convince the world of their innocence. Either way, they will send a delegation.”

“Where will they meet? Surely not Washington or New York.”

The prime minister shook his head. “London, I would think, given the British relationship with both countries. Or perhaps Riyadh, but I think that unlikely. Does it matter?”

“No,” Ronen agreed. “Diplomacy has never been the real path to Israel’s security.”

“You speak the truth. There has never been a day in our history when we have not been at war,” the minister said. He did not try to hide the clear note of sadness in his voice. “I do not want to imperil our relations with the Americans, but we certainly cannot expect their cooperation on intelligence matters much longer.”

“That problem may already be solved,” Ronen said. “We seem to have a new friend inside the CIA.”

“Oh?”

“He, or she, approached us by mail . . . sent a letter addressed to our senior officer in Washington.”

“May I see this letter?”

“Of course.” The ramsad had known that his country’s leader would make this request, and so he had brought the letter with him. He lifted his briefcase from the floor, placed it on the table, and pulled out a folded sheet of paper. He offered it to the prime minister, who read it carefully twice.

This document is taken from one of the most sensitive and highly compartmented projects of the Central Intelligence Agency. Please recognize that very few people have access to this compartment. I trust that you will handle this information appropriately. I believe it will suffice as my bona fides.

I have included details for an initial meeting, if you wish to establish a relationship. To help ensure my safety, I will not share my identity or position with you. In the event that we proceed to work together, I do not want any specialized equipment or tradecraft.

There are others here who believe as I do. If our relationship proves beneficial, I will connect you with them.

Your friend

“What intelligence did this man provide?” the prime minister asked.

The ramsad reached into his briefcase again, pulled out a manila folder, and offered it to the politician. “The name of the new director of Iran’s nuclear program.”

The minister’s eyes widened. “Our own sources have not discovered that.”

The ramsad nodded. “The supreme leader has been keeping it private for the man’s protection. The last one came to a violent end . . . that business in Venezuela, you might recall.”

“I do. But the timing of this is convenient, do you not think?”

“Not convenient,” Ronen said. “I suspect the bombing spurred our new friend to act. If so, this could be monumental. He would be an ideological spy, not driven by money or any of the baser motives that drive most traitors. Such men, driven by their principles, are the most valuable.”

“And you are certain this man is not a dangle?” the minister asked.

“I considered the possibility, but the Americans do not usually try such games with us. If they were doing so now, it would be cynical beyond imagination in the wake of Haifa,” Ronen assured him. “Even so, I would have let the matter die a week ago rather than risk an operation that could offend our allies, but the bombing has changed matters. So I told our Washington chief to respond. We may need such friends in the coming months.”

The prime minister read the entire report slowly, taking five minutes to digest the words. Ronen sat in his chair, motionless. Finally, he looked up. “If we act on this, the Americans will know they have a mole.”

“They will certainly suspect it, but they will not be able to rule out the possibility that we acquired the information through our own sources,” Ronen replied. “I think that alone will protect us. But there is always the risk of discovery.”

The prime minister thought about that for a minute. “I do not want to disturb our relations with Washington,” he said. “But Israel will not leave its own security in any hands but its own. It has ever been so. Do you see some other choice that I do not?”

“None that I think will guarantee our country’s existence,” Ronen admitted.

“Then do whatever you think is right.”

Reston Town Center

Reston, Virginia

The Israelis would call him Shiloh.

It was surreal, he thought, how an act as simple as sending a letter could be a crime as serious as treason. Most of his choices made so little difference in his life that once he made them, he never thought of them again. Other choices presented themselves and he knew before he made them that they would turn his life in hard, painful directions. Those choices were rare, but the letter he’d mailed out a few days before clearly had been one of them. He’d surprised himself to see how little he hesitated to do it when the moment came, and once he had dropped it in the box, he thought he would regret it, that the weight of that decision would settle in on him. But he felt no different after. In a strange act of self-examination, he’d tried to convince himself that he should have been horrified at what he’d done. He failed. There had been no calling the letter back and he was as unfeeling as he had been before it had slipped from his hand. Then it was lost to him among the millions of letters moving through the system every day, and his course was set.

It was so clear what would happen after. The Israeli embassy on International Drive in Washington would receive the letter the following morning. The bombing of Haifa would have thrown the building into chaos, so the letter would sit on some desk unopened until the late evening. There were only two things inside—his letter and a sheaf of folded pages photocopied from a CIA file usually kept in a locked cabinet in a locked vault.

The staffer who opened the letter would rush to the desk of the Mossad’s equivalent of a CIA station chief, whose irritation at the younger man’s intrusion would vanish as he read the pages. Being a veteran soldier and spy, the man would be disciplined enough that he would not fumble for the telephone, but it would take considerable focus as he called Tel Aviv for guidance despite the hour, late in Washington and early in Israel. The information’s value would not be in question. Whether Mossad could contact the man who had sent the documents to them would be the issue.

America was an ally, after all, and Mossad had suffered the anger of the United States when the FBI found the nation’s allies running spies on its soil once before. Jonathan Pollard had been an intelligence analyst for the US Navy. He had also been a pathological liar, a narcissist, a prolific drug user in his youth, and a man with grandiose dreams of becoming a major player in the fate of nations. Pollard made amateurish attempts to broker arms deals with South Africa, Pakistan, and Taiwan before finally contacting an Israeli air-force officer, who put everything in motion. Pollard was deluded and reckless, unstable, and his careless tradecraft aroused a coworker’s attention in less than a year. His explanations as to why he was taking sensitive papers out of the secure vault where he worked were pathetic, easily disproved, and eventually the portly American and his wife fled to the Israeli embassy, where they begged for asylum. The guards turned them back and the FBI arrested them both the moment Pollard stepped off the grounds. The operation had been handled in a pathetic fashion and the Israelis responsible had fled the country, leaving their asset behind for the American courts. Pollard’s conviction for espionage had strained the ties between Israel and her largest patron ever since.

Now Mossad had another American volunteering to work for them. Was the information he had passed worth another three decades of diplomatic pain if the operation failed? A week ago, the answer would have been no . . . but Haifa surely must have changed whatever calculus Israel’s leaders used to judge which assets to recruit and which to leave fallow. Now, surely, there could be no boundaries at all, and they would accept Shiloh’s offer.

•  •  •

Reston’s heart was the Town Center, an overdeveloped mass of high-rise offices and apartments sitting above street-level shops of every kind. The parking was insufficient and the sidewalks overcrowded more often than not, but the restaurants were first rate. Neyla was his favorite, and only too late did it occur to him that he shouldn’t come here again after meeting with a Mossad officer for the first time. It was a mistake, but he couldn’t do anything about it now.

He did not know the name of the Israeli woman sitting across from him and would not ask, but Adina Salem was a beautiful woman, petite, her body in fine shape. She had raven hair, shoulder length, and pulled back from her face, and blue eyes that bordered on ethereal. He supposed that Mossad and she both found her appearance to be very useful for recruiting assets, especially lonely men. He wondered how far she was prepared to play on her appearance to convince a man to turn on his country. The oldest profession in the world had always been put to work in the service of the second oldest, for the simple reason that it worked and worked well against the right targets. There never seemed to be a shortage of those. It was amazing how much a man’s hormones could twist his thinking.

She was wearing a blue oxford shirt and carrying the current issue of Wired, which he had suggested the Mossad contact bring to confirm her identity. He’d watched her present herself to the waitress at the desk and give the false name under which he had made the reservation. The waitress had led her to the table, and Salem knew him by the beaten leather jacket and identical Wired magazine he had promised would confirm his own identity. Salem had seated herself in the chair across from the man she had never seen before.

She smiled at him and leaned forward. “You may call me—” she began.

He held up a hand. “We both know how this is done. And you can signal your friend in the far booth to relax and enjoy his food. I’m not armed and I’m friendly anyway.”

Salem wondered for a moment how he had identified her escort. Mossad had learned to send an armed man to such meetings discreetly, even the public ones, and the one who’d drawn the assignment today was particularly good at hiding in an American crowd. “We are very grateful for your assistance,” she said after a moment. She’d recovered smoothly from the surprise. Her English was fluent, but her accent betrayed her Israeli origins. Many of Israel’s citizens were expatriates of other countries, but she was native-born.

“It’s my pleasure.”

“I will not insult you by asking your name,” she said. “Without knowing what to call you, some of our people have named you ‘Shiloh.’ I hope you do not mind.”

“ ‘His Gift’?” he asked.

“You speak Hebrew?”

“No, but I attended Bible school when I was young. I paid attention.”

“It has several meanings. That is one,” she said. “And not inappropriate. Your letter came like a blessing from heaven after what happened. I was raised in Haifa.”

Shiloh studied the woman, trying to discern whether she was telling him the truth. He supposed she was. She had little reason to lie about that particular fact, and there was a bitterness in her voice that he thought would be difficult to fake, even with her accent. And if his new code name was a true insight into Mossad’s collective mind, then perhaps he had guessed correctly that the Haifa bomb had wiped away the old lines Israel had once drawn for itself. Fear had a way of softening morals and Israel’s, of necessity, had always been more pliable than most.

The waiter stopped at their table to deliver drinks and bread, then retreated to the kitchen. The woman held her silence until the server had left the table. “Israel could not survive without her friends,” she said. “And we have very few, so the friends we do have are precious to us. I hope you understand that.”
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