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Аннотация
An ancient scroll written in code is discovered in a New York museum. Selena Connor is called in to break the code and translate the writing. She's a world-class linguist, a member of the secretive, covert operations team known as the Project.
The scroll reveals clues to a treasure collected by King Solomon to build and maintain the First Jewish Temple. Hidden somewhere in the desert lands of Israel is a vast hoard of gold, the heritage of a nation.
Director Harker of the project sends the team out to see if they can discover where the treasure is hidden. Selena is determined to quit the dangers of the field, but this looks like a pleasant change from the usual mission. It's just a simple, archaeological expedition, after all. But nothing that involves the Project is ever simple.
Betrayal, murder, and shadowy enemies stalk the expedition, as Selena and her teammates follow the clues revealed by the scroll. Meanwhile, back in New York where it all began, a sinister plan is unfolding.
Will the Project survive their enemies and find Solomon's gold? Can they stop a plot that will kill two of the world's most important leaders and thousands of unsuspecting victims?
The issue is in doubt…


Alex Lukeman
Solomon's Gold


Dedicated to those who keep the barbarians from the gates

The PROJECT is an elite counter-terrorism/intelligence unit answering only to the President of the United States.

The Team

Elizabeth Harker: Director of the Project. Formerly part of the task force investigating 9/11 until sidelined for challenging the findings. Picked by the president to head up the Project for her independent thinking and sharp intelligence.
Nick Carter: Former major, USMC. The team leader in the field, with years of combat experience. Suffers from occasional PTSD and nightmares. He's got it more or less under control.
Selena Connor: Highly intelligent, a renowned linguist in ancient languages and expert in martial arts. Independently wealthy, the result of an inheritance. Introduced into Nick's violent world by accident, she is now a full fledged member of the Project team.
Lamont Cameron: Former Navy Seal, of Ethiopian descent. Expert in all things water related. His humorous attitude sometimes drives Elizabeth Harker to distraction. A tough cookie.
Ronnie Peete: Nick's oldest friend and a fellow RECON Marine. Expert with explosives, weapons and all things mechanical. A full blooded Navajo, Ronnie brings solidity and the wisdom of his culture to the team.
Stephanie Willits: Elizabeth Harker's deputy; computer guru. Stephanie maintains the Project's Cray computers. She can hack into any system as needed. Among other duties, she is responsible for the satellite communication network that keeps Harker up to speed and the team connected in the field.

And king Solomon made a navy of ships in Eziongeber, which is beside Eloth, on the shore of the Red sea, in the land of Edom.
And Hiram sent in the navy his servants, shipmen that had knowledge of the sea, with the servants of Solomon.
And they came to Ophir, and fetched from thence gold, four hundred and twenty talents, and brought it to king Solomon.
1 Kings 9:26 (KJV)
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Prologue

Jerusalem, 587 B.C.E.
The High Priest of Israel bent over a low table, feverishly copying a disintegrating scroll by the flickering light of an oil filled lamp.
There wasn't much time.
The heavy pounding of battering rams vibrated through the stones under his feet. Nebuchadnezzar's army would soon be through the gates. Once inside the walls, horror would descend on the people of the city.
King Zedekiah had betrayed his oath to the Babylonian king, thinking the Egyptians would defeat him. That mistake would now cost him his kingdom, his family, his eyes, and the lives of almost everyone in the city.
The temple would be sacked, the sacred treasures looted, the women raped before they were slain. Those not killed by the savage soldiers of Babylon would be taken off into slavery.
There were some things that could not be saved, but others would never fall into the hands of the dark king. The elders had seen what was coming. The ark was hidden, deep below the temple. The great golden menorah had been spirited away, a clever replica left in its place. The High Priest's concern now was for the legacy of Solomon.
An officer wearing armor and a short sword stood nearby, waiting for the priest to finish. He was a dark, wide man, hardened by combat, in the prime of his strength. His legs were like tree trunks, his bare arms knotted with muscle.
The soldier said, "Is it ready, Teacher?"
"Yes."
The High Priest rolled up the sheet of parchment and tied a piece of cloth around it. Then he took an empty pot from a shelf by the table. He placed the scroll inside the pot and sealed it. He picked up the lamp and held a stick of beeswax over the mouth of the pot, watching the flame melt the wax down over the sealed opening. When he was satisfied, he set the lamp and wax aside.
The officer stepped forward, his hand on the hilt of his short sword.
"You know where to take this?" the High Priest said.
"Yes, Teacher. You have told me many times."
"Be careful, the Edomites have risen against us. God will protect you, but you must leave now. Use the tunnel that goes under the east wall."
"Yes, Teacher," the soldier said again.
"Now," the priest said. "Do your duty."
"Teacher…"
"Daniel, my son. I am too old to escape and I must not be captured. I am weak, I will reveal where the King's treasure lies hidden. Babylon must not have it. You know I cannot take my own life. Do your duty."
Daniel knelt before his spiritual leader and grasped his feet.
"Forgive me, Teacher."
"You go with God's forgiveness and His blessing," the priest said.
The soldier stood.
"Do your duty," the High Priest said again.
Daniel drew his sword and drove it with a powerful blow into the aged priest's heart. The body toppled to the floor. Daniel sheathed the bloody sword and placed the pot in a leather satchel slung over his shoulder. He took a last look at the corpse of the man who had mentored him and headed for the secret tunnel that would take him under the walls and outside the city.
Hours later, Daniel looked back. Black smoke rose from the burning city. It seemed to him that he could hear the cries of the dying on the desert wind.
He turned and walked away, toward the rising sun.

CHAPTER 1

January sleet drove against the glass patio doors of Elizabeth Harker's office. Inside Project HQ, it was pleasant and warm. A large, orange tomcat lay on his back and snored loudly in front of a blazing gas fireplace set in a corner of the room.
Anyone looking in through the windows would have thought they were observing a quiet domestic scene at someone's home. The building looked like an ordinary Virginia ranch house. In fact, it was one of the crucial nerve centers in America's endless war against those who would destroy her.
Elizabeth had dressed for the weather, keeping to her favorite color scheme of black and white. She wore a white silk blouse with a high collar and a black, open front sweater. She'd chosen black wool slacks and ankle high black boots that added an inch or so to her short height. An emerald pin in an abstract shape was pinned over her left breast. It picked up the deep green of her cat-like eyes.
Elizabeth was a petite woman. Some people made the mistake of dismissing her because of her size. It was a mistake they didn't make twice. She had a razor-sharp mind and courage big enough for someone many times larger than she was.
She settled into her chair, ready to work. Work was what kept her going. She didn't like to admit it, but there wasn't much else happening in her life. Even her relationship with Clarence Hood was overshadowed by work. Hood was Director of the Central Intelligence Agency. Elizabeth was Director of the Project, the President's secretive counter-terrorism unit.
At least she was for the moment. In another few days, President-elect Corrigan would be sworn in, and she'd have a new boss. She wasn't certain the new president would see the Project for what it was: a covert, effective weapon against America's enemies. The future of her unit was something much on her mind.
At the moment, there was something more immediate she needed to deal with. It concerned two key members of her team, sitting on the couch across from her.
Nick Carter had the look of a professional warrior about him, from the hard appearance of a man who kept himself in shape, to a haircut that barely exceeded the military maximum. His face was square cut and serious looking. He wasn't what anyone would call handsome, but he didn't need to be. The lower part of his left ear was missing, where a bullet had clipped the earlobe. A loose, gray sport jacket concealed the pistol he carried in his shoulder holster. His eyes were smoky gray, flecked with bits of gold. Nick's eyes had seen things that would send most people screaming into the night. They reminded Elizabeth of the eyes of a wolf.
An Alpha wolf.
By contrast, Selena Connor's eyes were a dark blue that was more often violet. One of her cheekbones was a little higher than the other. Her reddish hair and the color of her eyes spoke of her Celtic ancestors. Her lips were full, sensuous. It gave her a deceptive look of femininity that served her well in the field. Enemies saw only a woman, and underestimated her.
She wore a white knit Irish sweater, black slacks and black boots. A soft cast on her leg was a reminder that she'd taken a bullet in the thigh during their last mission. The cast was due to come off in a few days. A cane rested by the arm of the couch.
"What is it that you wanted to see me about that we couldn't discuss with the whole team?" Elizabeth asked.
"We thought it better to talk with you privately," Nick said. "It isn't anything that the rest of the team can't hear, but we wanted you to hear it first."
"I'm not sure I like the sound of that," Elizabeth said.
"Why don't you go ahead?" Nick said to Selena.
"Where shall I start?"
"Start with Junior."
"Junior?" Elizabeth said.
"I'm pregnant," Selena said. "I think about eight weeks."
Elizabeth's mouth dropped open. Selena laughed.
"I wish I had a picture of you right now, Elizabeth."
"How long have you known?"
"Not long. I didn't realize it until right before we left for Korea."
Elizabeth took a breath. "This changes things."
"You could say that," Nick said.
"I want to go back to what I was doing before I joined the Project," Selena said. "Working with ancient manuscripts. I've received several requests in the last couple of months to either present a lecture or examine a document. As a matter of fact, I want to go to New York to examine a new find. "
"Does this mean that you're quitting?" Elizabeth asked.
Selena took a deep breath. "Yes. Nick and I have talked it over. I don't want to risk the baby by going on missions like the one we just finished."
She tapped the cast on her leg.
"You'll have to replace me with someone new for the rough stuff. I'll still be available for anything else, if you want me here. I'd like to stay involved."
"Finding someone to take your place is going to take some time."
"I know, I'm sorry. This wasn't something we planned, but I don't feel I have a choice."
"No, of course not," Elizabeth said. "Actually, I think it's wonderful."
"You do?"
"I can't wait to see how Nick handles being a father," Elizabeth said.
Nick said, "You're not the only one."
Both women started laughing.
"Okay, okay." Nick waited for them to finish.
"I've been thinking about who we might bring on," he said. "There are three or four who come to mind. They're all active or former Special Forces. They have the skills and attitude we need."
"Do the others know you're quitting?" Elizabeth asked.
"Ronnie and Lamont both know I'm pregnant. They found out by accident."
"Then they'll be expecting something like this."
"I don't think it will come as a surprise."
Elizabeth picked up her pen and began fiddling with it. "I won't pretend I'm happy about it." She set the pen down. "Selena, I'd like to propose a compromise."
"What kind of compromise?"
"I don't want to lose your expertise. You stay on as a consultant. You keep your security clearance and access. All I ask is that you keep yourself available if I need you."
"As a consultant?"
"What changes is that you no longer go with the team on a combat mission. You're free to do whatever you like when it comes to lectures, consultations and the like. You keep your pistol and your identification."
"Why would I need a weapon, if I'm not going on missions?"
"You've been part of the team for a long time and we've made a lot of enemies along the way. For your own safety, I think you should continue to be armed. It's a lot easier if it's official. Besides, if I keep you on the payroll it's a requirement."
"I have to think about it," Selena said.
"Fair enough. Let me know your answer as soon as possible."
Elizabeth looked at Nick. "Nick, I want you to give me a list of the people you're thinking of. They'll need to be vetted. If they get through that, we'll go on from there."
"I don't think that's going to be a problem, Director. High security clearance is or was part of their job description."
"Good. Assuming they all get through that, we'll begin interviewing them."
"At least there's nothing going on at the moment," Selena said. "It gives you a chance to evaluate my replacement without the pressure of a mission on top of it."
"Let's hope it stays that way," Elizabeth said.

CHAPTER 2

Nick and Selena lived in a converted loft overlooking the Potomac River and Virginia. On a clear day, it was easy to imagine armies of blue and gray marching across the view. On a day like today, there was nothing to see except a blur of sleet and freezing rain beating against the windows.
"When are you going to New York?" Nick asked.
"Tomorrow," Selena said. "The airports are a mess, but I can take the train. I'll be back tomorrow night."
"What do you make of what Friedman sent you?"
Alan Friedman was the director of the Jewish Museum in New York, the oldest museum of Jewish history in the world. He'd sent pictures of a scroll to her, asking for help in translating it.
"It's fascinating," Selena said. "It's written in biblical Hebrew."
"What does it say?"
"I can't read it yet," Selena said. "It's written in code."
"Codes were pretty simple back then," Nick said. "It should be relatively easy to crack. It's not like what they do today."
"That's true, but it could be unique to the person who wrote this. In which case I may not be able to translate it."
"Whoever wrote it, someone else would have to be able to understand it. Otherwise, why write it in the first place?"
"Sure, but that doesn't make it any easier. Codes were common in biblical days. The various armies used them. Merchants used them to conceal things from their competitors. When I look at this I can understand some words but they seem unrelated to each other. Until I can determine the underlying pattern, I can't read it."
"It's a challenge. You like challenges." He changed the subject. "I thought Harker took it pretty well today. What did you think of her offer?"
"I'm going to accept. Part of me feels like I'm letting the team down by pulling out of the missions, but mostly I feel relief."
"It's not going to be the same without you out there," Nick said.
"That's right. You're going to miss me."
"I won't miss worrying about you getting killed," Nick said.
"You'll still be out there. It's my turn to worry."
"It might not be an issue, once Corrigan takes the oath. He may disband the Project."
"I don't think he will," Selena said.
"Why not?"
"He'd be a fool to throw away one of the best tools he's got, and he doesn't strike me as anyone's fool. He needs the Project. Rice wasn't afraid to send us out, even when it could have blown up in his face. I think Corrigan will be the same. He'll be under a lot of pressure to take on all the crazies out there who want to destroy us. Besides, someone has to tell him the truth about what's going on. That's why Rice hired Elizabeth and created the Project in the first place."
"Assuming he wants to hear it," Nick said. "He's surrounded by opportunists who see their chance at power. They could be an obstacle."
"We'll know soon enough."
Selena stood and yawned.
"There's an express train tomorrow at seven in the morning. I'm going to bed."
She looked down at Nick, still sitting at the table, and took his hand.
"Are you coming?"

CHAPTER 3

The Jewish Museum of New York spotlighted the culture, lives, and history of the Jewish people. One of the things Director Alan Friedman enjoyed most about his job was evaluating gifts of archaeological interest donated to the museum. A recent gift had included objects from the Middle East. One of them was a sealed pot.
The pot was typical of the pre-Christian era. There wasn't anything unusual about such vessels, but this pot had something inside it. He'd decided to break the ancient seal and see what it was.
When Friedman saw what was inside, his heart had skipped a beat. With great care, he'd extracted a fragile, parchment scroll. Such finds were rare. The most famous examples were the Dead Sea Scrolls, found in a series of desert caves near Qumran, in the modern West Bank of Israel.
Friedman had struggled to reign in his imagination when he saw the ancient scroll. It was the dream of every biblical archaeologist to find an artifact that might shed light on the many unanswered questions about biblical times.
The scroll had once been tied by a thin strip of cloth. The strip had disintegrated over the centuries and the parchment had partially unfurled. A scrap of writing was visible. Friedman was expert in biblical Hebrew and Aramaic, the two most common languages of the era. From what he could see, the writing appeared to be a form of early Hebrew.
The museum was well-equipped to handle unrolling and preservation of the scroll. As a Jew, Friedman had every right to work with it. If it turned out to be to be a sacred document, such as a page of the Torah, he'd take it to his Rabbi for consultation. As it was no longer a living document but a relic, he was comfortable moving ahead on his own.
The scroll was in surprisingly good condition. Friedman expected he'd be able to translate it. But when the page was completely visible, open and flat under protective glass, he was confused. The writing looked like biblical Hebrew, but he could only guess at the meaning of an occasional word or phrase. None of it made sense.
That was when he'd thought of Selena. They'd struck up a friendship some years before at a conference on ancient Semitic languages. He'd taken pictures of the scroll and sent them on to her, with a request that she come to New York and examine the document for herself. When it came to translating the ancient languages of the Middle East, Selena's worldwide reputation put her at the top of a very small list.
Friedman looked at his watch. He was looking forward to her visit. She'd be here soon.
Almost on cue, Friedman's personal assistant came into his office. "Director, Doctor Connor is here."
"Good. Show her in, Miriam."
Selena came into the room, looking harassed. She wore a long coat against the miserable weather and black leather boots that went halfway up her calves.
Friedman was dressed in a dark suit and a white shirt with no tie. He had a round face with a full salt-and-pepper beard. A yarmulke rested on the top of his thinning hair. An old-fashioned pair of round, gold rimmed eyeglasses gave him the scholarly look of an earlier time. He rose from his desk as Selena came in.
"Selena. It's good to see you again. How was your trip?"
"It was fine, until I got into the cab that brought me here," Selena said. "If that car ever had shock absorbers, somebody must have stolen them. And the driver seemed to think he was trying out for Daytona."
Friedman laughed. "You can thank our mayor for the condition of our streets. Let me take your coat."
She handed it to him. He hung it on a rack in the corner.
"Would you like some coffee? Tea?"
"I'd love a cup of coffee, thanks."
Friedman spoke into his intercom. "Miriam? Could we have two cups of coffee please?"
"Right away, Director."
"Where was the scroll found?" Selena asked.
"Jordan. It came to the museum as a bequest from the family of Joseph Hartzmann. It was inside a pot found during an expedition he led in 1928. Hartzmann was a professor of archaeology in Germany before Hitler came to power. He taught at Heidelberg until he was fired by the Nazis. He managed to get his family out of Germany with most of their possessions. The pot containing the scroll was one of them. Hartzmann planned to join them later, but he never made it."
"What happened to him?"
"Auschwitz happened," Friedman said. "He did not survive the war."
"How awful."
"The scroll is over here," Friedman said.
He guided Selena to a table, where the scroll was framed under protective glass.
"Was it difficult to unroll?" Selena asked.
"Yes, it was. It's damaged at the bottom and part of it is missing."
"It seems to be in fair condition, up to where the lines of writing break off. I wonder what the missing portion said?"
"I wonder what any of it says," said Friedman. "I'm hoping you'll be able to tell me."
The piece of parchment was about eighteen inches long, damaged at the bottom. It was yellow and brown with age. The ink had once been deep black, but had faded to a dark brown. The entire page was covered with writing.
"I was very careful," Friedman said. "It's not the first time I've had to deal with something as fragile as this. I was a bit nervous, given that no one has seen it for more than two thousand years."
"What is your estimate of the period when it was written?"
"It's certainly pre-Christian. I've sent a small sample off to the lab for carbon dating."
Selena looked down at the scroll.
"It's biblical Hebrew," she said, "quite early. Look at how all the words run together with no spaces. That indicates early use of the language. In the best of circumstances it would be difficult to read, since there's no punctuation to separate phrases or clarify meaning. Do you have a magnifying glass handy?"
"Of course."
Friedman went to his desk and took out a large, handheld glass. He gave it to Selena. She bent over the scroll.
"It could be a dialect, which would complicate things even more. It reminds me of the original Book of Daniel, but it's not quite the same."
Friedman said, "Do you think you can translate it?"
"Not yet," Selena said. "The more I look at it, the more I think this is written in code."
"I thought it might be, but it isn't any code with which I'm familiar. Not like the Atbash code, for example."
The Atbash code was a simple substitution code based on the Hebrew alphabet. In its basic form, the code substituted the first letter of the alphabet with the last, the second letter with the second from last and so on. It had been widely used in biblical days. By modern standards, it was easily broken.
"No," Selena said, "this isn't Atbash. But it might be another kind of substitution cipher. Maybe even a double substitution. Now that I'm looking at the actual document and not a copy, I have a distinct feeling that whatever is written here is important. There's something about it… can you give me a digital scan? I want to run this by someone I know. She's a computer whiz, with access to a Cray. It will speed things up."
"I assumed you might want one," Friedman said. He took a thumb drive from his jacket pocket and gave it to her.
"This is exciting," Selena said.
"You've been off the lecture circuit for a while, haven't you?"
"I was busy with other things," Selena said.
Friedman gestured at the brace on Selena's leg. "What happened to your leg?"
"Oh, I slipped on some ice."
If Friedman thought her answers were vague, he said nothing.
She glanced at her watch. "I think I should head back and start working on this. There's a train an hour from now."
"Can I persuade you to have lunch with me before you go back to Washington?"
"I'd love to, Alan, but let's make that a rain check. I want to get this into a computer as quickly as possible. As soon as I have something definite, I'll let you know."
"I'll see you out," Friedman said. He helped her on with her coat.
Later, riding back on the train, Selena thought about the scroll. It was odd, the urgency she felt about it getting it translated, almost as if something was prodding her. As if time were running out, although there was no rational reason to think so. After all, that piece of parchment had been hidden for more than two thousand years. Another day or two to understand what was written on it wouldn't make any difference.
Would it?

CHAPTER 4

Selena walked into Project HQ, Friedman's drive in her purse. Everything felt different, now that she'd told Elizabeth she was quitting the field. It wasn't that anything appeared different. Elizabeth had given her full access. Selena's security clearance was still in place. It was subtle, as if something familiar had changed. She didn't like the feeling. It made her uneasy. In spite of herself, she knew she was going to miss the excitement of the missions.
She went down the spiral staircase to the lower level. Gunfire came from the range where Nick, Ronnie and Lamont were practicing. She passed the gym and wondered how far she could take her workouts, now that she was pregnant, and for how long. She headed past the pool and the operations room to the computer room, where she knew she'd find Stephanie.
Stephanie Willits was Elizabeth Harker's deputy, one of the smartest people Selena had ever known. When Steph was a teenager she'd hacked into the Pentagon servers for the fun of it. It hadn't been the first time she'd broken through the firewalls on someone's ultra secure computer system, but it was the first time she'd been caught.
In the days that followed, it had been made clear to her how much trouble she was in. After she'd shown the grim-faced agents who'd arrested her how she'd accomplished the breach, they'd offered her an alternative. She could work for the government, or she could go to prison for a long, long time.
It hadn't been a hard decision to make. They'd given her a console and a cubicle in the gigantic black building housing the NSA, which was where Elizabeth had found her some years later.
For Stephanie, her job was a hacker's dream come true. She had the enormous power of the Project's Cray computers at her disposal and the official blessing of the government to use her skills against America's enemies.
Selena stood in front of the double glass doors leading into the computer room and placed her palm on a biometric scanner. The doors slid open with a hiss. A blast of frigid air swept over her. The four big computers inside the room used a lot of power and generated a lot of heat. Stephanie kept the temperature low and cold. Selena shivered inside her heavy coat.
Steph wore a green sweater buttoned halfway, slacks and a blue blouse. Half a dozen gold bracelets on her wrist jingled as she spun in her chair to greet Selena. She was sitting at the console in front of her favorite computer, Freddie, studying one of three monitors.
Freddie was a maxed out, modified Cray XT. Stephanie had written a program that turned Freddie into the first computer with true independent artificial intelligence. Freddie processed information by using the countless connections available to him, in a way similar to the neural connections of the human brain. Unlike humans, he never forgot anything. Through the Internet and connections to other computers throughout the world, Freddie had potential access to every bit of human knowledge that had been entered into a computer or scanned into a database by anyone, anywhere.
It was an awesome resource, by anyone's standard.
"Hi, Selena. How was New York?"
"About what you'd expect. The weather was lousy and the taxis were expensive. I was only there for a few hours. I have something with me I want you to look at."
Stephanie had a pleasant, round face, the sort of face you didn't notice unless you paid attention. She was neither beautiful nor plain. Her nose was a little too long, her eyebrows a touch too heavy. Her best feature was her long brown hair. It glowed with vitality. At the moment, it was tied up in a ponytail.
Steph had heavy bones and a solid look. Like everyone else in the Project, she carried a pistol. It went with the job, even though Steph wasn't a field operative.
Selena held the thumb drive up.
"There's a document on here written in biblical Hebrew. I'd like you and Freddie to take a crack at it."
Mounted above Stephanie's console was a large camera lens. It moved and focused on Selena. Her image appeared on one of the monitors.
Hello, Selena.
The voice belonged to the computer.
"How are you, Freddie?" Selena asked.
I am always the same, Selena. How is your leg?
"It's better. Thanks for asking."
I am curious, Selena. Have you not terminated your position? You are no longer a part of the team. Why are you here?
One of the things Stephanie had not been able to program into the computer was something approximating what humans called tact. Freddie was always direct.
"It's true I'm no longer part of the field team," Selena answered. "But I'm still working for Elizabeth as a consultant. So even though I quit, I still work here."
That is illogical.
"Yes, it is, isn't it? Freddie, I have a challenge for you."
A challenge? Is it a game? I like games. Sometimes Stephanie and I play chess or Go.
"Don't ask who wins," Stephanie said.
"Stephanie is going to insert a drive that contains a scan of an ancient scroll," Selena said. "It's written in a variation of biblical Hebrew."
The language is in my database. Translation will be easy.
"If it were easy, I would have done it myself. The writing is in code. I would like you to try and break the code so that we can read what is on the scroll."
Please insert the drive.
Selena handed the thumb drive to Stephanie, who inserted it into a port on the console.
Processing.
The scan of the scroll appeared on one of the monitors. A second monitor filled with rapidly changing strings of computer code.
"I wonder if he can do it?" Selena said.
"Want to make a bet?" Steph asked. "A buck says he solves it."
"How quickly?"
"Within an hour?"
"You're on," Selena said. "I know Freddie is good but within an hour doesn't sound doable to me."
The voice of the computer interrupted.
The coded text is similar to a section of writing found on a scroll excavated near Hebron in 1986 that has been attributed to King David. The section that is similar has not been translated.
"I hadn't heard about this," Selena said. "Why hasn't it been translated?"
The scroll and other artifacts from the excavation are under control of the Palestinian Authority. Because they are Jewish artifacts, they have been dismissed as of no importance. They would have been destroyed at the time except for the protests of prominent archaeological experts.
"Where is this scroll now?"
It is stored in the basement of Hebron University, in the city of Hebron, on the west bank of the Jordan.
"I still don't see how this helps us if the scroll in Hebron can't be read either."
I did not say that. I said that part of it had not yet been translated.
"Okay."
Would you like to know what else is on the Hebron scroll?
Selena sighed. "Yes, Freddie, I would."
The scroll dates from the tenth century B.C.E. and is a communication between King David and one of his military commanders. It appears to have been written during the rebellion of Absalom.
"What does it say?"
It advises the commander to follow the instructions contained in the coded section.
"That doesn't help," said Stephanie.
The scroll instructs the commander to remember the City of the Potters.
"The City of the Potters?" Stephanie said. "What does that mean?"
It is a reference to the biblical city of Neta'im. Would you like the biblical reference?
"Yes."
Location at 1 Chronicles 4:23.
"Where's Neta'im?" Stephanie asked.
Neta'im is located in central Israel on the coastal plain.
"Freddie," Selena said.
Yes, Selena?
"Can you use this information to break the code?"
I have already done so. I compared the coded information on the scroll with the one in Hebron and constructed a common database. I then factored in the biblical reference to Neta'im. The names given in the biblical verses provided the key to the cipher. Translation is complete.
"Told you," Stephanie said.
"Why didn't you tell us it was complete?"
You did not ask. Would you like to know what it says?
Selena resisted an urge to throw something at the camera lens.
"Yes Freddie," Stephanie said. "We want to know what it says."
I will print it.
A sheet of paper chattered out of the printer on the console. Selena looked at it.
Isolomonkingofisraelwritethesewordseightysummershavepassedandmytimeisnearifearrehoboamwillnotholdthekingdomtogethericannottrust…
The rest of the printed translation was similar. Everything ran together, as it had when it was written.
"Freddie," Selena said, "please revise the translation to include modern punctuation."
Yes, Selena.
The printer chattered again and a new sheet emerged.
I, Solomon, King of Israel, write these words. Eighty summers have passed and my time is near. I fear Rehoboam will not hold the kingdom together. I cannot trust my father's secret with him. The bounty God gave to us to maintain His Temple and protect His people must not be lost. My father keeps sentry over half the wealth he accumulated to build the Temple and protect the future of the kingdom. Though I set down the path below, only one guided by Yahweh will find it.
Begin at Bir es Seba, near the Well of the Patriarch, in the Wilderness of Zin. There are signs for the journey. Look for the first where the water gathers and follow in the steps of Moshe. The second is twenty two parasa to the south. The third will bring you to a high place and the final marker that will guide you to the bones of my father. Beware the
The translation ended there, where the damaged section began.
"Holy shit," Selena said.

CHAPTER 5

After she learned what was written on the scroll, Elizabeth called a meeting of the team. As usual, they met in Elizabeth's office, sitting on the long couch across from her. Stephanie was off to the side of Elizabeth's desk with her laptop.
Anyone with common sense would know it was unwise to upset the people sitting on that couch. The long scar running across Lamont's face made him look like someone you didn't want to meet at night on a lonely street. Ronnie Peete had a kind of quiet menace about him that was completely at odds with his generous nature. Nick gave off the energy of someone who could explode into action at any moment. Even Selena was not exempt. Once you got past the distraction of her good looks and obvious athleticism, you could sense a watchful wariness that missed nothing.
"Selena," Elizabeth said, "tell us what you found on the scroll."
"Not another damn scroll," Lamont said. "The last one was nothing but trouble."
"This one will be too," Selena said.
"What scroll?" Ronnie asked.
"It was found in Jordan back in the 1920s," Selena said, "but nobody knew it. It was inside a sealed pot that wasn't opened until recently."
She explained about Friedman's request and the Jewish Museum.
"The scroll was written in code. I couldn't make sense of the meaning until Steph and I gave it to Freddie. It took him almost no time at all to crack it."
"Figures," Lamont said.
"It was written by King Solomon. No one's ever seen anything written by him. You can't imagine how important this is."
"Solomon again," Lamont grumbled.
"King Solomon? What does it say?" Ronnie asked.
"It's a bombshell," Selena said. "Nobody ever dreamed something like this existed. Solomon begins by saying that he doesn't think his son Rehoboam will be able to keep the kingdom together."
"The kingdom?" Ronnie asked.
"The kingdom of Israel. As a matter of fact, he was right. After Solomon died, it fragmented. Solomon goes on to say that he can't share the secret of his father's tomb with Rehoboam. His father was King David. Then he says that half the wealth raised by David to build the Temple is buried with him. He's talking about the First Temple, the one destroyed by the Babylonians, four hundred years later."
"Wait a minute," Nick said. "Isn't David's tomb in Jerusalem?"
"That's where it's supposed to be," Selena said. "But the scroll says different. That alone is enough to upset everyone."
"What does it mean, half the wealth that was raised to build the temple?" Ronnie asked. "How much wealth?"
"There are two sources that describe the money raised. One is in the Bible, in Chronicles. The other source is the Roman historian, Josephus. Chronicles says that a hundred thousand talents of gold and a million talents of silver were raised. Josephus says it was a tenth of that, but it's still a lot of gold and silver."
"What does a talent weigh?"
"No one's quite sure. It varies according to culture, but a biblical talent probably weighed around seventy-five pounds. It could be more, or a little less. Even if we take the lower figure that Josephus mentions, that would be five thousand talents of gold. Three hundred and seventy-five thousand pounds. Almost nineteen hundred tons. "
Lamont whistled. "All that gold is hidden in David's tomb?"
"According to the scroll, half of it. Solomon was afraid that when he died no one would know where it was. He gives instructions on how to find it. That explains why it's written in code. The scroll says to follow a path that begins in the Wilderness of Zin."
"The Wilderness of Sin? Where's that?" Nick asked.
"Sounds like a wild place to visit," Lamont said.
"Not sin, Zin," Selena said. "The Wilderness of Zin is part of the Negev desert, in the south of Israel. It spills over into Jordan."
"So all someone has to do is follow the instructions if they want to find the tomb and the loot?" Ronnie said. "That sounds too good to be true."
"It is," Selena said. "Part of the scroll is missing. What's there gives the starting point and directions to something called the first marker. It says to follow in the steps of Moses. It ends with a warning, but the scroll is damaged at that point. There's no way to tell what that means."
"Oh, man," Lamont said. "I can see where this is going."
"What do you mean?" Elizabeth asked.
"Come on, Director. The bones of a biblical king guarding tons of gold? You're going to send us out to try and find it, aren't you?"
Elizabeth smiled. "As a matter of fact, I was thinking of doing exactly that."
"How are we supposed to find it, assuming it still exists?" Nick asked.
Selena said, "The scroll says the path begins at Bir es Seba, near the well of the Patriarch. That has to mean the well of Abraham."
"Where's Bir es Seba?"
"The modern name is Beersheba. It's a city in southern Israel, in the Negev desert. Beersheba is at the edge of the Wilderness of Zin. "
"What does it mean, following the steps of Moses?" Ronnie asked.
"It's probably referring to the biblical journey of Moses when he led the Jews out of Egypt," Selena said. "Part of that journey led through Beersheba and south through the Arabah Valley on the border of Jordan."
Nick shook his head. "How do we keep getting involved in these biblical stories?"
"I don't have an answer for that," Selena said. "Ask your buddy Adam, next time you see him."
"He's not my buddy, whatever else he is."
Elizabeth tapped her pen on the desk. "If there is any possibility the tomb exists, it needs to be found."
"We're not equipped for that," Nick said. "It could be anywhere. It would take an archaeological expedition to find and recover it."
"That could be arranged," Selena said.
"What do you mean?" Elizabeth asked.
"I could fund it. I can't think of a better use for the money."
"You're not an archaeologist," Nick said.
"No, but Alan Friedman is. He'd jump at a chance to go looking for this. Can you imagine what it would mean to find the tomb of King David? Not to mention the gold?"
"I can imagine the trouble it would create. Why do we need an archaeologist?"
"For one thing, he can authenticate anything we do come across. For another, it lends us a respectable cover if anybody asks. He is the Director of the Jewish Museum, after all."
"Us?"
"You don't think I'd let you go looking for something like this and stay here, do you?"
"Selena…"
"This isn't like parachuting into Syria or looking for terrorists hiding in the mountains. All we'll be doing is driving around the desert looking for a tomb. How dangerous can that be?"
"Have you told Friedman about the scroll yet?" Elizabeth asked.
"I wanted to talk with you first."
"You think he'll want to go looking, based on the scroll?"
"I'm certain of it."
They waited while Elizabeth thought about it.
"We have to pursue this," she said. "It's too important. The last thing the Muslims would want is for Israel to find the tomb of David and part of the money that built the First Temple. It would be proof that Israel and the temple existed long before Mohammed came along, which of course they deny."
"Those people are nuts," Lamont said. "Where do they think all those big stones in the Wailing Wall came from?"
Elizabeth continued. "This is the sort of thing that can lead to war over there."
"Give us the Gulfstream," Nick said. "We'll fly in and follow the clues on that scroll. We should know pretty quick if we're going to get anywhere or if it's all a wild goose chase."
"You're dreaming if you think you can just fly into Ben-Gurion and head off into the desert," Elizabeth said. "As soon as you set foot on Israeli soil, Mossad and Shin Bet will start asking questions. They'll never believe you're there on a simple archaeological expedition. After all the times you've been in Israel and everything that's happened there, they're going to want to know exactly what you're doing. You're going to have to tell them."
"If we tell them, they'll take the whole thing over."
"What do you expect me to say? Of course they'll want to take it over. It's their country and their history. If you do find anything, it belongs to Israel. The only possible way is to play it straight with the authorities."
"It would be better if we didn't tell them," Selena said.
Elizabeth raised her eyebrows. "Why?"
"You said yourself that once word gets out it will raise tensions. Telling the Israelis is the best way I can think of to let everybody know what's on that scroll. When it comes to leaks, Tel Aviv is as bad as Washington."
"Nothing's as bad as Washington," Nick said.
"Do you have a better plan?" Elizabeth asked.
"I could stall Friedman and we could go ourselves. Disguised. We've done it before."
"You're the one who said you needed Friedman to lend credibility."
"That's if we travel openly."
"Security in Israel is tighter than a gnat's ass," Lamont said. "No way we're gonna sneak around in the desert without getting caught."
"He's right," Ronnie said. "Out in the open is the only way to go. We could be in country for weeks. There's no cover and we can't avoid their patrols."
"Director, can you can talk to someone over there and smooth the way?" Nick said. "If they want to put minders with us, maybe we can minimize the Israeli presence."
"That might be doable," Elizabeth said.
"Do you want me to talk to Friedman?" Selena asked.
"How long would it take to get ready?" Elizabeth said.
"Not long. An exploratory expedition doesn't require a full team with equipment, like you'd need for a dig. "
"Okay. Go ahead and give him a call."
"I'll go downstairs and do it now."

CHAPTER 6

Selena had Friedman on the phone. She told him what was written on the scroll.
"This is hard to believe," he said. "You are sure of the translation?"
"Yes. It's accurate."
"The implications are staggering."
"How would you like to go looking for the tomb?" Selena said. "Perhaps mount an expedition?"
"Are you serious? I'd like nothing better, but I don't have the funding for that."
"You don't need to worry about money. I can arrange funding, whatever is needed. I wasn't thinking of a full-blown expedition at the moment. More like an initial exploration. Your expertise will help."
"What about the authorities? If we do find something, we'd need permission to do any digging or to remove anything that we find."
Selena thought about how much to tell him. Friedman didn't know she worked for Elizabeth, or anything about the Project.
"There won't be any problem with the authorities. I have excellent connections in the Middle East. Besides, all we're doing is looking. If we need to set up an archaeological dig, there's plenty of time for that. For now, let's keep it simple. Just us and some people I know who can act as protection if we need it."
"You think we might need protection?"
"Absolutely," Selena said. "That part of the world isn't safe right now. There are jihadists in the Egyptian Sinai and Jordan. Sometimes they cross into Israel and cause trouble. Beersheba and the immediate area should be safe enough, but we may end up far out in the desert. The scroll does talk about the Wilderness of Zin and following in the footsteps of Moses."
"I see your point," Friedman said. "How soon do you want to leave?"
"As soon as possible. I can arrange private transportation and supplies. We can pick you up in New York."
"It sounds as though you've done this before."
"I have, although not quite like this. My uncle left me money and I like to travel."
It was true, as far as it went. Friedman didn't need to know that travel for Selena usually meant dropping in from twenty thousand feet on people who wanted to kill her.
"I can be ready in two days," Friedman said.
"Wonderful, Alan. I'll get things ready on this end and expect to see you soon."
"I want to take Miriam with us. She'll be invaluable for note taking and making sure things go smoothly for us."
"Miriam?"
"My personal assistant."
"I don't see why that should be a problem," Selena said. "Two days is enough time to organize what we need at this end. Call me when you're ready and we'll pick you up at Kennedy."
"I look forward to it," Friedman said.
After he'd finished his conversation with Selena, Friedman called Miriam into his office.
Miriam Golding was pushing thirty, but looked five years younger. She was tall and dark-haired, with a prominent chin and sharp nose. Her dark eyes gave her an enigmatic look, as if more than one person was looking out from behind them. Her lightly toned skin revealed her Middle Eastern heritage. She was dressed in a plain skirt that came down to her knees and a white, long sleeved blouse.
"Miriam, we're going to Israel in a few days. If you need a little time off to shop for anything, let me know when you'd like to do that. We might be there for a few weeks."
"Israel, Director? Does this have anything to do with that scroll?"
Friedman told her what Selena had discovered.
"Doctor Connor has offered to fund an exploratory trip to determine if a full expedition is warranted."
"She must be a generous woman," Miriam said.
"She's an old friend, and absolutely brilliant with ancient languages. In any event, we could both do with a break. Josh can keep an eye on everything while we're gone."
Joshua Eisner was the deputy director of the museum.
"Where will we be in Israel?" Miriam asked.
"We'll be visiting Beersheba first. After that, we'll be heading into the desert, following the route of the Exodus."
"I've always wanted to see that part of the world," Miriam said.

CHAPTER 7

At three in the morning, the tourists walking New York's museum mile on the Upper East Side were long gone. Fifth Avenue was deserted, except for the occasional taxi or rare police car. Across from the Jewish Museum at 92nd St. and Fifth, Central Park beckoned the unwary into its winter darkness.
It was quiet on the Avenue, a blissful change from the constant sound of traffic during the day. Even so, the endless murmur of the city in the background was a reminder that New York never slept.
The museum wasn't open at three in the morning, but that hadn't kept out a late visitor. In Friedman's office on the fourth floor, a small flashlight cast an intense beam of light on a large safe.
The man holding the light was dressed all in black. A black hood covered his head, giving him an ominous look. He had a crooked nose and narrow eyes and a beard as black as his hood. He looked as though he'd stepped out of a sixteenth century illustration of the devil or one of his disciples.
The safe presented a challenge, even for a man as skilled as he was in the art of opening things that weren't supposed to be opened. It had an electronic keypad, which he'd expected. A red light glowed on the keypad. The keypad was not a problem, but the safe also had a biometric lock, requiring a fingerprint from someone authorized to open it.
The museum housed many artifacts of value, all related in some way or other to Jewish history. There were displays of religious antiquities made of gold and silver. Valuable paintings by well-known masters hung on the walls. An extensive collection of ancient figurines would bring a fortune on the black market. But the intruder wasn't after gold or paintings or figurines.
He was after something worth far more than that.
He glanced about the room. On Friedman's desk was a crystal paperweight, perfect for what he needed. The man went over to the desk and took a small case from his jacket pocket. He opened the case and withdrew a thin, translucent piece of tape. He shone his light on the paperweight, looking for fingerprints. They'd belong to Friedman, who had authorization to open the safe.
He found the distinctive shape of a thumb, carefully placed the tape over it, and lifted the print from the crystal. He took another strip from his case and made an impression of an index finger. One or the other would trigger the lock.
Back at the safe, he withdrew an electronic box about four inches square from his jacket and attached it to the keypad. He pressed a button on the box. A red digital display lit and began flashing through a series of numbers. Within fifteen seconds, the first number of the combination appeared on the screen.
Two minutes later, the thief had the combination. He entered the numbers and the light on the keypad turned green. Then he placed the tape with the thumb impression over the biometric scanner.
The locks on the safe did not release. The light on the keypad turned red again.
He reentered the combination and watched the light return to green. He placed the tape with the index finger impression over the scanner and was rewarded by the sound of steel bars inside the door retracting. He grasped the handle and swung the heavy door open.
Inside were several shelves on top and a large open area on the bottom. The thief ignored gold artifacts and a cash box on one of the shelves. He moved the light until it came to rest on the scroll in its glass case.
"Hold it right there!"
Bright light flashed over the safe. The voice and light startled the hooded figure. He'd been so focused on getting the safe open that he'd failed to hear the approach of the museum guard.
The guard wasn't supposed to be there. It was too bad for him that he was.
"Stand up and turn around, real slow," the guard said. "Don't try anything funny. There's a Glock.45 aimed right at you."
"Okay. No problem, officer."
As he turned, he raised his left arm and held his right hand out in front of him to show that it was empty. The guard gestured with his pistol.
"Put both your hands on top of your head. Now."
The thief triggered a mechanism hidden in his sleeve. A razor-sharp sliver of steel shot out.
The blade struck the guard an inch above his Adam's apple. He made choking noises. Blood spewed from his mouth. The pistol fell from his hand. He clutched at his throat and staggered backward, making desperate gurgling sounds. Then he toppled to the floor. His heels drummed a spastic beat on the hard wood. Then he stopped moving.
Outside the museum, sirens sounded on the deserted Avenue, coming closer.
Triggered the alarm when the first scan failed, the thief thought.
He reached inside the safe, took out the frame with the scroll, and stuffed it in a bag. He ran for his escape route.
By the time the police found the dead guard, the thief was gone.

CHAPTER 8

The next morning Friedman called Selena.
"It's gone?"
"Gone. There were artifacts of gold in plain sight but the thief left them. He was only after the scroll."
"And he killed the guard?"
"Everyone is very upset. My PA was crying most of this morning."
"I wonder how he found out about it?"
"Several people knew about the scroll and that it was important. I don't see how it's going to do him any good. Even you had to use a super computer to translate it. Not too many people have access to one of those."
"We have to assume he'll find a way. It's all the more reason for us to get over to Israel as soon as we can."
Nick sat nearby, waiting for her to finish the call.
"What was that about killing a guard?"
"Someone broke into the museum and cracked the safe. He set off an alarm and a guard confronted him. The thief killed him and took the scroll."
"Sounds like a robbery that went wrong."
"There was gold in the safe. The thief didn't take anything except the scroll."
"It didn't take long for this to get complicated," Nick said.
"We'll need weapons over there," Selena said.
"Wait a second," Nick said. "I thought you quit."
"I did, but it doesn't mean I quit using common sense. Whoever took that scroll will find a way to read it. Once they do, they'll know everything we do. You know they're going to look for the gold. They wanted that scroll badly enough to kill a guard. We need weapons."
"Now you're talking about a full on mission. We'll have to talk with Harker. I'm not sure I feel okay with you doing this."
"You're worried about the baby?"
"Of course I am. I was just getting used to the idea that you'd be out of harm's way."
"I'm barely two months pregnant, Nick. There's no reason I can't do this. It's not like jumping into Pakistan or Aleppo. Besides, once whoever took it translates the scroll, they still have to figure out what it means. By the time they do, we'll be far ahead of them."
"Yeah, maybe."
"Oh, come on, Nick. This is the stuff of legends. It's exciting."
"That's what I'm afraid of," Nick said. "Too much excitement."
An hour later, the team sat once again in Harker's office. Elizabeth tapped her pen on her desk as Selena told her about the theft.
"Killing the guard changes the equation," she said. "I'm going to have to run this by the President. I can't send an armed team into Israel without his permission, not now that Corrigan is coming in."
"What if he says no?" Nick asked.
"Then you're not going."
"Director…"
"If he says no, we'll hand it over to the Israelis."
She turned to Selena. "Assuming he says yes, are you sure it's wise to take a couple of civilians with you?"
"The same argument holds," Selena said. "Friedman gives us respectability and cover. Besides, he's an accomplished archaeologist. He'll see things we'd never notice. We could walk right by something without him."
"I'm seeing President Rice this afternoon to give him a final briefing," Elizabeth said. "I'll run it by him then."

CHAPTER 9

The headquarters of Iran's Ministry of Intelligence and Security in downtown Tehran had the look of a place you didn't want to visit. It wasn't that the building was particularly threatening in itself, although it was true that it wouldn't win awards for aesthetics in an architectural competition. There was something about the way it looked that seemed to lack the human touch. It presented a high, flat wall of brown stone, accented with rectangles of white. The building looked as though it had been designed by a machine. Rows of faceless windows marched in perfect symmetry across the façade.
In case an observer doubted he was looking at something that was none of his business, all he had to do was note the concrete barriers painted in green and white blocking traffic approaches to the building, or count the guards wearing berets and carrying submachine guns that patrolled the area.
MOIS was the most powerful ministry in the Islamic Republic of Iran. It fell under the general heading of Iran's national security establishment. At the head of that establishment was the Supreme Leader. Beneath him was the Supreme National Security Council. Below the Council were MOIS, the Ministry of Defense, and the Ministry of the Interior. Of the three, MOIS was by far the most feared.
MOIS was responsible for all foreign intelligence, counterterrorism and internal security. To that end, the ministry had created one of the most efficient intelligence networks that had ever existed, backed up by a ruthless and brutal secret police force. Sometimes MOIS was referred to as VAJA. Whatever one called it, it was not something Iranians talked about openly, if they knew what was good for them. VAJA was the secret weapon of the Supreme Leader and the Council, responsible for all covert operations against the hated West and anyone who dared to preach moderation within the country.
In a large office on the top floor of the headquarters building, two men sat discussing one of those operations. One of the men wore the black robes and white turban of a cleric. His face had the jolly appearance of someone who was well pleased with himself and his position in life. His beard was streaked with gray. Square, gold-rimmed glasses reflected glare from the fluorescent lights in the ceiling. His name was Babak Fahrad. Fahrad was a man to be reckoned with, a close advisor of the Supreme Leader.
The second man wore the uniform of a general in the Revolutionary Guard. It was in his office that the men were meeting. General Abbas Javadi was someone who liked his food, and it showed. He was overweight, his face round and slightly unpleasant, his eyes dark and beady. Receding black hair was slicked back from his forehead. His lips were swollen and purplish, a sign of bad digestion. His cologne could not quite hide his sour body odor.
Javadi's role was roughly equivalent to the Central Intelligence Agency's director of clandestine operations. He monitored and directed covert activities against the enemy. He was meeting with Fahrad to discuss Operation Sword of Justice, an operation so secret that only the Supreme Leader, Fahrad, Abbas, and the unit in the field knew about it.
On a low table before the two men was a tray with a pot of tea and two cups. Fahrad picked up the pot and poured a cup.
"Tea, General?"
"Thank you, Excellency."
Abbas took the cup. The two men sipped at their tea.
"The Supreme Leader is most interested in the progress of the operation," Fahrad said. "What news shall I bring to him?"
"As you are aware, Excellency, the conference of the Jews is still two weeks away. Everything is ready. The package will arrive in New York shortly. It will be installed ahead of the conference, but before security has been put in place."
"You are confident in the capabilities of your team?"
"I am. The team leader, Dayoud, is personally known to me. I chose him because of his exemplary record and his willingness to martyr himself if necessary. In his particular case, I hope it is not necessary. He is intelligent, a valuable asset."
"As God wills," Fahrad said. "What about the rest of his team?"
Abbas shrugged. "They are expendable. It is unlikely they will return home. We cannot risk them ever talking about the operation. They have prepared themselves for martyrdom."
"Ah."
"There has been an interesting development," Abbas said. "An artifact has been discovered. I see the hand of Allah in this, guiding us. His gifts are many."
Fahrad sipped his tea. "What kind of artifact?"
"A scroll. Written by the Jew king, Solomon."
"Go on."
"I instructed Dayoud to obtain this scroll. He succeeded. It is written in the ancient language of the Jews and is in code, but my people have cracked it. It contains partial directions for finding a hoard of gold the Jew king Solomon set aside to maintain their godless temple. I want to follow up on it."
"Nothing must jeopardize the operation," Fahrad said.
"There is no conflict," Abbas said. "The two are only coincidentally related."
"It would truly be a gift if this treasure of the Jews could be found and used against them. What could be more appropriate?"
"What indeed? That is my thought as well, Excellency."
"Very well. You have permission to explore this possibility."
Fahrad stood. Abbas rose with him.
"Update me regularly on the progress of the operation, and of any further developments concerning this artifact."
"Of course."
Fahrad stepped forward and embraced Abbas.
"God go with you."
"And with you, Excellency."
Abbas watched the door close behind Fahrad and went back to his desk. He thought about the operation in America and imagined what would happen when it succeeded.
The thought brought a huge smile to his face.

CHAPTER 10

Elizabeth arrived at the White House and was escorted to the Oval Office. She'd made the journey often in the past. She wondered how many more times she'd be coming here, if at all, now that a new man would be sitting in the big chair.
She was surprised to see that President-elect Corrigan was there, sitting with President Rice on one of the two couches in front of Rice's desk. A silver coffee service and porcelain cups were placed on a low table in front of them. Both men rose when she came into the room.
"Director Harker, I would like you to meet your new boss. Walter, this is Elizabeth Harker. She runs the unit I've been telling you about."
Corrigan held out his hand. They shook. His grip was firm with a hint of suppressed strength.
"President Rice speaks highly of you, Director."
Walter Corrigan's voice was deep, authoritative. It went with his barrel chest and stocky build. While Rice was lean and almost aristocratic looking, Corrigan had the look of a brawler. It wasn't far from the truth. He'd come up the hard way in politics, raised in a factory town in Pennsylvania. His path to the White House had led through the streets of Rust Belt America.
Somewhere along the way, on one of those streets of his childhood, someone had broken his nose. It gave his face a rugged look, the look of a man who would stand for no nonsense. His face had been one of the strong points of his campaign. He'd been elected on a promise of fixing everything that was wrong with America. Every politician who wanted to reach the Oval Office said that. The difference with Corrigan was that many people believed he might actually do it.
Corrigan was sixty-two years old.
"Mister President-elect. I'm pleased to meet you, sir," Elizabeth said.
Rice indicated the couch. "Let's sit down."
When they were settled, Rice said, "I'm going to miss our briefings, Elizabeth."
"As will I, sir."
Rice turned to Corrigan. "The intelligence agencies hide information from this office. One of the reasons I hired Director Harker was to tell me what no one else wanted me to know. Sometimes I didn't like what she said, but she has always been direct and honest with me. Her unit has been instrumental in keeping this country out of serious trouble, more than once."
"That's a pretty good recommendation," Corrigan said. He looked at Elizabeth. "Director Harker, I need to know that everyone on my team is one hundred percent behind me. Do you think you can give me that kind of commitment?"
"Sir, I can only tell you that my commitment is to the security of our nation. That is one hundred percent, always. As President, you are in charge of that security. Does that answer your question?"
"Have you ever considered running for office, Director? That was a politician's answer."
"I'm no politician, sir. Can I give you a hundred percent? Yes, I can. I don't know any other way to do it. Anything less would be a dereliction of duty on my part. If I felt that I could not do that, I would submit my resignation."
"Fair enough," Corrigan said. He turned to Rice. "Is she always like this?"
"Pretty much."
Elizabeth said to Corrigan, "Sir, I'm not sure how much President Rice has told you about how my unit operates."
"He's given me a general picture," Corrigan said. "You have some kind of special ops team that you send to trouble spots, is that correct?"
"Yes sir, that's correct as far as it goes. But it's much more complicated than that. The Project is off the radar and out of the public eye, which means we are deniable. We don't have to answer to anyone except the man who sits in this office. Primarily I see our job as stopping trouble before it happens. Because we're outside of the bureaucratic system, we can move on very short notice. Our enemies don't have time to prepare. If we can go in and prevent an attack or retrieve important intelligence, I feel like we've done our job."
"You're not completely off the radar, Director," Corrigan said. "I have many sources. I've heard your unit referred to as the President's personal hit team. Perhaps you're not as hidden as you think you are."
"It's true that we've been involved in some high profile incidents in the last few years," Elizabeth said. "Unfortunately, I would have to agree that more people now know about the Project that I would like. However, we are still effectively operating out of the public eye and without congressional oversight."
"Mmm," Corrigan said.
"Mister President," Elizabeth said to Rice, "something's come up. I want to initiate a mission. Since it will extend into President-elect Corrigan's term and could impact an important ally, this is a perfect opportunity to discuss it."
"Go on," Rice said.
Elizabeth briefed Rice and Corrigan on the translation of the scroll and gave them her reasons for wanting to send the team into Israel.
"You are sure the scroll is authentic?" Rice asked.
"Yes, Mister President."
"Why not simply turn this over to the Israelis?" Corrigan asked.
"Sir, with all due respect, the Israeli bureaucracy is worse than our own. It's clear because of the murder of the museum guard that someone with bad intentions wanted that scroll. We translated it and so will they. By the time anybody in Israel does anything about it, whoever is interested in looking for the gold in that tomb will have found and removed it."
"It could be politically advantageous to your new administration if we're the ones to find it, Walter," Rice said. "Israel would owe you a favor. You'd have a bargaining chip in the Middle Eastern game right off the starting line. Believe me, you'll need all the chips you can get."
"I see your point," Corrigan said.
"Elizabeth," Rice said.
"Yes, sir?"
"I don't need to tell you how sensitive this could be."
"No, sir."
"Will your team be armed?"
"Yes, sir."
"I would feel more comfortable if there is Israeli participation, Director. You have contacts there. I understand your point about bureaucracy, but perhaps you can find a way to get around it. It's important there be no misunderstandings about why you are there. An armed team will make the Israelis nervous, even if we are allies. They are going to wonder what you're doing there. Get them on board."
"Yes, Mister President."
A presidential aide entered the room and stood by the door.
"Sir, the press is ready for you."
"They're always ready," Rice said. "Thank you, Bill."
Rice stood. Harker and Corrigan followed suit.
"Good luck with this mission, Director," Rice said. "I've enjoyed working with you. Perhaps we'll see each other in the future."
"I sincerely hope so, Mister President."
Corrigan said, "Director Harker. Please keep me informed. I'll instruct my staff to put you through if you call."
"Thank you, sir."
On the way out of the White House, Elizabeth thought about Corrigan. Her first impression was favorable, but it would take time to know if it was going to work out with him. Once he took office, he would be buried in the overwhelming complexity of trying to hold down the most difficult job in the world. People he didn't know would surround him. They would all have agendas. The jury was out as to whether or not the Project's continued existence would fit in with those agendas.
On the drive back to Virginia, Elizabeth thought about the mission. She needed to clear a path for the team in Israel. Friedman had to be read in, at least to a degree. She needed a secrecy agreement from him as well.
She decided to let Selena handle it.

CHAPTER 11

In a fifth floor walk-up on Manhattan's Lower East Side, Amin Kazemi was brewing tea in a brass pot on the gas stove. He'd found the pot in an open air flea market on Third Avenue. It was inscribed with designs of flowers and leaves and reminded him of home.
The stove was an old model, with white porcelain handles to control the burners. It had been installed in the early twentieth century, when the area had been popular with newly arrived immigrants. Most of the new arrivals from Iran and the Middle East now chose Long Island or Brooklyn as their destination, but Kazemi was happy that the apartment was located in the hive-like anonymity of Manhattan. It was easy to disappear into the crowd in Manhattan. The last thing Amin and his brother Hamid wanted was to be noticed.
The two brothers had entered the United States through Canada, using passports that identified them as citizens of the UK. The passports were real enough, although the names and addresses on them were not. Those identities were gone. New ones had taken their place.
The apartment had been waiting for them when they arrived in New York. It was adequate, if not especially clean. It was small and sparsely furnished, with a kitchen table and two chairs, a secondhand couch and chair in the living room, and mattresses laid on the floor in the bedroom. Amin left the light on at night, to discourage the cockroaches that resisted all his attempts to exterminate them. He thought of them the way he thought about Jews: vermin, befouling whatever they touched.
The tea was ready. He put the pot and two cups on a metal tray and carried it into the living room, where Hamid sat in the chair reading the Pars Times, the biggest Persian newspaper in America.
Amin sat down and put the tray on a scarred coffee table in front of the couch. He poured a cup and handed it to Hamid.
"Mam'noon," Hamid said.
"Why are you reading that garbage?"
"It is good to know the enemy. Besides, I like the pictures."
Amin sipped his tea. "It would've been better if you had not killed the guard," he said.
"Let's not go through this again. I had no choice. The police were coming, the guard had a gun. What was I supposed to do?"
"I'm not blaming you. I would probably have done the same thing. I'm only saying it would've been better."
"It was just bad luck. Bad luck for him."
"I wonder why Dayoud wanted the document?"
"Better not to ask," Hamid said. "He was pleased, that is all that matters."
The two men sat for a moment, drinking tea.
"I grow tired of waiting," Amin said.
Hamid set his cup down. "It will be a great day, a day the Great Satan will never forget."
"God willing."
"It will take time for their new President to gather all the strings of control together. Now is when they are most vulnerable. He will need to appoint new members to his cabinet. There will be vacuums in leadership. It's a perfect time for this operation."
Amin said, "I long to see my family again. My daughter's second birthday is coming."
"Perhaps we will be home by then."
"Perhaps martyrdom will not be necessary."
"As God wills," Hamid said.

CHAPTER 12

Alan Friedman and his assistant stood with Selena on the tarmac outside the private terminal at Kennedy Airport, admiring the Gulfstream 550 that would take them to Israel.
"Where did you get this plane?"
"I'll explain when we're on board," Selena said. "There are some things you need to know."
"Selena, you haven't been formally introduced to my assistant, Miriam Golding."
"Hi, Miriam. It will be nice to have another woman along."
Miriam smiled at her. "Yes, it will. It's nice to meet you."
They shook hands.
"Who else is coming?" Miriam asked.
"Three others, all good friends of mine. They are already on the plane. Let's board and I'll introduce you."
They climbed the steps into the plane.
The Gulfstream 550 was a luxury plane designed for the long distance business traveler who could afford the ultimate in comfort and speed. The interior of the cabin was fitted with burnished rosewood and soft, tan leather. The plane could sleep eight people and cruise at 51,000 feet, all at six hundred miles an hour. It's range was a little over sixty-seven hundred nautical miles, long enough to cross the Atlantic and reach Israel without stopping.
The plane had been fitted with a long counter/bar on one side of the main cabin. A couch and large, comfortable seats had been placed across from the bar. Video displays were strategically situated throughout the cabins.
It was the sort of plane only the rich could afford. The Gulfstream had once belonged to a powerful drug lord. It was now the property of the U.S. government and was on semi-permanent assignment to the Project.
Nick, Ronnie and Lamont were seated across from the bar. Nick had a whiskey in his hand. Ronnie was drinking orange juice. Lamont was reading a magazine. They all stood when Selena and the others entered the cabin.
Selena made the introductions.
"Alan, Miriam, this is my husband, Nick Carter. These two are Ronnie Peete and Lamont Cameron, both old friends. The four of us have spent a lot of time together, some of it in pretty rough country. With these three along, no one is going to bother us. Guys, this is Alan Friedman and his assistant, Miriam Golding."
"It's a pleasure to meet you, Doctor Friedman," Nick said. "Ms. Golding."
If Friedman was surprised by the hard appearance of Selena's friends, he didn't show it.
"Please call me Alan," he said.
The pilot came out of the cockpit. "Folks, we're ready to go. If you'll get ready for takeoff, we'll be on our way."
Twenty minutes later they were in the air. Selena and Friedman sat next to each other, across from Nick and Ronnie. Lamont had already gone back to the sleeping area for a nap on one of the comfortable beds. Miriam was on the couch, reading a magazine.
"So, explain," Friedman said. "What are these things I need to know?"
Selena took a secrecy agreement from the shoulder bag she carried and gave it to him.
"Before I tell you, I need you to take a look at this and sign it."
Friedman adjusted his glasses and began reading. Part way through he stopped.
"A secrecy agreement?"
"I work for a government agency," Selena said. "This says that you will not talk about what happens on this mission without express permission. Miriam will need to sign one as well."
"Mission? What agency?" Friedman was annoyed. "Why didn't you tell me before?"
"It wasn't necessary, before."
"What does your organization do?"
"We do a lot of things, Alan. Our main function is counterintelligence and counterterrorism."
"You're a spy?"
"Not at all. Mostly, I'm a consultant."
Selena mentally crossed her fingers as she spoke.
"So the government provided this plane?"
"Yes."
"You should have told me," Friedman said. "Whenever the government gets involved with academic freedom, the results are usually not good."
"You don't need to worry about that," Selena said. "Whatever we find, or even if we don't, there isn't any reason why you can't write about it from an archaeological and professional standpoint. What you can't write about is the fact that my unit is involved."
"And your husband, the others, they are all part of your… unit?"
"They are. You couldn't ask for better protection, if we should need it."
"You make this sound like something out of an Indiana Jones movie," Friedman said.
"I don't want to upset you," Selena said, "but I also don't want you to think this is just another expedition. The stakes are too high. If it weren't for the fact that the guard was killed and the scroll stolen, I wouldn't have needed to tell you all this. His murder means that some very bad people will be looking for the same thing we are."
"What kind of bad people?"
"Take your pick. Hamas, Hezbollah, ISIS, any one of a number of organizations that hate Israel. Once we knew the scroll was written by King Solomon and referred to part of the treasure used to build the First Temple, my organization had to become involved. I'm sure I don't need to explain to you how anything to do with the Temple is an explosive subject in the Middle East. There are a lot of people who would not want Israel to find this tomb. It has the potential to trigger major conflict. There's a real possibility we'll run into trouble. If we do, you're going to be glad Nick and the others are here."
"You actually think someone might want to harm us," Friedman said. His tone was incredulous.
"You can still change your mind if you like. When we get to Israel, you can take the plane back to New York and that will be the end of it."
"But you would continue to look for the tomb?"
"Yes."
"You've given me a lot to think about."
Selena sat back in her seat and waited.
"What about the Israeli authorities? Do they know about you?"
"They do. We've worked with them in the past. We'll be met in Tel Aviv by someone. It's already been arranged. We'll have official access to the Negev and anywhere else we need to look. I expect they'll want someone to go with us, but that shouldn't be a problem."
"This is all a bit much," Friedman said.
"Think about it, Alan. It's the chance of a lifetime. We'll have the blessing of the Israeli government and unlimited funds. If we do find the tomb, it will be protected and the contents returned to the people of Israel. You'll get all the credit for the discovery. Imagine, if we do find it. What would it be like?"
"It would be the fulfillment of a lifetime's work," Friedman said.
He took out a pen and signed the agreement.
A little less than twelve hours after leaving New York, they landed in Tel Aviv.

CHAPTER 13

At Ben-Gurion Airport, the Gulfstream taxied to the private terminal reserved for diplomatic arrivals and special guests of the Israeli government. They'd left New York at three in the afternoon. The twelve hour flight and a seven hour time difference meant that it was ten in the morning in Tel Aviv.
It was a clear morning. A few scattered clouds drifted across a china blue sky. The temperature was cool, somewhere in the fifties. The pilot opened the cabin door and lowered the steps, letting in a fresh breeze that brought in a pleasant hint of the Mediterranean, not far away.
A man and a woman waited for them at the foot of the steps. The man was about fifty years old. He wore a dark blue suit that needed pressing, a white shirt and no tie. He had black shoes. His hair was curly and going gray, although it had once been black. He had the look of a career cop, a face scored with lines of stress.
The woman standing next to him had a pistol holstered on her hip. She wore sunglasses, a light sweater, and a dark green skirt that came down to her knees. She was about the same height as her companion. Her dark hair hung in thick waves to her shoulders. She had broad hips and breasts that pushed against the fastenings of a pale-blue blouse.
Nick was the first off the plane. His face broke into a smile when he saw the two standing there.
"Ari, what a surprise."
"Shalom, Nick. Welcome back."
They shook hands. Nick turned to the woman. His voice softened.
"Hello, Rivka. You look a lot better than the last time I saw you."
The last time he'd seen her was in Haddasah hospital, recovering from a bullet meant for him.
"Shalom, Nick. Welcome to Israel."
They exchanged quick kisses in the European style, one to each cheek and back again.
Selena and the others came down the steps. Friedman and his assistant were the last out of the plane. Nick made the introductions.
"You are married now, Nick?" Rivka said. "Congratulations."
"Rivka saved my life," Nick said to Selena. "She took a bullet for me."
"Then I'm glad to meet you," Selena said.
"Ari and Rivka are with Shin Bet," Nick said.
"Ah, the Invisible Shield," Friedman said. "I'm honored."
"Doctor Friedman," Ari said, "I'm familiar with your work in the United States. You are at home, here. Come, we have cars waiting. Once you are settled in your quarters, we will discuss how to proceed."
"I would like to pray in Jerusalem before we leave for the desert," Friedman said.
"That will not be a problem, Doctor. Come."
Herzog led the way to three black Suburbans waiting on the tarmac. Nick wondered why the Suburban seemed to be an almost universal choice for government convoys, and why they were almost always black. Herzog and Rivka got into the lead vehicle. Nick and the others took the middle. The third vehicle had four men in it, backup in the event of trouble. Herzog was taking no chances.
Their quarters were in a private compound situated on a hill overlooking the Mediterranean. A high fence surrounded the property. They passed through a checkpoint with a guardhouse and a gate and pulled up a few minutes later in front of a sand-colored building.
Nick got out of the car and stood looking at the view. The Mediterranean Sea stretched away toward the horizon. The wave tops sparkled and danced under the morning sun. Ari came up and stood beside him.
"Nice view," Nick said.
"It is."
"Here we are again, Ari. Must be karma."
Herzog laughed. "It's curious, how a Gentile like you has become involved in the heart of our nation's heritage. If I believed in karma, I'd say you must've been a Jew in a past life."
"If it wasn't for the fact that people try to kill me every time I come here, I'd feel right at home," Nick said.
"Let's hope that doesn't happen this time around," Ari said.
"Rivka is looking well."
"Yes. She is happy to see you again. As am I."
"What's the plan, Ari?"
"You'll be escorted by Rivka and one of our agents. Your first stop is the Well of Abraham, as the scroll instructs. From there, it's up to you, but our people will be with you all the way."
"Good. Any incidents lately? Jihadis from Egypt or Jordan?"
"Nothing unusual. There was a stabbing in Beersheba. Those sorts of attacks are becoming more frequent. Aside from that, it's been quiet."
"I don't envy you, Ari. Do you ever get a chance to relax?"
"Not often. One day there will be peace. Until then, relaxation is a luxury. What do you think of your Director Friedman?"
"I don't think he understands how quickly things can change here, when it comes to personal safety. Selena told me he was surprised when she suggested that he needed protection over here. He strikes me as naïve. An intellectual man who doesn't quite get the real world."
"Not a good thing in our country," Ari said. "Does he know what you do?"
"No."
"Probably another good thing. Anyway, he'll be safe enough. What with you and your team and my men, I can't see any problem arising you couldn't handle. The Negev has been quiet. It's heavily patrolled, so it should stay that way."
"Works for me," Nick said.
"I'm going back to Tel Aviv. I'll see you when you get back."
"Thanks for your help, Ari."
"Mind your step out there," Ari said. "You never know what you're going to find in the desert. But if you find Solomon's Gold, you will be forever remembered here."
"Forever is a long time," Nick said.

CHAPTER 14

Two days after they arrived in Israel, they were ready to leave for Beersheba. Herzog had provided three AIL Mark II Storm utility vehicles. The AIL was based on the Jeep Wrangler, but had been modified to meet Israeli security needs. The Mark II had dual passenger doors on both sides, an improvement over the Mark I. It was designed to handle rough terrain.
Friedman and his assistant would ride with Rivka in the lead vehicle. Nick, Selena, Lamont, and Ronnie would follow in the second.
The third car was packed with camping gear and supplies. There were scattered Bedouin villages in the Negev and an increasing number of Israeli developments, but the Wilderness of Zin was mostly empty. If you wanted to be sure of a glass of water or a bed, it was a good idea to bring them with you.
Driving the third car was one of Ari's agents, Gideon Dichter. Dichter was dark complexioned, lean, with a face like a hatchet. A neatly trimmed beard softened the hard contours of his face. He had the look of a man who had seen the sharp side of combat. That wasn't unusual in Israel. Everyone served in the military, sooner or later. Out of necessity, Israel had become a nation of soldiers.
Everyone was armed except Friedman and his assistant. The Project team had brought their MP7s and their pistols. The assault weapons were stashed in the back of the vehicles. Rivka and Dichter carried Jericho nine millimeter pistols and Uzis.
Friedman wasn't happy when he saw the arsenal.
"Is this really necessary, Nick? We're in Israel, not Syria. I'm not comfortable around guns. Neither is Miriam."
"It's only a precaution, Doctor Friedman," Nick had said. "Where we're going, we're on our own. The Wilderness of Zin is as empty as the Sahara, once we leave the tourist areas. There's no law out there except what we bring with us. I believe in being prepared."
"Well, don't expect me to carry one," Friedman said.
"Don't worry, we won't ask you to. That's our job. Yours is to help locate Solomon's treasure."
"Are there really terrorists where we're going?" Miriam asked.
She had a pleasant voice with an accent that pegged her as a New Yorker. She'd dressed in tan cargo pants and a matching shirt and jacket. Everything was new. She looked as though she'd stepped out of an Abercrombie and Fitch store window.
Safari chic, he thought. Then, you're being unfair.
"Probably not," Nick said. "Like I told Doctor Friedman, it's best to be prepared."
They set out for Beersheba and the Well of Abraham, some fifty miles to the south. An hour later they reached the city. Nick wasn't sure what he'd expected, but a modern city of over two hundred thousand people wasn't what he'd had in mind.
"I thought the Well of Abraham was in a village," he said to Selena. They were following Rivka in the car ahead.
"It is, or was. Now there's a visitor center. It's at the edge of the modern city."
"What's the big deal about Abraham's well?" Lamont asked.
"For one thing, we're in the middle of a desert and water means life. According to tradition, Abraham came here after he left Egypt," Selena said. "He knew how to dig a well and he's supposed to have dug this one."
"Okay, so what?"
"Abraham is one of the patriarchs, and that makes everything he did important. The story of the well is in Genesis. The king of the region back then was named Abimelech. He gave Abraham grazing rights for his animals, but then the king's servants seized the well. Abraham is supposed to have brought seven lambs to the king to settle the dispute. That's where the name Beersheba comes from. It means 'the oath of seven.'"
"This the same Abraham that was going to sacrifice his kid?" Ronnie asked.
"That's him," Selena said.
"Man, everywhere you go in this country, it's like walking through the Bible," Lamont said.
"That's why they call it the Holy Land," Selena said.
"My grandma would've loved this. She was big on the Bible."
The visitor center was located near the gates of the old city of Beersheba, on the banks of the Beer-Sheva River. The river was a parched, sandy wadi. Occasional flash floods in the winter sent water rushing down the dry bed. Except for those rare occasions, there was nothing to see in the river except sand and rock. Deep beneath the dry bed, water flowed. It was this hidden stream that fed the well.
They parked the vehicles. Dichter stayed with the cars while the others went into the center. The well was in a courtyard, surrounded by an iron railing. Tourists milled about, some leaning over the railing and looking down.
Friedman looked at the well and said, "This can't be right."
"What do you mean?" Nick said.
"This couldn't possibly be the well that Abraham is supposed to have made. It's clearly from a much later date. I would guess Ottoman, probably around the thirteenth or fourteenth century."
"Very good, Doctor," Rivka said. "You are correct."
"If you knew that, why did you bring us here?"
"Consider it a small test of your expertise. I wanted you to see what most people think of as Abraham's well. The Ministry of Tourism has invested a great deal in this center. It's one of the major attractions for visitors to our country and provides important information about the patriarch."
"Where is the real well located?" He sounded peeved.
"It's on Tel-Ba'er Sheva, a few kilometers from here," Rivka said. "It's an archaeological site, partially open to the public. That's where the original biblical town of Beersheba was located."
"You're sure about that?" Selena asked.
"You'll see for yourself. You can even see the tamarisk tree Abraham planted by the well. It's mentioned in Genesis."
"I'm glad to hear this isn't the real deal," Nick said. "Everything here is new. If this had been the well mentioned in the scroll, there would be nothing to give us a hint of where to go next."
"It won't take us long to drive there," Rivka said.
They went back to the vehicles, got in and drove off to Tel-Ba'er Sheva. As the vehicles turned a corner and disappeared, a man took out his phone. He looked around him to make sure no one was nearby to overhear and punched in a number.
"Yes."
"They've moved on, probably to the Tel."
"Follow them."
The man put the phone back in his pocket and walked over to a dusty motorcycle leaning against a wall. He started the bike and rode off.

CHAPTER 15

Tel Ba'er Sheba was a large hill located a few miles away from the Arab town of Tel-es-Saba. The biblical city covered about fifty acres and dated back to the rule of King David. Centuries of sand had buried it, but now it was reemerging. Excavations had revealed an extensive network of streets and buildings, laid out in a grid. The town had once been fortified by a high wall, parts of which still stood. The lower part of the wall was composed of large rocks, the upper section of sand colored bricks.
Abraham's well was right outside the city gate.
They parked nearby and walked to the well. It was surrounded by large stones laid in a circular pattern. Two wooden posts held up a shed roof of sticks that provided minimal shade. A few tourists stood nearby, talking.
Nick peered over the edge of the stones encircling the well. "How deep is it?"
"About two hundred feet," Rivka said.
"Must've been fun digging this baby," Lamont said.
"How do they know this one is Abraham's?" Selena asked. "There are lots of wells here and in Beersheba."
"It's in the right place," Rivka said.
She pointed at the remains of a tamarisk tree about twenty feet away. The tree was in poor shape. It was still alive, but most of what had once been a thick, branched trunk had been removed. It looked as though it had been there a long time.
"You see that tree? According to Genesis, Abraham planted that by his well. It's as good a reason as any to say this is the well that he dug."
"We have to start somewhere," Nick said. "Let's assume we're in the right place. The first marker is somewhere nearby."
"The scroll said to look where the water gathers," Friedman said. "Do you think it means inside the well?"
Miriam had been quiet since her question about terrorists. Now she said, "If it is, how are we going to find it? I don't think anyone is going to let us climb down in there."
"I wouldn't put something down inside the well," Selena said. "If I were leaving a clue, I'd put it where it could be seen by someone who knew to look for it."
"That makes sense," Ronnie said.
"There's a large cistern here," Rivka said. "Perhaps that's what was meant. A place where the water gathers."
"That has to be it," Nick said. "Where is it?"
"I can show you," Rivka said. "There's a stairway leading down to it. Part of it is closed off."
She turned to Gideon. "Gideon, you stay here with the vehicles and the weapons. I don't want to leave them unguarded."
"No problem. I've been here before. It's not like I'm missing anything."
Rivka led them to a booth near the cistern. They paid a fee and were issued hardhats, required for everyone who wanted to explore the ancient waterworks. Then they approached the steps. The stairway down to the cistern was steep and uneven. A wooden railing had been installed along the outside of the stairs. The steps and walls were made of fitted stone.
They descended with care, keeping a hand on the railing. Selena felt her calves straining as they went down and felt thankful she was still in shape. She wondered if they were going to have to climb back up, or if there was another way out.
At the bottom of the steps, a tunnel led into the cistern itself. They ducked under the low entrance and came out inside a cavernous space carved from solid bedrock. Strategically placed lights illuminated the cistern.
"This is something," Ronnie said. "A lot of work went into this."
"I wonder how much water this thing held?" Nick said.
"A lot," Lamont said.
Friedman examined the walls of the cistern, looking for anything that might constitute the clue they were looking for.
"I don't see anything," he said. "If there was something here, it's been covered over. The plaster that's left on the walls has been repaired."
"It would've been too easy to find it right off," Nick said. "Besides, we might not be in the right place."
"Where else would it be?"
"How does the water feed into this?"
"There's an aqueduct. It channels rainwater in."
"Let's go look at that," Nick said.
"The exit is over there," Selena said. "I'm glad we don't have to climb up those steps."
They mounted a series of low, wooden platforms that led to a door set in the side of the rock. They opened the door and emerged into the sunlight. Nick squinted in the sudden glare and put on his sunglasses.
Rivka led them to where an aqueduct had once funneled winter rains into the cistern. The opening was blocked with a heavy iron grill. The ground was covered with loose rock and rubble. It sloped down sharply to the opening.
"I'm going down there," Nick said.
"Watch your step," Ronnie said.
"Yeah."
Nick half walked, half slid, down to the grill blocking the way in. Large rocks encircled the opening. He took out a pocket flashlight and shone it through the grill. The light reflected off rough walls that tunneled down into the cistern. The lower part of the walls were worn smooth from the passage of water over the centuries, but the upper section was much as it had been when it was first dug, three thousand years before.
"I see something carved high up on the rock," Nick called. "It looks like an eye."
"An eye? Describe it," Friedman said.
"Like I said, it looks like an eye. An eye shape with a dot in the middle."
"That could be ancient Hebrew."
"The letter ghah," Selena said.
"Exactly," Friedman said.
"What does it mean?" Ronnie asked.
"If it's the letter ghah, it means to watch or to know."
"Figures," Lamont said. "It's an eye."
"Can you see anything else, Nick?" Friedman said.
"Nope." He moved his light around. "That's all there is."
He put the light away and scrambled back up on all fours. He stood and dusted off his pants.
"It was carved in the rock, up high, above the waterline."
"It doesn't help us much," Friedman said.
"I'm not so sure about that," Selena said. "It's from the right timeframe. The scroll was written in ancient Hebrew, so it's consistent with that."
"So how does it help?"
"If this is the first marker, it could be telling us to watch for something."
"Yeah, but what?" Nick asked.
"The second marker? I guess we'll have to follow the rest of the instructions to find out," Selena said.
Back at the vehicles, Nick pointed at a dirt streaked motorcycle parked near the well.
"I haven't seen one of those in years," he said. "It's an old English bike. A Triumph."
"I didn't know you liked old motorcycles," Selena said.
Nick laughed. "There's a lot you don't know. I had a bike when I was at school, before I got into the Marines. That one was a Norton. It was faster than hell, bigger than this one."
As they drove away, the man who had been following them took out his cell phone.

CHAPTER 16

Back at the vehicles, they considered the next move.
Friedman scratched his chin. "The scroll said the next marker is twenty-two parasas to the south."
"What's a parasa in modern measurements?" Ronnie asked.
"In biblical times, they measured distance by parts of the human body," Friedman said. "An arm, a leg, the width of the palm, the length of a finger and so on. You combined those measurements into larger and larger amounts until you got to a parasa, or parsa'ot in old Hebrew. Because they used measurements that varied according to the size of the body, it's not an exact distance. Roughly, a parasa is four point eight kilometers."
"So, twenty-two parasas would be somewhere around a hundred plus kilometers?"
"That's correct."
Nick looked at a map. "That would put us right in the middle of the Wilderness of Zin."
"I see a problem with this," Gideon said.
"What's that?"
"You're saying that the next marker could be a hundred kilometers or more from here. That's a lot of territory. Plus we don't have any idea what route Moses actually followed. It's not like he had roads, he was walking in the desert. You see where I'm going?"
"A wild duck chase," Rivka said.
"Goose, not duck," Nick said. "A wild goose chase."
"It's a good point, Gideon," Selena said. "But when Solomon wrote the scroll he would have known that. There has to be something to indicate where that second marker is located, something more than a rough distance."
"Let's think about this for a minute," Nick said. "The instructions say to follow in the steps of Moses, right?"
Gideon nodded. "Right."
"So where did Moses go?"
"Wandering in the desert, for forty years," Ronnie said.
"Sure, but where did he go? Where are the important stops?"
"Mount Sinai," Rivka said. "But that's in Egypt."
"Not necessarily," Friedman said.
"What do you mean?" Lamont asked. "In Sunday school they told us it was in Egypt."
"You went to Sunday school?" Ronnie asked.
"Every week. My grandma made sure I went. Besides, I liked the stories. And we got cookies."
"That explains it," Ronnie said
Friedman cleared his throat. "If I can go on?"
"Sorry, Doc," Ronnie said.
"There are several mountains that could be Mount Sinai. One of them is in the Wilderness of Zin, Mount Karkom. That's almost exactly twenty-two parasas from here."
"You think the second marker is on Mount Karkom?"
"It could be," Friedman said. "There are reputable archaeologists who think Mount Karkom is the Mount Sinai of Genesis. It's a theory. No one's sure where it is."
Nick said, "Gideon's right. Heading into the desert and hoping for the best isn't going to work. Mount Karkom could be right. It fits with everything else in the scroll."
"Guess we'll be camping in the desert tonight," Lamont said.
"Oh, that won't be necessary," Rivka said. "It would be dark by the time we reached Mount Karkom. We wouldn't be able to see much of anything. On the way there, we pass a development called Mitzpe Ramon. There's a good hotel, the Beresheet. We can leave in the morning."
"I like this idea," Selena said. "I don't mind sleeping out, but I'd prefer a nice, comfortable bed."
"How's the food there?" Lamont asked.
"They have an excellent restaurant," Rivka said. "You could try some of our Israeli specialties."
Gideon said, "I know the place. It's expensive, but it's a nice hotel and it's not that far from where we're going."
"That settles it," Nick said. "Mitzpe it is."
They got into the vehicles and headed south on Highway 40. It was late afternoon when they checked into the hotel.
Lamont looked around as they walked in.
"Man, this is the kind of camping I really like."
"You're getting soft in your old age," Ronnie said.
"Careful who you're calling old," Lamont said.
The lobby floor was marble, inlaid with a pattern that suggested an abstract Star of David. A bowl-like fountain was set in the center of the floor. The colors of the hotel matched the colors of the desert outside, rich browns and warm tans, with cream accents. It was elegant and understated.
They got their keys.
"Let's meet in the restaurant at six," Nick said.
"Can't be too soon for me," Lamont said.
"You ever think about anything except food?" Ronnie asked.
"Unlike some people I know, I appreciate good food."
"Yeah, right, I've seen you dig into those MREs like a real gourmet."
"Hey, food's food. I like MREs."
The hotel was built on the northern edge of Ramon Crater, a geological oddity twenty-five miles long and fifteen hundred feet deep. The entire area was a national park. Selena and Nick had a room that looked out over the crater and the desert beyond. The view extended as far as they could see.
"It's beautiful, but barren as the moon," Nick said. "Can you imagine walking around in that for forty years?"
"No, I can't," Selena said. "It's probably not literal history. Forty years is a generic term for a long time."
"Forty days or forty years, it's still too long as far as I'm concerned. Places like this make me nervous. There's nothing out there except what you bring with you. It reminds me some of Afghanistan."
"At least here no one is shooting at you," Selena said.
"That's a definite plus," Nick said. "Not to mention that nice comfortable bed. You know, we still have more than an hour before we eat."
Selena put her hands on Nick's shoulders and looked into his gray eyes.
"Do you think that will be long enough?" she said.

CHAPTER 17

Hamid Kazemi leaned out the window of an idling van, talking to the guard at the Red Hook Marine terminal in Brooklyn. He handed over paperwork that showed he was taking delivery of a pallet of air compressors consigned to a wholesale auto-parts distributor in Queens.
The guard checked the numbers against the screen on his computer and scrawled something across the top page. He picked up a phone and spoke into it, handed the papers back, and pointed.
"Pull into that area over there. Someone will bring the pallet to you. Give him the paperwork and he'll load it into your van. Should take about fifteen minutes."
"Thanks," Hamid said.
The guard threw a switch and the gate swung open. Hamid pulled forward to where the guard had pointed and parked.
"Is it really this easy? Look at this." Amin gestured at the terminal. "Their security is laughable. How fast do you think that fat man in the guard shack can run?"
"Perhaps he eats too many donuts," Hamid said. "I have heard that all American policeman love donuts."
Amin nodded. "I don't think he's a real policeman. He is what the Americans call a 'Rent a Cop.'"
"There are real policeman here somewhere. For us, it's not a problem. We have all the right papers. With the right papers, one can do anything in this country."
"It is such a rich country," Amin said. "They have grown fat and lazy. Their refusal to recognize Allah will destroy them. It will be their undoing."
"It will be what they deserve. One day, all the world will be Muslim."
"God willing," Amin said.
He pointed at a forklift approaching. "I think that's our shipment."
Hamid got out of the van and opened the cargo doors in the back. The forklift operator maneuvered into position.
"Got the papers?"
Hamid gave them to him. The operator looked for the guard's signature, took a copy, and handed the papers back. He deposited the pallet into the back of the van. The forklift beeped loudly as it backed away. Hamid closed the doors, climbed back into the driver's seat, and started the van. They waited until the gate opened and drove away. Hamid waved at the guard as they drove through.
The storage unit they'd rented was a little over a mile from the terminal. It was a typical set up, with rows of units arranged neatly in a grid. Each unit had a garage style overhead door. Unit 8 B was halfway down one of the rows. Hamid waited while Amin got out and dealt with the heavy padlock on the door. He rolled the door open. Hamid drove the van inside and shut it down.
Amin came inside, turned on a single overhead bulb, and shut the door. Hamid walked to the back of the van and opened the doors.
The pallet was loaded with what appeared to be sixteen upright air compressors, wrapped in plastic shrink wrap. The compressors were typical of what could be found in any auto store or discount tool house across the country. Each unit was a cylinder about four feet high, topped with a housing containing two gauges for measuring how much air was stored and how much pressure would be released through the hose.
Two of the cylinders hid containers with sarin gas.

CHAPTER 18

The expedition left the hotel the next morning after a breakfast that included shakshuka, an egg dish with lamb meatballs, tomatoes and peppers. It was cool outside, the temperature in the high forties. In the summer months, the temperature during the day in this part of the Negev would rise to well over a hundred degrees. At this time of year, it would only reach the eighties.
Mount Karkom was a forty minute drive from the hotel. For the last part of the drive they could see the mountain looming ahead of them on the desert plain. It had an odd, orange-yellow color in the morning sun.
"They call this the saffron mountain," Rivka said. "When you look at it in the morning light like this, you can see why."
They parked the vehicles near the base of the mountain. The first thing Nick noticed were carvings etched into stones scattered all about the desert floor.
"What is this place?" Nick asked. "Why are there all these carvings?"
"People have been coming here long before there was an Israel," Rivka said. "Most of the carvings date back more than ten thousand years. The mountain was a center of Stone Age worship. You'll find altars, thousands of carvings, circles of stone, you name it."
The rocks bore pictures almost everywhere they looked. Selena pointed at one carved with the image of an animal with huge, curved horns.
"That one looks like an Ibex."
"You're right, that's an Ibex," Rivka said. "They're native to the area. There are over forty thousand carvings here."
"How the hell are we going to find an eye in the middle of all this?" Lamont said. "And even if we do, so what? What's it going to tell us?"
"It would show that we're on the right track," Nick said. "Besides, it might not be an eye. We won't know what it is until we find it."
"If there are forty thousand carvings, the only way we'll find it is to get lucky," Ronnie said.
"We could narrow it down some," Selena said.
"How so?" Nick asked.
"The scroll says to follow in the steps of Moses. What did Moses do on Mount Sinai?"
"He went up to the top. That's where God is supposed to have given him the Ten Commandments."
"Right. So let's do what Moses did and climb to the top."
Ronnie gestured at the base of the mountain a few hundred yards away, where the slope looked shallow enough to climb.
"We could start over there and make our way up."
"I think I'll wait down here," Miriam said. "That breakfast didn't sit too well. I feel a little sick."
"Would you like me to stay with you?" Friedman said. His voice was solicitous.
"I'll be fine Alan. You don't need to worry about me."
"You're sure?"
"Yes."
"Watch for snakes on the way up," Rivka said.
"What snakes?" Selena asked.
"We have poisonous snakes, Vipers. They're really nasty. Then there are scorpions. There are two bad ones in this region, the Deathstalker and the Southern Man Killer."
"Sounds lovely."
"Spiders, too. I don't think we'll see a Black Widow out here but you might run into a Mediterranean Recluse. That one can kill you, and there's no anti-venom for it. Be careful where you step and don't go reaching under any rocks without looking."
"Now I'm really glad I'm staying down here," Miriam said.
"I'll stay with the vehicles," Gideon said. "There's no one else around at the moment, but it's early. There will be tourists, sooner or later."
"Okay," Nick said. "Let's go. It can't be too difficult to climb. If Moses could do it, so can we. We should be back down in a few hours."
They set off toward the spot Ronnie had pointed at and began the climb. Gideon and Miriam watched them until the path they followed took them out of sight.
Miriam gestured at the rocks scattered about. "I think I'll wander around and look at some of these carvings."
"I'm going to hang out in one of the vehicles. Enjoy yourself."
Gideon walked to one of the trucks and climbed in. He leaned back in his seat and pulled his cap down to shade his eyes.
Miriam walked into the desert. When she thought she was far enough from the truck, she took a satellite phone from her belt pack and punched in a number.
"Yes."
"Hassan, it's me."
If Gideon had been nearby, he would've recognized the language she was speaking as Farsi.
"What is your status?"
"They are climbing the mountain," Miriam said. "One of the Jews stayed behind to guard the vehicles."
"How long will they be gone?"
"My guess is about three or four hours," Miriam said.
"Is anyone else present? Tourists?"
"No."
"The Americans have been identified. They are spies who have caused us much trouble in the past. It has been decided to eliminate them."
"Shouldn't we continue to let them lead the way and do the work for us?"
"Are you questioning your orders?"
"No, of course not."
"We have the same information they do. We will find it ourselves."
"What do you want me to do?"
"Eliminate the Jew. We'll be there in twenty minutes."
Hassan disconnected.
Miriam was neither Jewish nor American. Her real name was Ayala Farshid, and she'd been born in Tehran. Her father had been one of the first to join the Revolutionary Guard. Ayala thought of herself as a patriot, a sword of Allah.
She'd been inserted into the Museum in New York because Friedman was an important figure in the American Jewish community, well-connected. People told him things, wrote to him, solicited his advice. Her assignment had been to collect information about the upcoming Jewish World Conference. She assumed there would be an attack on the conference and that many would die. It bothered her not at all. As far as she was concerned, a dead Jew was a good Jew. It was Ayala who had passed on the information leading to the theft of the scroll and the death of the museum guard.
After today, she could stop pretending to be one of the people she hated. After today, she could return to being herself. Perhaps she could even go home. But first there were things that needed to be done.
She put the phone away and walked casually back toward the vehicles. It was beginning to get hot. Gideon was dozing in his seat, his hands clasped in front of him, his hat pulled low.
This is too easy, she thought.
When she was a few steps away, she reached into the pack on her belt. This time she took out a folding knife. The blade made a soft snicking sound as she opened it. The sound registered somewhere in Gideon's awareness. He opened his eyes wide and reached for his pistol, but he was too late. Ayala drove the gleaming blade deep into the side of his neck and twisted, cutting through the carotid artery. Blood fountained out from the gash. Gideon convulsed and gagged, still trying to reach his pistol. Then he slumped forward onto the dashboard and died.
Ayala stepped back and wiped the blade on Gideon's shirt. Blood ran down the side of the seat and under the door, dripping down onto the desert.
It always surprised her, that the body contained so much blood.
She reached in through the window, moved Gideon's body back against the seat, and pulled his hat down over his eyes. It looked as though he was sleeping. She rinsed a little blood off her hands with water from her canteen and waited for the others.

CHAPTER 19

The view from the top of the mountain was worth the climb. The Negev was desolate and barren, but it had an indescribable beauty that was unlike any desert Nick had ever seen. It wasn't rolling sand, like the empty wastes of the Sahara. It wasn't like American deserts, flat with the occasional tree or cactus, nor like the flat, yellow wastelands of Afghanistan. The Negev was rugged and worn, like the face of an old man, filled with colors that changed with every passing cloud, sculpted from the hard earth by millennia of weather.
They hadn't found the second marker. After two hours of fruitless examination of every rock in sight, Nick called it off.
"If the marker is on this mountain, it's not here at the summit," he said.
"I have to agree with you," Friedman said. "I think we would have found it by now."
"Must be almost lunch time," Lamont said. "Are we heading back down?"
Nick nodded. "I don't see any point in staying up here."
Selena stood looking down at the desert spread out below. She could see where the vehicles were parked. Some distance away from them was a flat, smooth area.
"We started climbing without thinking about it much," Selena said. "Take a look down there and tell me what you see."
Nick and the others came up and stood next to her.
"Nice view," Ronnie said.
"Look over there." She pointed. "You see that wide flat space, a hundred yards or so to the right of the cars?"
"What about it?" Nick said.
"Moses had a lot of people with him, right?"
"That's right."
"So where did they camp? Where we started from, the ground is uneven and rough. But that area over there seems almost as if it's been picked clean of rocks. It would be an ideal place for hundreds of people and their animals to put up their tents, or whatever they had."
"I see what you're thinking," Friedman said. "Moses would've climbed up the mountain from wherever it was they pitched camp. If they camped on that flat spot, we should look for a way down to it, a natural trail."
"That's right. If the marker isn't up here, maybe it's on the trail Moses used."
"Following his footsteps," Ronnie said.
"Yes," Selena said.
"It's still a crapshoot," Nick said. "There must be half a dozen ways down this mountain."
"Not really," Selena said. "It gets pretty steep and there's a lot of loose rock. It would be hard to climb up in most places. We need to look for a way down to that flat space that follows the natural contours without getting too steep."
Nick rubbed his hand over his chin. "It's as good an idea as any."
Lamont said, "Selena's right. Moses would have had a hard time climbing up the route we took."
"What about over there between those two tall rocks?" Ronnie said.
They walked over to the place Ronnie had pointed out. The rocks marked a natural path, a dry streambed carved out by centuries of weather. It wasn't the kind of trail you found in a park, more like a suggestion of a way through the boulders. Someone had carved a picture of the sun on one of the rocks. Another picture of an Ibex was etched into a rock farther down the side of the mountain.
"Looks like somebody used it to climb up here," Lamont said.
"Right," Nick said. "We'll go slow. Keep your eyes peeled for one of those eyes or anything else that stands out."
They started down the rocky slope. About ten minutes later, Ronnie stopped.
"I need to take a leak. Go ahead, I'll catch up."
He walked a little way off the trail into a grouping of boulders, waiting for the others to get ahead. He unzipped and began to relieve himself.
Then he saw the eye, carved in one of the rocks. Chiseled into the rock beneath the drawing were Hebrew letters.
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He zipped up and called to the others. "Hey guys, I found something."
A minute later they all stood beside him.
"That eye is the same as the one in Beersheba," Nick said.
"What do the letters say?" Lamont asked.
"It's biblical Hebrew," Friedman said. "It says 'water and cave.'"
"This has to be the next marker," Nick said. "But what does it mean? Water and cave could mean anything."
Friedman took a picture of the letters on the rock.
"I think I might know," Rivka said. "There's a place that's famous in the story of David and how he became king."
"Go on," Nick said.
"It's in the book of Samuel," she said. "King Saul believes David wants to kill him and pursues him to a place of water and caves."
"Ein Gedi!" Friedman said.
"That's right," Rivka said. "This marker has to refer to Ein Gedi. I can't think what else it would mean, especially since we're on the trail of David's tomb. It's an oasis near the Dead Sea. It's famous, quite beautiful. It's been set aside as a natural preserve. There are springs, waterfalls, and many caves. People have been going to the springs for thousands of years. The animals come there to drink in the summer. Ein Gedi means 'the spring of the goat.'"
Nick said, "If it's so famous, wouldn't anything hidden there have been found a long time ago?"
"Not necessarily. There are a lot of caves, and some of them aren't easily accessible. It would take years to explore them all. There are several archaeological sites in the area that take up priorities."
Friedman said, "The region is mountainous. There's a lot of limestone, ideal for cave formation."
"So now we're going to go find a cave no one else has noticed, in an area with lots of caves?" Lamont asked.
"You have a better idea?" Rivka said.
Ronnie looked out over the desert. He pointed at plumes of dust rising into the air from approaching vehicles.
"Looks like the tourists are starting to show up."
They headed down the mountain.

CHAPTER 20

They'd gotten about three quarters of the way down the side of the mountain when Nick suddenly stopped. He reached up and began scratching his ear.
"Shit," Lamont said. "You're messing with your ear."
Ronnie and Selena looked at each other.
"What are you talking about?" Friedman asked.
"It's hard to explain," Selena said. "Sometimes when we're about to run into serious trouble, his ear starts to itch."
"That's ridiculous," Friedman said.
"I'm afraid it isn't," Selena said.
"Might be nothing," Nick said, tugging on his scarred ear, "but it feels like trouble."
"Gideon and Miriam are down there," Rivka said. "Don't you think we would've heard something, if there was trouble?"
"What could possibly be wrong?" Friedman asked. "We're in the middle of the desert. There's nobody around for miles."
"Except for those vehicles we saw," Lamont said.
"They're probably tourists."
"We don't know that," Nick said. "Doctor Friedman, I want you to stay here while we go the rest of the way, until we know it's safe."
"Poppycock," Friedman said.
"What? Nobody says that anymore."
"I will not stay here while you indulge some fantasy about your ear. I'm tired and I want to sit down and get out of the sun. I'm going down with or without you."
Nick looked at Friedman's stubborn expression and decided it wasn't worth the trouble to argue. He took out his pistol and checked to see if there was a round in the chamber. The others did the same. Friedman looked at the guns and shook his head.
"You're serious about this, aren't you?"
"Better safe than sorry, Doc," Lamont said.
"Since you insist on coming with us, stay well to the rear," Nick said.
"I protest."
"Protest all you like, but you stay in the rear. You understand?" Nick's voice was hard.
"Do as he asks, Alan," Selena said.
"You too?"
"He's trying to protect you. Do as he says."
Friedman took one look at Nick and nodded.
"Good," Nick said.
"How you want to play it?" Ronnie asked.
"If I wanted to make trouble, I'd watch our vehicles and wait for us to show up. They're out in the open. Once we leave the rocks, we're exposed. The way this trail is going, I figure we'll come out about fifty yards to the right of the cars. We started up to the left of them. If somebody's there, they'll be watching for us to come back the same way."
"Maybe," Selena said.
"If I'm wrong about this, I'll buy everybody dinner and apologize. In the meantime, we go slow until we can see who's down there."
"I'm going to enjoy that dinner," Friedman said.
They climbed down toward the desert floor, following the bed of the ancient stream. Tall rocks on either side prevented them from seeing the cars, but it worked both ways. Anyone at the cars wouldn't see them coming.
They reached a point near the bottom of the slope where the old streambed petered out and the cover of the boulders began to give way. Nick slipped behind the last of the covering rocks and looked through his binoculars. The Israeli jeeps were about forty yards away. Two new vehicles were parked nearby, the cars they'd seen approaching from higher up. He couldn't see anyone in them.
Gideon was in the front seat of one of the vehicles. It looked like he was asleep, with his hat pulled down over his eyes. Miriam stood outside, resting her hand on the fender and looking away from them, toward the spot where they'd started up the mountain hours before.
"What do you see?" Selena asked.
"Two new vehicles, empty by the look of them. Looks like Gideon is sleeping in one of ours. Miriam is standing outside. She seems to be waiting for us to come back."
"I told you so," Friedman said. "I've had enough of this."
He stepped out from behind the rocks and started toward Miriam.
"Wait…" Nick said.
"Miriam," Friedman called. "Over here."
She turned to look.
Rivka started to follow Friedman.
Nick grabbed her arm. "Wait. Something doesn't feel right. Why isn't Gideon getting out of the car?"
He looked again with the binoculars. Something red stained the side of the vehicle under the closed door by Gideon's seat.
"Friedman," Nick yelled. "Get back here!"
Friedman waved a hand dismissively and continued walking toward Miriam. She ducked down behind the car. Friedman stopped, confused.
Bursts of automatic rifle fire came from behind the two new vehicles. Nick watched Friedman jerk spasmodically as the bullets hit him, spinning him around, then dropping him to the hard desert floor.
Bullets ricocheted off the rock by Nick's head. Bits of stone stung his cheek. He scrambled on all fours back to the others and touched his cheek where a fragment of stone had cut him. His finger came away bloody.
The firing stopped.
"How many?" Ronnie asked.
"Not sure," Nick said. "Three or four. Plus Miriam."
"Miriam?" Selena said.
"She ducked before the others started firing. She knew they were there."
"What about Gideon?" Rivka asked.
"Dead. There's blood leaking out of his car."
She said something that sounded like someone coughing up a glob of spit.
"What?"
"Shit. I said shit."
"Man, I've got to learn to swear like that," Lamont said.
Another burst of fire sent chips of stone flying over their heads.
Nick reached around the rock he was using for cover and sent three rounds toward the cars.
"You can learn Hebrew another time," Nick said.
"I wish we had a couple of those Uzis," Rivka said.
"Yeah, me too." He looked at Selena.
"I know, I know, be careful," she said.
They began moving sideways through the rock strewn ground, toward the parked vehicles, crawling on all fours. The rocks bit through Nick's clothes. The ground was rugged, the boulders low, with gaps in between. They weren't going to get close to the cars without exposing themselves.
They were within twenty yards of the vehicles when they ran out of cover.
Nick crawled sideways to a large, flat boulder shaped like a table. From where he lay, he could see under the edge of the rock to where the cars were parked.
Ronnie crawled up next to him.
"I can see legs under the cars," Nick said. "At least three men. Plus Miriam's there somewhere."
"You think she's in on it, huh?"
"Has to be. If she wasn't, she'd be dead like Gideon or trussed up like a Thanksgiving turkey."
"Too bad. I think Lamont had his eye on her."
"He always did have lousy taste in women," Nick said.
"I'm thinking about those cans of gas on the side of Gideon's Jeep," Ronnie said.
"What about them?"
"We could put a few rounds in them, set them off."
"That stuff only works in the movies."
Ronnie reached into his pocket and took out a magazine with green-tipped rounds in it and showed it to Nick.
"Not with these babies. It's a little something I made up back in Virginia."
He took the magazine in his pistol out, put it in his pocket, and loaded the other.
Nick said, "You made up incendiaries for your Sig?"
Ronnie racked the slide and chambered a round. "Yup. A trick I learned from Gunny Stevens, way back when."
"Stevens? I knew a Gunny Stevens in Iraq. Short guy? Built like a fireplug?"
"That's him," Ronnie said. "Last I heard, he'd retired and was living in Tennessee."
"He's got to be about a hundred years old," Nick said. "We get out of this, we ought to go see him and say hello."
"I was thinking we lay down covering fire, I put a few rounds into that gas can. When it blows, we charge them."
Lamont crawled over to them.
"What are you guys talking about?"
"Ronnie's got an idea."
Lamont listened and nodded. "Sounds like a plan."
"Lamont, go back and tell Rivka and Selena what we're thinking. When you hear me start shooting, open up on those cars."
"Give me five minutes." He crawled away.
Nick and Ronnie crouched behind the boulder. Five minutes passed.
"Ready, amigo?"
"I kind of liked Gideon," Ronnie said. "Yeah, I'm ready."
Nick began firing, trying to send bullets under the cars, hoping to hit someone in a leg. Behind him, the others opened up. Bullets struck the cars, shattering windows and punching holes in the sheet-metal.
Ronnie fired four quick shots at the gas cans mounted on the side of the Israeli Jeep. The two cans exploded in a brilliant flash of crimson and orange. The main gas tank went a second later. The Israeli Jeep blew apart in a violent explosion of metal and flame. A black cloud of smoke ballooned into the air from the shattered vehicle.
Nick was up and running toward the cars, firing as he went. The slide on his pistol locked open. He dropped the empty magazine and slammed in a fresh one on the run, racking the slide and firing again. From somewhere he heard himself yelling at the top of his lungs as he charged the cars. Bullets kicked up sand around his feet. He was vaguely aware of the others firing behind him.
Then he was at the first of the cars. He ran around the back of the car and saw a man rolling about on the ground, moaning and clutching his leg. A second man crouched beside the engine compartment. He turned as Nick shot him.
Nick dove to the ground as bullets shattered the windshield next to him. Two more men were firing from behind the second vehicle, parked ahead. One went down as someone's bullets found him. Nick shot the other. The wounded man on the ground lifted his gun. Nick killed him.
The shooting stopped. The only sound was the crackle of flames from the burning Jeep.
Nick stood and holstered his pistol. His hand began shaking.

CHAPTER 21

Rivka called Ari Herzog and told him what had happened. An hour later, two UH 60 Blackhawk helicopters landed nearby. Herzog got out of the first one and walked over to the group. He looked at the smoldering wreckage, the bullet scarred vehicles, the bodies on the ground, and shook his head. Gideon's charred remains were visible in the front seat of the burned out vehicle.
"Trouble always seems to follow you, Nick."
"Friedman's assistant wasn't what she appeared to be," Nick said.
He pointed at Miriam's body. She was sprawled on the ground, one leg crumpled under her, a neat hole in the middle of her forehead. A machine pistol had slipped from her fingers. The ground underneath her head was soaked with blood.
"Whoever she was, she was working with the assholes that tried to ambush us. She must have been feeding them information all along."
"I wonder why they decided to attack you now?"
Nick shrugged. "Who knows? Maybe they figured they didn't need us anymore. Chances are they know as much as we do about the scroll."
"What have you discovered so far?"
"We found the next marker. We think it means we should go to Ein Gedi."
Herzog looked at the Israeli vehicles. One had been destroyed. The other two were pocked with stray bullet holes in the metalwork. One of them had a shattered windshield. The paint on both was scarred from the heat of the flames. Two of the tires were flat. The cars that had brought the attackers were riddled with holes. Most of the windows were gone. Fluids were leaking onto the ground under them.
"I think you need some new cars," Herzog said. "We don't want you frightening the tourists at Ein Gedi."
"How are we going to get there?"
"We'll give you a ride," Herzog said. "We have a safe house there, quiet, away from the crowds. We don't use it much, but it happens to have a heliport. I'll arrange it. You can stay there and new vehicles will be provided."
"Thanks, Ari. "
"This is becoming a controversial operation," Herzog said. "Let's hope you turn something up soon. My superiors are becoming restless. They don't like alarming the tourists with things like this."
He swept his arm around in a gesture that included the bodies and the wrecked vehicles.
"We've had to block the road in here until we get this mess cleaned up. I've already talked to the Ministry of Tourism. They are unhappy. Please, Nick, no more shooting if you can help it."
"I'll do my best," Nick said. "I need to call Harker and tell her what's happened."
"We'll leave when you're ready," Herzog said.
Nick punched in the code for Elizabeth and waited for the satellite link to pick up.
"About time, Nick. I can see your location on my monitor. What's happening?"
"We ran into trouble. Somebody tried to take us out. Friedman is dead and so is one of the Israeli agents. Friedman's assistant was in on it. She's dead too."
"Who came after you?"
"We don't know yet. Ari Herzog is here with a couple of choppers. He'll get his forensics team on the bodies. Maybe he'll turn something up."
"The Israelis are not going to be happy about this," Harker said. "What's the status of your search?"
"We found the second marker. We're going to Ein Gedi as soon as I finish talking with you. It's a tourist spot on the Dead Sea. Herzog says they have a safe house there. We'll use that as a base while we follow up. We're looking for a cave."
"I'd better inform President Corrigan," Harker said. "The Israelis are sure to have something to say to him."
"Look at it this way, Director. He might as well get used to it."
"I imagine he'd rather not get used to it, considering that it's only his first week in office."
"Friedman's assistant had us all fooled. We should take a close look at her. She might have made a mistake that will lead us to whoever came after us."
"I'll get Homeland Security on it," Harker said.
"If you do that, word's going to get out about this little expedition. Can we keep it in-house?"
"You have a point, Nick. I could send Steph. I'll think about it."
Herzog was standing by one of the choppers. He waved at Nick and then pointed at his watch.
"Director, I have to go. I'll keep you posted."
"Do that," Harker said. "Don't create any more problems."
Nick started to protest that he hadn't created the problems, but Harker was gone.

CHAPTER 22

The Sikorsky Blackhawk had large windows on the side, giving Nick a good view of the terrain passing below. The pilot angled toward the Dead Sea and the coast, then headed north toward Ein Gedi. They passed over a flat topped mountain with ruins on it.
"That's Masada down there," Rivka said.
"Masada?" Ronnie said. "The fortress?"
"That's right."
"I've heard of Masada," Lamont said.
"It's famous," Rivka said. "Nine hundred and sixty rebels held off fifteen thousand Roman soldiers for three years, during the first Roman war. No one had ever stopped the Roman legions like that before."
Looking down at the mountain, Nick could see why the Romans might have had trouble. Masada resembled a ship, a flat topped aircraft carrier made out of solid rock. Sheer cliff walls rose hundreds of feet straight up from the desert floor. A narrow path barely wide enough for one person snaked its way to the top.
A long siege ramp built by the Romans was still in place on one side. The remains of a palace built by King Herod covered the top. More ruins were visible on two step-like projections jutting out on one end.
"Must've been a hell of a battle," Lamont said.
"In the end it wasn't," Rivka said. "When the Romans finally got to the top they found everyone dead. The defenders killed themselves rather than risk capture and surrender, at least that's the story. No one's quite sure what happened. Jewish teaching doesn't condone suicide. One story is that they picked lots and killed each other until there was only one man left, who then killed himself."
"Tough men," Selena said.
"It's controversial now," Rivka said.
"Why?" Nick asked.
"Many Israelis see it as a symbol of courage and resistance, like I do. But others see it as a symbol of stubbornness and a refusal to compromise."
Lamont shook his head.
"How the hell do you compromise with people who are trying to conquer your country? It was two thousand years ago. What's the point of trying to change history? You can't judge the past by the present."
"That's what historical revisionists want to do," Nick said. "They can't change what happened, but they can try to change the way people think about it. It's a classic propaganda tool. They manipulate history to advance their agenda, whatever it is. After a while they only tell people the interpretation they want them to know and nobody knows the difference. They don't care about the truth. What matters is changing the interpretation to influence the present."
"That's really cynical," Selena said.
"I think it's realistic. You can see it happening at home. Look what Rivka just said about Masada. It's a national symbol, but what it means is being changed from a story of heroism to a story of misguided resistance to authority. It's subtle, but revisionism is a way to undermine belief in a strong nation. No country gets it right all the time. If you start condemning your history, you can't believe in your country. If you don't believe in it, you won't fight for it."
"I hadn't thought of it that way," Rivka said.
They continued north to Ein Gedi and turned inland, settling a few minutes later on a concrete heliport in the safe house compound.
The house was a sprawling, ranch-style home located on the edge of the desert, away from the crowded tourist areas. They were met by two Shin Bet agents who introduced themselves as Falk and Alitza.
Falk was a small man, shorter than Ronnie's five foot ten. He wore a blue short sleeved shirt and tan trousers. He didn't look large, but he looked tough. Corded muscles stood out on his arms. He carried a large pistol at his waist.
Alitza was big boned and muscled, about Selena's height. Her hair was jet black and cut short. She was dressed in jeans and a tan shirt and had the kind of face that could disappear in a crowd. She didn't seem happy to see them. Falk's expression was studiously neutral.
After the introductions, Falk said, "Follow me. It's a big house with a lot of rooms."
"I'm going to talk with Alitza," Rivka said. "I'll join you in a few minutes."
Falk led everyone else into the house. It was furnished comfortably. A few nondescript pictures hung on the walls. A large living room featured a TV, a long couch and several chairs. A gas fireplace stood in one corner to take the chill off winter nights in the desert.
"Your rooms are this way," Falk said.
They went down a hall leading to the back of the house. Falk pointed down a hallway that ended in a T.
"Your rooms are on either side of that T. The kitchen is that way. There's food and water if you want something. Please do not leave the immediate area around the house."
Nick looked at him. "You mind telling me what's going on?"
"What do you mean?"
"It's pretty obvious you and Alitza don't approve of us."
Falk shrugged. "It's not personal. Gideon was a friend of ours."
"We didn't kill him."
"No, but if he hadn't been with you he'd still be alive."
"How long do you intend to restrict us to the house?"
"I understand that vehicles will be brought to you, but until then I must ask you to limit your movements."
After he left, they picked out bedrooms. Selena and Nick took one that looked out over a patch of lawn and a garden filled with flowers.
Selena said, "I think we're wearing out our welcome around here."
"You can't blame them," Nick said. "They're not in charge and we're foreigners, except for Rivka."
"I'm sorry Gideon's dead, but he was a trained agent. He knew what could happen. Alan was a different story. I got him into this, and now he's gone."
"He should've listened to me. If he had, he'd still be alive."
"Who do you think came after us?"
"I don't know. Someone from the Middle East, judging from the way they looked."
"Miriam sounded like she came from Brooklyn," Selena said.
"She fooled me," Nick said.
"She fooled everyone. Why do you think she was working at the Museum?"
"That's something we're going to have to find out."

CHAPTER 23

After hearing what Nick had to say about Miriam, Elizabeth decided to send Stephanie to New York. She thought Nick was right. If Homeland Security or any of the other official agencies got involved, it wouldn't be long before someone leaked the story. There was plenty of time to inform them, when it couldn't be avoided. Technically, she should call in the FBI, since Miriam had turned out to be a terrorist living in New York. But the FBI would want Elizabeth to stay out of their way.
Miriam's cronies had tried to kill her team. Elizabeth took things like that personally.
She touched a button on her intercom.
"Steph, could you come up for a moment?"
"Be right there."
A minute later Stephanie came into Elizabeth's office and sat down across from her.
"What's up?"
Elizabeth told her what had happened in Israel.
"Just once, I'd like to see them go somewhere and come back without somebody trying to kill them," Steph said.
"This one was supposed to be easy," Elizabeth said. "I suppose I should've known better. Anyway, I want you to go to New York."
"Okay. Why?"
"I want you to check out Miriam's apartment. I don't think you'll find anything of interest where she worked, at the Museum. If I were her, I wouldn't have left anything incriminating around my workplace. But there may be something in her apartment. At the moment we don't know anything, except that she was part of an organized team."
"Do you think it was an operation by one of the governments over there? Iran, Saudi Arabia? One of those?"
"I don't know. It could be one of the terrorist groups, like Isis or Hezbollah. It could be a group of criminals looking for treasure. Until we find out more, we're guessing. I hate guessing. I want facts, something solid to go on."
"You have her address?"
"Her apartment is about ten blocks away from where she worked."
"Getting in won't be a problem. I'll use an FBI ID if I need to."
"Try to get in without being seen, but do whatever you have to."
"When do you want me to go?"
"Right away," Elizabeth said. "If she was working for a government, they'll send someone to sanitize her apartment as soon as they realize she's dead. The sooner you get in, the better."
"There are trains running all the time," Steph said. "I can be up there in a few hours."
"Good," Elizabeth said.
After Stephanie left, Elizabeth leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes. She was feeling tired, tired in mind and body. Sometimes she wished she could walk out the door and be on a warm, tropical beach somewhere, listening to the rhythm of the waves and feeling soft sand under her feet.
President Rice had hired her two years into his first term, six years ago. Before that, she'd worked in the Justice Department. She'd been assigned to the 9/11 task force, but that ended when she refused to stop pointing out glaring problems with the conclusions put forward in the report. She'd been branded as someone who wasn't a "team player," the kiss of death in an organization mired in bureaucracy and CYA politics. They'd shunted her over to a dead-end RICO investigation. That was where Rice had found her, just as she'd reached the point where she was ready to resign.
She needed a vacation, a long one, but it wasn't going to happen. Stephanie was perfectly capable of running things without her, that wasn't the problem. The problem was that she didn't know what to do with herself if she wasn't behind her desk. The vision of a tropical beach was enticing, but Elizabeth knew she'd be bored to death if she turned it into reality.
It would be different if she had someone to share it with. She wondered if she could persuade Clarence to go off with her for a weekend in the Caribbean. St. Lucia, perhaps, or Martinique. The Virgin Islands. Anywhere warm with beaches and palm trees.
Clarence Hood had turned out to be a pleasant surprise. She'd never thought an intimate relationship would bloom at this stage of her life, yet here she was, thinking how pleasant it would be to spend a few days with him in a bungalow on some secluded beach.
She took a deep breath and punched the speed dial on her phone that gave her the direct line to Hood's desk at Langley. He picked up on the second ring.
"Hood."
"Clarence, it's Elizabeth."
"Elizabeth. I was just thinking about you."
Hood had been born in Virginia. His voice had a soft hint of the south in it.
"I have an idea," Elizabeth said. "Do you think you can get away for a few days?"
"It might be possible. What's your idea?"
"How does the Caribbean sound? A few days at a nice hotel, tall drinks, the ocean and the beach right outside?"
"It sounds wonderful," Hood said.
"We could take a long weekend."
"I know a spot on St. John," Hood said. "It's private and right on a beautiful beach. Not the kind of place the tourists find."
"That sounds perfect," Elizabeth said. "When can you get away?"
"I could ask you the same thing," Hood said. "The truth is that neither one of us will ever find it easy to get away."
"How about after this current mission I'm running is finished?" Elizabeth said. "We can charter a plane, keep it on standby. We'll have our phones. If we have to, we can be back in a few hours."
She waited, trying not to think about the implications of what it would mean if he said yes. Or if he didn't.
"I think it's a great idea," Hood said. "Let me make a couple of calls. I'll check on that spot I told you about and line up a plane."
"We could leave on a Friday morning," Elizabeth said, "and come back Monday or Tuesday. That would give us three or four nights and enough time to relax."
"Relax? What's that?"
Elizabeth laughed. "That's why we need to go. I've forgotten what the word means."
"I can make that work," Hood said. "I'll make the arrangements."
"I think I still have a bathing suit somewhere," Elizabeth said.
"I have to go," Hood said. "I'll call you when everything's set."
After she'd hung up, Elizabeth leaned back in her chair, amazed that she'd called him. Amazed that she was going to go do something just for fun. She couldn't remember the last time she'd taken time off for herself, to do something that wasn't directly related to her work.
As to what that meant for her relationship with Clarence, a weekend in the islands would be a pleasant way to find out if there was more to it than a casual romance.

CHAPTER 24

It was dark by the time Stephanie got to Miriam's third floor apartment. She opened the door with a set of picks Ronnie had taught her to use. She closed the door and found herself in a small entry alcove opening onto a living room. She clicked a light switch on the wall. A lamp came on by a couch. Across the room, a window looked out on a fire escape and the wall of a brick apartment building next door.
The apartment wasn't large, which meant it was average as New York apartments went. A large apartment would have stood out. Someone working as a personal assistant wouldn't be able to afford a large place. The rent on even a small apartment in Manhattan was enough to make the payment on a good-sized mortgage in most of America.
Steph walked across the living room and pulled drapes across the window. The apartment smelled of dust and old cooking odors. She heard people laughing somewhere down the hall and a door closing. She looked around, trying to get a sense of the woman who had lived here. Who was she? Whoever she was, she wasn't Miriam Golding, a nice Jewish girl from Brooklyn.
The apartment had the feeling of a temporary place. There were no pictures on the walls, no personal items scattered about. No mementos of trips taken or places visited. It reminded her of a motel, right down to the cheap television and nondescript carpet. There were no books, no magazines, nothing to show what Miriam might have liked to study or read.
Stephanie opened a drawer in an end table by the couch. It was empty except for a blank notepad and a pencil. On a whim, she put the pad in her pocket. She pulled cushions away from the couch. She found a quarter, two dimes and a crumpled tissue.
Steph put the cushions back. A short hall led past a bedroom to a kitchen. She went to the kitchen first and turned on the light. Cockroaches scurried away on top of the counter. The counter was bare except for a coffee pot and a half-empty plastic bottle of water. The sink held a few dishes in a rack. A window over the sink looked out at the brick building next door.
The refrigerator was empty except for part of a six pack of bottled water. In the waste basket, Stephanie found more roaches and the remains of takeout from a nearby falafel joint. The kitchen cabinets revealed only generic glasses and plates.
The bathroom was neat and small. A spotted glass sat on the corner of the sink. A flowered shower curtain hung by a small tub. The medicine cabinet held a bottle of Midol, an opened package of tampons, a tube of toothpaste, a razor, a tube of antibiotic ointment and a package of assorted Band-Aids. Bottles of shampoo and conditioner sat on a wire rack hung over the shower arm. A bar of soap rested on a soap dish built into the wall of the shower.
Minimal, Stephanie thought. Everything I've seen so far is minimal, like she was just passing through. But she was working at the museum for months.
The last place to look was in the bedroom. Curtains were pulled over the window. A cheap dresser and mirror sat against the wall opposite a double bed. The bed was made. A blue cotton bedspread was stretched over it. It was the first touch of color that Stephanie had seen.
The closet in the bedroom was larger than Steph had expected. Miriam had been given to plain clothes with little style. There were three pairs of black shoes on a rack, all slightly worn, all similar in style. A few long skirts, several blouses, mostly white, and a dark blue business suit hung neatly on a rod. She found jogging pants and shoes on a shelf.
Steph went through all the pockets. In the jacket of the suit, she found a piece of paper with a phone number written on it. She put the paper in her pocket. When she got back to Virginia, she'd run it through the computers.
She got down on her knees and looked under the bed. There was nothing there but dust. She lifted the mattress, in case Miriam had hidden something there. Again, there was nothing.
The last place to look was the dresser. In the movies, people often taped things behind the mirror. She checked behind it, feeling foolish. There was nothing there. On top of the dresser were a brush and comb set, a makeup kit, and a wooden jewelry box. Steph opened the box. Inside were several pairs of earrings, a few pieces of costume jewelry, and a thin gold chain with a heart-shaped locket. She opened the locket and found a picture inside of a man who looked to be somewhere in his late twenties. He had black hair, intense, dark eyes, and an engaging smile. He looked Middle Eastern, but there was no way to tell who he was or where the picture had been taken. She put the locket in her pocket.
Stephanie lifted off the top tray of the jewelry box. The bottom was empty.
There were three drawers in the dresser. She opened them one by one and took them out. There was nothing of interest in them. Socks, some underwear, a couple of T-shirts. She bent down to slide the bottom drawer back in and saw something white stuck in a cross piece on the back of the dresser.
Must've fallen from one of the other drawers.
She reached in and pulled it out. It was a black and white picture of an older couple.
Probably her parents. Or maybe grandparents. The picture looks old.
The woman was wearing a scarf over her hair. She was unsmiling. The man wasn't smiling either. He had on a dark jacket and a white shirt, open at the collar. He had a short beard shot through with gray. Gray hair curled on his chest. The picture had been taken on a city street. Part of a shop sign could be seen behind the couple, with two lines of writing. Stephanie couldn't read the writing, but she knew what it was.
Farsi. This picture must have been taken in Iran. Damn!
Steph put the picture in her pocket. She went out of the bedroom, turning off the light. She turned off the light in the kitchen and went back to the living room, turned off the light there and listened at the door. Everything was quiet. Stephanie slipped out of the apartment, shut the door behind her and walked down to the street. Half an hour later she was in Penn Station, waiting for the next train back to Washington.

CHAPTER 25

Dalir Rashidi stood at the balcony windows of his office, his hands clasped behind his back, looking out at Jordan's capital city of Amann. Outside the embassy compound, the flag of the Islamic Republic of Iran hung limp in the morning heat. A haze of gray smog cast a choking pall over the endless stream of cars crawling by outside.
Rashidi was tall, well-built. He'd dressed as usual in a black suit, with a white shirt and no tie. He was forty-seven years old, a product of the theocratic educational system installed after the revolution to replace the secular institutions that had existed under the Shah. Rashidi was a true believer in the destiny of Iran. Everyone who worked for VAJA had to be.
A large official portrait of an unsmiling Ayatollah Ruholla Khomeni hung on the wall of the office. Rashidi had seen the Supreme Leader several times before his death, but could not recall ever seeing him smile.
The eyes of the portrait seemed to bore into Rashidi's back. Rashidi's official title was cultural attaché, but he was VAJA's principal agent in Jordan, which meant he had to keep a close eye on Israel. At the moment he was considering what to say to the man sitting behind him in a brown leather armchair, sipping from a glass of orange juice.
General Abbas Javadi had flown in from Tehran after Dalir briefed him on events in the Negev.
"Well, Rashidi? I wanted to talk with you face-to-face. What do you have to say?"
Rashidi turned away from the windows to face him. He wasn't about to let this hatchet man push him around. He'd paid his dues in the Revolutionary Guard and had powerful political protection.
"You will recall that the decision to intervene before the gold was found was made against my advice," Rashidi said. "The Americans were more resourceful than we'd thought."
"We can find men to replace those who were killed, but the loss of the woman is more significant. She was part of an important operation in the land of the Great Satan."
"What operation?"
"That is no concern of yours," Javadi said. "What have you done to correct your mistake?"
Rashidi heard the words and wanted to tell this officious bureaucrat what he could do with his questions. What did he know of the difficulties one encountered in the field? He was a political general, not a true soldier. Rashidi chose not to answer Javadi directly.
"The Jews took the Americans to Ein Gedi. They are in a compound outside of the resort."
"And the gold?"
"We have the scroll," Rashidi said. "We know as much as they do. I have a team searching for the next marker as we speak. It has not yet been found. There are many caves in the mountains near Ein Gedi, but most of them have already been explored. Those that are left are high up and reached only with great difficulty."
"You are certain that Ein Gedi is where we should be looking?"
"The entire search is what the Americans would call a crapshoot. Ein Gedi seems to be the best choice, based on the marks that were found at Jabal Ideid."
Rashidi used the Islamic name for Mount Karkom.
"Seems to be?" Javadi said.
Rashidi shrugged. "Like I said, a crapshoot. I have to go on what I am told the marks mean."
"What if the marks are being misinterpreted?"
Rashidi decided to be conciliatory. "General, we can only go on what we know. We continue to study the scroll. Sooner or later, we will find our way to this treasure."
"And the Americans?"
"What would you have me do?"
"Eliminate them. This time, don't fail to do so."
Javadi hauled his bulk out of the chair.
"You have a good reputation, Rashidi. It's the only reason you have not been recalled to Tehran. The Supreme Leader himself is following your progress. Do not disappoint him."
After his tormentor had left, Rashidi opened the windows on his balcony. Better the smell of exhaust fumes than Javadi's sweat and cologne. He thought about the conversation.
Why had Javadi been concerned about the woman's death? She was only a woman, after all. She'd met a martyr's end, which was the best she could ever have expected. Javadi was a pompous fool. Mentioning a secret operation was probably a way for the man to puff himself up, to make himself look important. Well, it wasn't his concern. The Americans and finding the gold were his concerns, not the woman.
The Americans were untouchable while they were in the Israeli compound. Or were they?
Rashidi thought about it. The compound was on the edge of the desert, away from nearby buildings and houses. As far as he knew, there were only two Israeli agents on the site. It would be easy enough to send another team. Perhaps the Americans were not as safe as they thought.
They had proved to be dangerous opponents, worthy of grudging respect.
This time, his team would be prepared.

CHAPTER 26

Rivka and Selena sat on lawn chairs behind the safe house, drinking something Rivka had concocted from fresh limes and soda water, looking out toward the setting sun. Long shadows from a half dozen palm trees stretched across the lawn. The Judean desert outside the compound was bathed in color, a blaze of gold and orange and yellow and red.
"This is incredibly beautiful," Selena said. "I've seen a lot of sunsets, but this one is memorable."
"The desert is beautiful," Rivka said. "Harsh, but beautiful."
Selena sipped at her drink and looked over at Rivka. She was a good-looking woman, the kind of woman that made you think of earth and sun and good times.
"Nick said you took a bullet for him. What happened?"
"That's not exactly what happened. I went up with Nick to his hotel room."
"Oh? His room?"
Rivka looked at Selena and laughed. "Don't worry, it wasn't like that. Although I admit, I was attracted to him."
"Mmm," Selena said.
"There'd been trouble. Your President was in the hotel. Nick had left a telltale on the door of his room. When we got there, it had been moved. It meant someone had been inside."
"I assume it wasn't the maid," Selena said, "or there wouldn't be much to this story."
"No, it wasn't the maid."
Rivka rubbed the old wound where the bullet had struck her, an unconscious gesture.
"Anyway, he opened the door. We had our guns out. At first we didn't see anything, then someone stepped out and began shooting at us. That's when I got hit. The shooter was killed."
"I remember Nick telling me about it after he got back," Selena said.
"The shooter was there to get Nick," Rivka said. "He was the one who was supposed to get shot. That's why he says I took a bullet for him, but really, it was only because I happened to be there."
"Well, I'm glad you were," Selena said.
She raised her glass in a toast and drained it.
"This would be a lot better if it had vodka in it."
"There's some in the kitchen."
"Much as I'd like to, I'm not drinking. I'm pregnant."
"I didn't know that," Rivka said. "You're not showing. When are you due?"
"About seven months from now. At least it won't be the middle of winter. It looks like he might be a Leo."
"He?"
"Or she," Selena said. "We don't know yet."
"I envy you," Rivka said. "It's hard to find a real partner, doing the work that we do."
"You don't have anyone like that?"
"No. Perhaps I don't try hard enough. I think I scare them away. Israeli men can have fragile egos. They always want to be on top. When they find out what I do, most of them disappear."
Selena laughed.
"Israeli men aren't the only ones with fragile egos."
"You sure you don't want one drink? One won't hurt you."
"I shouldn't…"
"I'll make it weak," Rivka said.
Later, Selena was back in the room with Nick. They were getting ready to go to bed.
"Rivka is nice, isn't she," Selena said.
"Yes, she is."
"I can see how you would be attracted to her."
"Selena…"
"Don't worry, I'm not jealous. I know you didn't sleep with her. But I wouldn't blame you if you had."
"Now you tell me," Nick said.
Selena punched him on the shoulder.
"Don't be a smart ass. She told me what happened when she got shot. I'm only saying that I'm glad she was there in that hotel room with you."
"She was almost killed."
"Well," Selena said. "It may sound hard, but better her then you."
"Better if neither one of us had gotten shot."
Selena changed the subject.
"I keep thinking about Alan. No one was supposed to start shooting at us. I can't get away from this, and I? Even when I think something is going to be simple. It's like one of those old biblical curses."
"Hey, come on. It's not that bad."
"No? Try telling that to Alan, or Gideon. And now there's the baby. I don't think I'll ever feel safe again."
Nick came over and put his arms around her.
"You're safe with me," he said.
Later, after they'd made love, Selena lay awake listening to Nick's deep breathing.
You're safe with me, he'd said.
She thought back to all the times she'd been with him and come close to being killed. Whatever else being with Nick was about, it wasn't about being safe. Somehow she didn't think it ever would be.
What does that mean for the baby?
Selena pushed the thought aside. She wasn't ready to go there, not yet.

CHAPTER 27

The chain link fence surrounding the safe house at Ein Gedi was a patterned shadow in the moonless night. The four men Rashidi had picked for the assault lay on the hard desert floor, outside the compound where Nick and the others slept. They had balaclavas pulled over their faces. Dark clothes made them almost invisible. Each carried an Iranian copy of the Chinese Norinco CQ carbine. It was an efficient assault weapon, firing the standard 5.56 mm NATO cartridge.
Vahid Ghorbani scanned the compound with night vision binoculars. The temperature had dropped into the low forties, typical for the Judean desert at this time of year. Vahid had anticipated the chill, but even so he shivered.
Vahid was in charge of the team. His second in command was named Mahmoud.
"What do you see?" Mahmoud said.
"Nothing. It's as quiet as Behest-e Zahra over there."
Behest-e Zahra was the main cemetery in Tehran.
"No guard? No one patrolling?"
"They feel safe," Vahid said. "Nothing ever happens here."
"After tonight, they may not feel the same way."
"God willing."
Vahid signaled with his hand. The four men raised up and ran to the fence.
"Reza, the cutters. Kazem, you go through first."
The man Vahid had addressed as Reza pulled out a set of heavy wire cutters and began working on the fence. He soon had an opening large enough to go through. Seconds later, all four men were inside the compound and running across the lawn toward the house.
A light on the back of the house illuminated the patio where Selena and Rivka had been talking earlier in the day. A surveillance camera mounted on the eve of the house rotated slowly in a half circle. Vahid waited outside the light until the camera was pointing away. He ran forward until he was directly under it, took out a can of spray paint, and covered the lens. A sliding glass door leading onto the patio was closed. The room inside was dark. Kazem stepped up to the door and gently tried it. The door slid open.
Vahid shook his head. Idiots. The assassins entered the house.
In another room of the house, Alitza sat listening to music on her headphones. On a bench in front of her, monitors displayed images from security cameras covering the grounds outside the house. Her eyes were closed. She tapped her foot to the rhythm of old-time American rock 'n roll. Buddy Holly, Little Richard, Jerry Lee Lewis — she never got tired of listening to the classic sounds of the fifties and sixties.
The track came to an end. She opened her eyes and looked at the monitors. Nothing showed on the screen covering the back of the house.
Damn camera. On the blink again.
She looked more closely at the black image on the screen. Something wasn't right. It didn't look quite the same as when the system went off-line. A tiny bit of light showed in one corner of the monitor.
"Shit!"
Alitza punched the alarm button. A loud klaxon horn began blaring. It sounded as though someone had driven a fire engine into the living room. Alitza came out of her chair, drawing her pistol in the same motion. Kazem came through the door and shot her. The bullets slammed into her and threw her back into the chair. Her pistol fell to the floor.
When the alarm went off, Nick was sound asleep. He came up off the bed in an instant, adrenaline pumping through his veins. Behind the raucous sound of the klaxon, he heard a three round burst from an automatic rifle. He grabbed his pistol from the nightstand.
Selena was up, reaching for her pistol. They stood naked on opposite sides of the bed.
"Watch the window," Nick said. "Stay to the side"
Selena ran to the window and pressed herself against the wall. She took a quick glance outside.
"Clear," she said.
Nick opened the door and looked into the hall.
"We can't stay here," he said.
On the other side of the house, Ronnie and Lamont were up and armed. Ronnie looked out the door of their room and was greeted by a burst of gunfire. The rounds passed by and shattered a vase filled with flowers sitting on a small table at the end of the hall.
Ronnie ducked back, stuck his hand out the door, and fired blindly in the direction of the shooter.
"How many?" Lamont asked.
"Don't know. Has to be more than one."
"Think we can make it to the living room? "
"I'll cover," Ronnie said. He glanced around the doorframe and saw someone dressed in black. He let off three rounds and was rewarded by a scream.
Lamont went through the door, Ronnie close behind. They moved at a near run toward the living room, guns held in both hands in front of them. They reached the intersection of the hall and the room. The man Ronnie had shot lay crumpled on the floor. His rifle lay nearby.
Lamont looked around the corner. A hail of bullets zipped by his head, like a hot wind. The glass doors facing the patio shattered.
"You cover me and I'll go for that rifle," Ronnie said.
Lamont knelt, reached around the corner and began shooting at another figure dressed in black. The man ducked back. Ronnie grabbed the rifle and retreated to the safety of the hall.
Rivka had been dreaming when the alarm shattered her sleep. She rolled out of bed, wearing a short nightgown. She grabbed her pistol and opened the door. The hall outside her room was empty, but she heard firing coming from the other side of the sprawling house. She moved on bare feet to the end of the hall and looked out. Across the way, a man dressed in black was firing down the hallway where Nick and Selena's room was located.
A red dot from the laser sight on her pistol danced on the man's back. She fired two rounds. He staggered and turned, firing his rifle. The burst caught her in the chest and slammed her against the wall. She heard Nick shout as she collapsed onto the floor.
"NO!"
Nick ran toward the man who had shot Rivka, firing until his pistol locked open. The shooter went down. Selena was right behind him.
Vahid saw a man coming out of a room and cut him down. He ran past the body and saw Kazem fall as Nick shot him. He saw Nick's pistol lock open.
Fucking American.
He raised his rifle. Selena stepped naked from the hall and shot him four times. Vahid stumbled forward and fell onto the carpet.
Reza saw Vahid fall and ran into the room, firing and screaming as Nick and Selena dove behind a large couch. The rounds shredded the upholstery, sending bits of foam and cloth into the air. Nick lay on top of Selena, shielding her body as the bullets passed over him.
Ronnie raised the rifle he'd recovered and opened up. He held the trigger down. The bullets spun Reza in a circling dance that ended when he fell. He stopped moving.
The smell of burnt powder and blood drifted through the air. The klaxon horn was still blaring. For a moment nobody moved. Then Ronnie called out.
"Nick, you all right?"
"Yeah. We clear?"
"Don't know, but it feels like it."
"I don't hear anybody," Lamont said.
"Rivka," Nick said.
He rose and walked over to where she lay. She was still breathing. Blood bubbled from her chest.
"Bashert," she said. She reached up and grasped Nick's arm.
"Nick," she said.
"Hang on, Rivka."
"Nick…"
"I'm here. Hang on."
She coughed. Blood dribbled from her mouth, then her grip loosened. Her arm fell away.
"Rivka…"
Her eyes were open, staring at whatever eyes stared at when life had fled. Her chest was covered with blood. Her nightgown was hiked up around her waist. Gently, Nick pulled it down to cover her. Then he closed her eyes.
"Aw, shit," he said.
"Somebody turn off that damn horn," Selena said.
Lamont said, "I'll do it."
He moved away to the other end of the house. A minute later the klaxon stopped. Lamont came back into the room.
"Alitza is dead," he said. "She was in the security room."
"What about the other guy, Falk?" Nick said.
"I'll check the house," Ronnie said. When he reappeared he said, "Falk is dead too."
Lamont looked at Nick and Selena, standing near Rivka's body.
"Maybe you two ought to get something on."
"What a mess," Nick said.

CHAPTER 28

Elizabeth had Nick on speaker. She listened with growing concern as Nick described the attack. Stephanie sat nearby, listening to the conversation.
"This complicates things," Elizabeth said.
"No kidding," Nick said. "The place is crawling with people from Shin Bet and Mossad. The Israelis aren't happy and neither am I. Rivka was a friend of mine. Their so-called safe house looks like someone held the shoot out at the OK Corral in it. I'm getting distinctly unfriendly vibes."
"Not your fault, Nick."
"Yeah, I know."
"Any clue on who they were?"
"My bet's on the happy followers of the Ayatollah," Nick said. "No IDs, but they were carrying copies of the Chinese Norinco carbine. As far as I know, Iran is the only country in the area who uses those."
"All right, that's helpful."
"Director, we must be getting close to that gold if they're pulling out the stops like this. We still have to find the next location. With a little luck, that will be the end of it. But I have the feeling the Israelis aren't going to cooperate anymore. Friedman's dead, their agents are dead, and they know as much as we do."
"Then I can just bring you home," Elizabeth said.
"Damn it, Director, I don't want you to bring us home. Rivka wouldn't want that. We've come a long way and I want to see this through to the end. We deserve that."
"It may be out of my control, Nick, but I'll see what I can do."
"Yeah, you do that."
Nick broke the connection. Elizabeth looked at the phone in her hand in surprise.
"He hung up," she said to Stephanie.
"He's angry," Steph said. "You can't blame him. I think he was a little bit in love with the woman who got killed. He met her before he really got committed to Selena."
"The easy thing would be to pull them out," Elizabeth said.
"If you do that, they'll resent it. This has turned into a full-blown mission. No one likes to be pulled out of the middle of something like that. It goes against their code, their ethos. You don't quit a mission until it's over. You don't walk away because people get killed and it's rough. If they leave now, it's as if the deaths of Friedman and Rivka and the others are meaningless. The only thing that redeems that is completing the mission."
"That's quite a speech, Steph."
"It's what it is. Lucas is the same way."
Lucas Monroe was Stephanie's husband. He was also the Director of National Clandestine Services at Langley. Before that, he'd spent years as an active field officer on the hairy end of things in Afghanistan and Iraq.
Elizabeth said, "This has become an international incident. I'm going to have to brief the President about it, but I want to talk with Clarence first. He has connections in Israel that are better than mine. I can get him to sound out what's going on."
"Good idea."
"I was hoping nothing like this would happen."
"It's an old story," Stephanie said.
"What is?"
"There's always a lot of blood spilled when there's a lot of gold."
"Humans never seem to learn, do they?"
"Not when it comes to gold."
Stephanie stood. "I'm going downstairs and see what Freddie can dig up about the photograph and phone number I found in Miriam's apartment.
"Let me know if you find something interesting," Elizabeth said.

CHAPTER 29

The sun had just cleared the horizon, casting a soft glow over the safe house grounds. Ari Herzog stepped from his helicopter and walked over to the commander of the Shin Bet team. He talked with him for several minutes and then went to where Nick and the others stood on the patio of the safe house. Broken glass crunched under his feet.
"Ari."
"Nick."
"Rivka said something before she died. 'Bashert,' she said. What does it mean?"
"It's Yiddish. It means 'meant it to be.'"
Ari paused. "I'm under a lot of pressure to send you back home. Give me one good reason why I shouldn't."
"One good reason?" Nick worked to control his temper. "How about Israel owes us? You wouldn't know anything about the gold, if it weren't for us. The fact that the Iranians are trying so hard to stop us proves we're getting close. You send us home now, they win."
"My superiors think we can take it from here."
"You know what your superiors can do with what they think," Lamont said.
Nick held up his hand.
"Come on, Ari, give us a break. What makes you think you can do any better than we have? You turn this over to the bureaucrats, you'll have people fighting turf wars and arguing about the best way to go about it. By the time anyone gets around to doing something, Iran will have found the gold and you'll be out of luck."
"You and I both know the Iranians are behind this," Ari said, "but there is a strong faction in my government that is afraid of confrontation with Tehran. They see you as a provocation, not a solution."
"Tell that to Rivka," Nick said. "We're in a race. If we don't find the gold before the Iranians do, your superiors are going to need a scapegoat. I'd lay odds it's going to be you. I guarantee, you send us home, you won't like the result."
"You don't mind saying what's on your mind, do you?"
"So I've been told."
"You shouldn't waste their lives," Selena said.
"What?" Herzog looked surprised.
"Nick's right. If you send us home, by the time anyone does anything the Iranians will have found the gold and cleaned it out. Alan, your people, all those deaths will have been for nothing. Is that what you want?"
Herzog's face turned dark. "You have no right to imply that I'd abandon pursuing justice for Rivka and the others."
"I wasn't implying that," Selena said. "I'm saying that if the Iranians succeed, those deaths will be wasted. Your best chance of finding justice is to let us finish doing our job."
"So far four of my people are dead and you still haven't found the gold," Herzog said. "Is that what you call doing your job?"
"I guess I was wrong about you," Selena said. "I didn't think you were such an asshole."
She turned her back and walked away.
"Think I'll join her," Lamont said. "Ronnie, you coming?"
"Lead the way," Ronnie said.
Herzog and Nick watched them go.
Herzog took a deep breath. "All right. Forty-eight hours, Nick."
"That might not be long enough, Ari."
"Forty-eight hours."
There was no point in arguing. "We need transportation."
"I'll have a vehicle sent over. Try not to turn it into scrap."
Herzog left Nick standing on the patio and went back to his helicopter. Nick saw him talking to the pilot. A moment later the rotors began to turn. Soon after, the bird lifted into the air.
Nick went over to a chair on the patio and sat down. The others pulled up chairs next to him.
"So, we going home or what?" Lamont asked.
"He gave us forty-eight hours."
"That's not enough time," Selena said.
"It will have to be. He meant what he said."
"Who's our new minder?" Ronnie asked.
"He didn't say."
"We're on our own?"
"Looks that way," Nick said. "But I wouldn't bet on it. Even if they don't have somebody with us, they know where we are. It's easy enough to track us. We haven't gone dark on them."
"Maybe we should," Ronnie said. "We don't need them."
"What about wheels?" Lamont asked.
"Herzog is sending over something."
"We need a new plan," Selena said. "Assuming we're right about what that last marker meant, we must be getting close to wherever the gold is hidden."
"Assuming we're right?" Nick asked. "Are you thinking we might be in the wrong place?"
Selena shrugged. "It's possible."
"The writing you translated was water and cave, right?"
"Right."
"How many places are there like that in Israel?"
"There are several, but most of them are of no particular significance. Since the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls, there aren't many unexplored caves where something could be hidden. Ein Gedi seemed like the best bet, especially if we consider the biblical reference to David coming here. There are still a few caves high up in the mountains near here that are difficult to get to and haven't been explored. There may even be a few no one knows about."
"Two days isn't much time to find the right one," Nick said. "We need more information."
Selena took out her phone and worked her thumbs over the keys.
"There's an archaeological society in town. They should have records identifying the caves that have already been examined. They might have aerial shots of the area."
"Good idea. We'll leave when our vehicle gets here."

CHAPTER 30

Stephanie sat down at her console and took out the picture she'd found in Miriam's apartment. She placed it on the console, along with the locket, the blank pad she'd taken from the drawer by Miriam's couch, and the slip of paper with the phone number written on it that she'd found in Miriam's jacket pocket.
"Hello, Freddie."
Hello, Stephanie. How are you today?
"I'm fine Freddie. How are you?"
I am always the same, Stephanie. Shall we play a game?
"Not right now, Freddie, but I do have a challenge for you."
Stephanie placed the photograph in a scanner.
"Tell me what you see."
Scanning.
Stephanie waited.
The picture is of an older couple.
"I know that, Freddie. You see the sign in the background, behind the two people?"
Of course, Stephanie.
"Can you read the writing on it?"
It is part of a phrase identifying the proprietor as a vendor of shoes. It is written in Farsi.
"Can you tell me where the shop is located?"
Processing.
As Freddie worked on her question, Stephanie looked at the blank pad, then set it down on the surface of the console. She wasn't sure why she'd taken it. Freddie's electronic voice interrupted her thoughts.
The shop is located in the city of Qom, near the intersection of Kargar Boulevard and 3 Khordad Street.
"That's fantastic, Freddie. Thank you."
Stephanie picked up the slip of paper with the phone number on it.
"I'm going to read off a phone number. I'd like to know whose phone it is."
She read the numbers. There was a brief pause.
The number is for the Falafel Palace on E. 98th St. in New York City. We do take out and guarantee fresh ingredients daily. Come to the Falafel Palace for a genuine Middle Eastern experience.
Stephanie groaned. "Thank you, Freddie. That was very complete."
Would you like to hear the menu?
"No, that's fine, Freddie."
Would you like me to look up the number written on the pad in front of you?
Steph looked down at the blank pad in front of her. "What number?"
The number written on the pad in front of you.
"I don't see any number, Freddie."
That is because you do not have my scanning abilities, Stephanie. The number was written on the previous piece of paper on the pad. I am reading the impression left behind.
Steph couldn't be sure, but Freddie almost sounded smug.
"Yes, Freddie, I would like to know about this number. Please print it for me."
Processing.
The printer chattered and spit out a paper printed with a phone number.
The number is assigned to an unregistered cell phone. Would you like me to call it?
"No, Freddie, please do not call it. I need to speak with Elizabeth first."
Director Harker is in her office upstairs.
Steph got up. "I'm going up there now. Meanwhile, I'd like you to look into someone's history. Her records here in the United States will show her as a woman named Miriam Golding. However, I'm sure that's not her real name. It's possible that she's Iranian. That couple in the picture may be her parents or grandparents."
Stephanie told Freddie where Miriam had lived and worked in New York.
Processing.
Elizabeth was getting a cup from the coffee station when Stephanie came into her office.
"Want a cup?"
"Please."
Elizabeth poured a second cup and handed it over.
"Anything on what you found in New York?"
Elizabeth sat down behind her desk and blew on the coffee. Steam rose from the cup. Stephanie sat on the couch opposite.
"I ran everything by Freddie. Aside from liking falafel, Friedman's assistant was likely from Iran. The picture I found shows an older couple on a street in Qom. I think it must be a picture of her grandparents."
"Iranian. That figures. I talked with the deputy director of Shin Bet. One of the men who came after the team at Mount Karkom has been identified as a member of the Revolutionary Guard. It's a safe bet his friends were from the same club, and that Miriam was as well."
"That creates a problem, doesn't it?" Steph said. "Why would someone who hates everything Jewish be working in the Jewish Museum in New York?"
"Good question," Elizabeth said.
I can offer a possible answer.
The computer voice boomed from the speaker. Elizabeth jumped and spilled coffee on her skirt.
She wiped at the spill with a tissue. "Freddie, turn down the damn volume."
I apologize, Director.
"Freddie, I thought you were looking into Miriam's background?" Stephanie said.
I am. That requires only a small part of my processing capability. I believe I have identified the woman you know as Miriam Golding.
"That was fast. How were you able to do that?"
After the Shah was deposed and Khomenei consolidated power, all citizens of Iran were eventually photographed and entered into a national database. I searched their database and identified the people in the photograph as Hamid and Maryam Khorosani. They had a daughter named Nasrin. She married Masoud Farshid. The offspring of that union is a daughter named Ayala. The girl was noticed early on because of her intellect and was chosen for service to the state. Ayala Farshid and Miriam Golding are the same person.
"Very good," Elizabeth said. "Why do you think she was working at the Jewish Museum?"
There would be no advantage to placing an Iranian agent in the Jewish Museum unless it was for the purpose of obtaining information.
"What kind of information?"
She may have been gathering information about the upcoming Jewish World Conference in New York.
Elizabeth sat up straight in her chair. "That conference is a major event. The prime minister of Israel will be there. President Corrigan is going to address the conference and announce a new initiative for peace in the Middle East."
Alan Friedman was one of the principal organizers.
"That means Friedman knew all the details," Stephanie said. "Where the delegates will stay, the speaking schedule, everything. As his PA, Miriam would have known everything Friedman did. But why would she care?"
"There can only be one reason," Elizabeth said.
"Shit," Stephanie said. "They're planning an attack on the conference."
That is the logical conclusion, Freddie said.
"When does the conference take place?" Stephanie asked.
"Next week," Elizabeth said.
"Security has to be tight."
"Yes, but you and I both know there's always a way through a security cordon."
Elizabeth thought about the nightmare a terrorist attack on the conference would create.
"I don't think they'd be able to get a bomb in there. Not with the dogs and detectors," Stephanie said.
"Maybe not, but there are a lot of ways to make trouble."
"There's something else. I took what I thought was a blank notepad from Miriam's apartment. At the time I wasn't sure why, it just seemed the right thing to do. I had it on the console downstairs. Freddie saw a number on the pad."
My ability to scan on different frequencies is superior to human vision.
Stephanie rolled her eyes. "Yes, Freddie."
Stephanie, you made a movement of the eyes. I have observed this same movement in others. What is the meaning of the gesture?
"It's a little difficult to explain, Freddie. I'll talk with you about it later. For the moment, please do not interrupt."
Of course, Stephanie.
"Freddie says the number is for an unregistered cell phone," Steph said.
"A burner? Did you try and call it?"
"No. If Miriam was part of a terrorist cell, that number could lead us to it. Or at least someone who's in it."
"If I play this by the book, I should give the number and what we've learned to the FBI and let them run with it."
"Are you sure you want to do that?" Stephanie asked. "President Corrigan has made it clear he's looking for a new director. The feds are in disarray right now. I don't think much is getting done over there. Langley might be a better choice."
"You're right, Langley's a better choice. I'll give Clarence a call."
"How are you two getting along?"
The question took Elizabeth by surprise.
"Well enough. As a matter of fact, we're thinking of taking a long weekend together, someplace warm."
"Elizabeth, that's great."
"Don't plan the engagement yet, Steph. It's early days."
"I still think it's great."
"Meanwhile, we need to see who's on the other end of that phone."
"I wish everyone was back," Steph said. "If we're right about an attack, they should be here."
"Nick thinks the Israelis are losing patience with him. I'd be surprised if they aren't back by the time the conference is scheduled."
"I hope we're wrong."
"So do I," Elizabeth said, "but we have to assume differently. I'm going to talk with Clarence and set up a meeting with the President."

CHAPTER 31

At the Archaeological Society in Ein Gedi, Nick found a survey of the caves that had been identified and explored in the nearby mountains. What he didn't find was any reference to caves that had not been examined.
"There's no point in looking at caves that have already been gone through," Nick said.
"Be nice if we had a map of every cave up there," Ronnie said.
Selena had been talking to the clerk in charge of the records. She came over and sat down with them.
"This might help. It's an aerial shot. You can see the access road that leads to the area we're interested in. It's not much better than a dirt track. From there we have to climb."
The photograph was marked with numbers at various locations. The terrain was rugged, all sharp peaks and narrow canyons.
"What do the numbers in white mean?" Lamont asked.
"Those are the caves that have been explored," Selena said.
"And these two? The ones marked in black?"
"Those are the ones we have to look at. They're difficult to reach, which is why they haven't been examined. The clerk told me the society ran out of money before they could get to them. Not much of interest has been found in the others, so it hasn't been a priority."
"That's where we have to look," Nick said.
"From the looks of that photograph, you have to be part mountain goat to reach them," Lamont said.
Selena said, "I've done a lot of climbing and this looks difficult."
"Yeah, it does," Ronnie said.
Selena continued. "I'd estimate most of a day to reach the cave. We'll lose time putting together climbing gear. Our forty-eight hours is going to run out before we can get up there."
"Maybe not," Nick said. He studied the photograph. "The top of the mountain has a good-sized flat area. Climbing to those caves would be hard, but going down would be a different story. If we land on top, we can rappel down to the caves. The Israelis could pick us up at the bottom."
"We'd need a helicopter," Ronnie said.
"I think I can get Herzog to provide one. If we don't find anything, he's got the excuse he needs to send us home."
"That would work," Selena said.
"I'll give him a call," Nick said.
The next morning they were in an Israeli chopper heading for the top of the mountain. Herzog had provided them with ropes, gloves, and helmets, courtesy of the IDF.
They had carabiners and friction devices called descenders. The plan was to rappel from the cliff face, using the devices to control the descent. They had climbing harnesses to secure everything. Aside from providing a degree of safety, harnesses made a hard climb or descent a lot easier. They had a bag of nuts and hexes, anchoring devices they could wedge into cracks in the cliff face.
Selena had done a lot of climbing in civilian life. The others had gone through extensive mountain training in the military. Getting down from the cave would be difficult and physically demanding. It had been a long time since Nick had taken on a challenge just because it was difficult. He wasn't looking forward to this one.
The chopper hovered over the flat area. They jumped onto the top of the mountain. The helicopter lifted and banked, throwing up a thick cloud of gray dust. They watched it head back toward Ein Gedi.
The day was clear, the sun pleasantly warm. The view from the top of the mountain was spectacular. To the west lay Israel, the settlement of Ein Gedi and the desert stretching beyond. To the east, they looked out over the Dead Sea and Jordan.
"Nice view," Ronnie said.
"Moses would've liked it," Lamont said.
"Yeah," Nick said. "Let's get going. We've only got today."
They walked over to the edge. A fresh rope anchored around a large boulder dropped over the side of the mountain. They were about a hundred feet above the first cave.
"Looks like somebody had the same idea as us," Ronnie said.
"The Iranians," Nick said. "It has to be them."
"How did they get up here without being spotted by the Israelis?" Lamont asked.
"How the hell do I know?"
"They could've used an ultralight," Selena said. "There's enough room to land. You wouldn't need much for takeoff, at this height."
"That would work," Ronnie said. "It would be tough to spot on radar."
Selena said, "If there was anything in those caves, they wouldn't have had time to get it out without being spotted."
"Maybe someone's still here," Ronnie said.
"Only one way to find out," Nick said.
They ignored the hanging rope and anchored their own around the same boulder. They roped together, adjusted their gear, and began the descent. The side of the mountain was almost sheer, a jagged sheet of sharp rock and hard edges. Within a few minutes, Nick felt his legs and arms warming to the physical exertion.
The trick with rappelling was to control the speed of descent and not get greedy about making distance. It wasn't something to try without strong legs and arms. Nick went first, followed by Selena and Lamont. Ronnie brought up the rear. The Iranian rope paralleled their own. After a few minutes, they reached the first cave.
A narrow ledge fronted the cave, big enough to stand on. Nick had to stoop to get inside. He shone his flashlight about. The cave was no more than ten feet deep and empty. Selena crouched and entered the cave after him.
"I don't see a thing," Nick said.
Selena moved her light over the walls and ceiling. "I don't either. No marks, nothing to indicate anybody was ever here."
"Except these," Nick said.
He pointed down. Footprints showed in thick dust on the floor of the cave.
"Looks like one man."
"If there was anything here, he took it with him."
"I don't think there was," Nick said.
They moved back out into the light, where Ronnie and Lamont waited.
"Nothing," Nick said.
Ronnie drove pitons into the cliff face to anchor the rope for the next part of the descent.
He gave the rope an experimental tug. "That ought to hold us."
"Right," Nick said.
He threaded the rope through his descender and started down. He focused on the rock face, concentrating on keeping his speed even and watching where his feet were going to land. Every fifty feet or so he drove in another anchor. Above him, Selena dislodged a rock the size of a baseball that breezed by his helmet.
"Sorry," she called.
They descended another five hundred feet before they reached the level of the second cave. It was off to the right.
"I see the cave. It's got a wide ledge in front of it. We have to traverse right. Hang in there."
"Can't do much else," Lamont yelled.
Nick drove a nut into a crack to his right. The nut was a simple device, a shaped piece of metal attached to a loop of wire. He tugged on it to make sure it was set, attached a carabiner to the loop, and moved to the right. Every few feet he set another nut until he reached the ledge in front of the cave. He drove a final anchor into the rock wall.
"I'm on the ledge," he called up.
Selena reached the level of the cave and moved right as Nick had done, hooking onto the anchors he'd placed in the sheer face of the mountain. Next came Lamont. He swung easily across. The others moved back to give him room.
Ronnie was almost to the ledge when the anchor he'd hooked onto gave way. The sudden strain when he dropped pulled a second nut from the wall, then a third. The next one in line held. Ronnie slammed hard against the cliff.
When Ronnie fell, he pulled Lamont off his feet. He slid across the ledge. Nick and Selena held on to the rope with everything they had.
Lamont was partway over the end of the ledge, chords of muscle standing out on his arms, his hands wrapped around the rope. Ronnie hung limp below, his head down, his arms and legs loose.
"Ronnie," he yelled. "You all right?"
There was no answer.

CHAPTER 32

They pulled Ronnie up to the ledge and over. A gash on the side of his head was bleeding. His skin was pale and he was unconscious, his breath labored.
"Shit," Lamont said, "he's not looking too good."
They moved him up against the cliff face by the entrance to the cave, away from the edge.
Ronnie groaned and opened his eyes.
"What…"
"Hey, amigo, welcome back. You know where you are?"
"No. Yeah. The anchor gave way."
"You took a bad hit and it was lights out," Nick said. "Can you sit up?"
"Yeah."
Ronnie sat up and reached toward his head. Selena took his arm and stopped him.
"You're bleeding, Ronnie. Let me get you cleaned up."
"I've got a hell of a headache," Ronnie said.
Nick knelt down in front of him. "Watch my finger," he said.
He moved his finger from side to side, watching to see how Ronnie tracked the movement.
"Looks like two fingers," Ronnie said.
"You've got a concussion. Don't try to stand up."
"Are you dizzy?" Selena asked.
She broke out a first-aid kit and began cleaning Ronnie's wound.
"Yeah, some. Ow. That hurts."
"It looks worse than it is," she said. "It's a scalp wound. They always bleed a lot. I'm going to put a butterfly on it, but you'll need stitches."
"You just used up one of your nine lives," Lamont said.
"Hell, I used those up a long time ago. You got any aspirin, Selena?"
"In a minute, when I'm finished."
She put the bandage on the wound, broke out four aspirin and a water bottle.
Nick said, "Lamont, you stay out here with him. Selena and I will go look in the cave."
"Keep an eye on him," Selena said. "Ronnie, let us know if you feel sick."
"I'm all right."
"Great, but don't try to do anything yet."
She stood and followed Nick into the cave.
This cave was larger than the first, large enough to stand upright. It went back fifty or sixty feet. It was dark inside, but like the other, appeared empty. Fresh footprints in the dust on the floor of the cave showed where someone had walked about.
Selena cast the beam of her flashlight around the cave. She walked deeper in. She turned to look at the side of the cave and felt a light touch against her leg.
"Selena, don't move," Nick said. His voice was tight.
Selena froze.
Nick shone his light at her feet. The light glittered off a thin filament that stretched across the cave at ankle height..
"You're up against a tripwire," Nick said. "Whatever you do, don't move."
"I'm not moving," she said.
Nick followed the wire with his light to a small pack placed behind a pile of rocks against the wall of the cave. He knelt down by it. A faint odor like sweet candy hovered about it.
"Semtex. I'd guess about a half kilo. Enough to blow this cave out of existence."
"I'm glad you figured that out," Selena said. "Now would you mind doing something about it? I'm getting a cramp in my leg."
"Hang on."
Nick studied the pack. It was a universal desert khaki color, with a flap. The tripwire ran under the flap. Using the tip of his knife, Nick lifted the flap and exposed a detonator hooked to the tripwire. With infinite care, he teased it out of the plastic explosive, releasing the tension on the wire. He set it down on the floor of the cave, away from the pack.
"You can move now," he said.
Selena bent down and began rubbing her calf.
"Bastards," she said.
"Must be a reason they left it," Nick said.
On the wall at the far end, Selena found another set of Hebrew characters cut into the wall, in the style used when Solomon was King.
He came and stood beside her, shining his light with hers on the writing.
"What does it say?"
"The words translate as 'the place where the king's ships sail.'"
"A port?"
"Duh. Where else would ships sail from?"
"Okay, a port. Which one? There must have been several, even back then."
"There's one port that's always been associated with Solomon, called Ezion-geber. It's where his ships left for Ophir and Tarshish, to pick up silver and gold."
"That sounds right. Where is it?"
"Well that's a problem," Selena said. "It was on the Gulf of Aqaba at the tip of the Red Sea, near present day Eilat. It doesn't exist anymore. A couple of spots have been proposed as the location, but no one knows for sure where it was."
"How are we supposed to find a place that disappeared thousands of years ago? You see anything else in here?"
"No."
He picked up the pack of Semtex and they went outside. Ronnie had regained his normal color and his eyes looked clear. Nick crouched beside him and held up two fingers.
"How many?"
"Six? Nah, just kidding. Two fingers. I'm fine."
Nick stood. "Can you stand up?"
"Sure. Except for the headache, I'm good "
Ronnie stood. He swayed a little.
"A little dizzy," he said.
"What have you got there?" Lamont asked.
"Half a kilo of Semtex. Selena almost set it off. If she had, we'd all be singing with the angels about now."
"We found the next marker," Selena said.
"Where are we going next?"
"South, to the Gulf of Aqaba."
Nick looked at the sun. "It's getting late. Let's figure out how we're getting down."
"I wonder how someone got up here to make those marks," Selena said. "They didn't have climbing gear like we do three thousand years ago."
Lamont looked out and down over the edge. The base of the mountain was far below.
"I think I know how," he said.
Nick came over. "How?"
Lamont pointed to the left.
"You see that old rockslide over there? Look below it. You can see what might have been a path coming up to this ledge, before the rocks buried it. It's steep and it's narrow, but someone could have walked up here."
Nick said, "If we could get over to it, past those rocks, we might be able to walk down to the bottom."
"Be quicker to keep going the way we have been. Ronnie shouldn't try that."
"Yeah, you're right. We'll keep him roped up between you and me. Selena, you lead. I'll take the rear."
"I'm all right," Ronnie said.
"I believe you, but there's no point in taking chances. Besides, you need a doctor to check you out, in case you broke that thick skull of yours."
"Take more than a cliff wall to do that," Ronnie said.
They started down, taking their time. By the time they neared the bottom, the sun had disappeared behind the mountain. It was as if they'd stepped from day into twilight. Selena's foot slipped and kicked a rock loose. It tumbled off to the side and triggered a second trap.
The explosion sent a pillar of yellow and orange flame up the side of the mountain. If they'd been directly over it, it would have turned them into human torches. Nick felt the heat singe his face. The blast shook the side of the mountain. Rocks and debris showered down and bounced off their helmets.
They clung to the mountainside and the rope, stunned. A final waterfall of pebbles rained on them from somewhere above.
Lamont let out a long breath. "What the fuck was that?"
"I'm beginning to really dislike Iranians," Nick said. "Ten feet to the right, we'd be fried like Sunday bacon."
"Let's get off this mountain," Ronnie said. "No telling what might come loose up there."
They made it the rest of the way without incident. Standing on the floor of the canyon, Nick looked back up at the cliff face. In the fading light, it was black and menacing.
The sound of a car engine echoed from the canyon walls.
"Sounds like our ride is coming," Lamont said.

CHAPTER 33

Ari Herzog and an unsmiling man in a rumpled blue suit listened as Nick described what they'd found and what had happened on the mountain. Herzog didn't introduce his companion.
Nick handed him the pack with the Semtex.
"Has to be the Iranians."
"Mmm. And you are sure about the inscription."
"Selena thinks it refers to the port of Ezion-geber."
"Ezion-geber is lost. You saw no sign that anything had been hidden in those caves and removed?"
"No. I don't see how any significant amount of gold or anything else could have been hauled up to those caves in the first place."
"Then the Iranians will already be following up on what was written."
"That's what I'd do," Nick said. "As soon as we get someone to clear Ronnie, we'll keep going."
"That won't be necessary," Herzog said. "I have my instructions. As of now, you are no longer involved in this. I'd advise you to go home."
"With all due respect, Ari, you can't keep us from being involved. You can ask us to leave Israel, but you can't stop us from pursuing this on our own."
"Don't be stubborn, Nick. This is an Israeli matter. We're grateful for what you've done, but it's our show from here. The Iranians complicate things. This is now a matter of national security and political concern."
"So that's the way it is?"
The man standing next to Herzog spoke for the first time. "You would be wise to heed his advice, Carter," he said. His voice was flat. "Further interference in this matter will be considered an unfriendly act. Understood?"
"Perfectly."
"I'll be waiting at the helicopter, Ari." He turned and walked away.
"Who's the asshole?" Nick asked.
Herzog said, "I apologize for his rudeness, Nick, but my hands are tied. You're welcome to see the sights of my country before you go home. You might enjoy the beach at Eilat."
"Eilat?"
"I think you would enjoy it. You should go there."
Nick was about to say something when Selena placed her hand on his arm.
"That's a wonderful suggestion, Ari." She turned to Nick. "I think we could all use a few days on the beach. Ronnie needs to rest and I'd love to have a real vacation for a change."
"But…"
"Trust me, it's the best thing we can do."
"Excellent," Ari said. "I'll have a vehicle brought to you. It's only a few hours drive from here. I can recommend a good hotel on the beach. In fact, why don't you stay there as a guest of our country? I'll make the arrangements. You have my number, Nick, if you run into any problems."
"Problems?"
"I mean with the hotel, of course. Tonight, we'll put you up in Ein Gedi. You can get cleaned up and a night's rest before you drive south."
"Ronnie should see a doctor," Nick said.
"I'll arrange it. Someone will drive you all into town from here." Herzog looked at his watch. "I have to get back to Tel Aviv. It's been a pleasure to see you again, Nick. I wish it had been less exciting for you. Perhaps we'll meet again in the future."
When Ari and his companion were gone, Nick turned to Selena.
"What was that all about? Why did you interrupt when I was talking to him?"
"He was giving us a double message. He had to tell us we were no longer allowed to search for the gold. Those are his orders and the man standing with him was there to make sure they were carried out."
"Okay, we're supposed to lay off. What's the other part of the message?"
"Eilat is close to where Ezion-geber was located. He was telling you that he wants us to keep looking."
Lamont walked over to them. "Our ride's waiting to take us into town. Ronnie hasn't said anything, but he doesn't look so hot."
"First stop is a hospital to get him checked out," Nick said.
"You talk to Harker yet?"
"No. I'll do it when we get back in town."

CHAPTER 34

Elizabeth looked at the display on her satellite phone and picked up.
"Yes, Nick."
"We found another marker. The Iranians had been there before us and left a couple of surprises."
"Is anyone hurt?"
"No. Ronnie's got a concussion, but that was from a fall. Director, things are getting complicated. The Israelis want us out of the loop. I was told in no uncertain terms that any further action on our part was unwelcome."
"Who did you piss off this time?"
"No one that I can think of. They handed us the old national security line. But we know more or less where to go next. It might even be the location of the treasure."
"Go on."
"The next stop is an ancient city called Ezion-geber, down at the tip of Israel. The problem is that no one knows where it is. Selena says it was just south of Eilat, on the northern end of the Gulf of Aqaba. After I got warned off, Herzog told me we should go hang out at Eilat. He wants us to keep looking even though his bosses don't."
"South of Eilat is close to the border with Jordan or Egypt, depending. If you have to go into either one, that's a new ballgame."
"So you want us to keep looking?"
"Of course I want you to keep looking," Elizabeth said. "Whatever the Israelis are doing, the Iranians will be doing it faster. If this place still exists, they'll be on it right away."
"First they have to find it," Nick said. "So do we."
"How do you propose to do that?"
"I was thinking you could run a ground imaging satellite scan of the area. If there's anything there under the sand, it will show up."
"Wait one," Elizabeth said. "Freddie?"
Yes, Elizabeth?
"Do we have any satellites with ground penetrating radar capability over southern Israel right now?"
USA 223 will reach the horizon for surveillance of that area in seventeen minutes, thirty-four seconds.
"Nick. I can get something in about twenty minutes."
"The town used to be a port, so there ought to be some indication of that."
"I'll call you back as soon as I know anything," Elizabeth said.
"Copy that," Nick said. He broke the connection.
Stephanie came into the office and went over to the coffee machine. She put a fresh filter in and turned it on.
"We ought to get one of those new machines," she said. "You know, the ones with the little packets that make one cup of coffee. Then we wouldn't have to wait for a pot to brew."
"I thought about it," Elizabeth said. "I guess I like the smell of fresh coffee brewing."
"Do you want a cup?"
"Please."
When the coffee was done, she made two cups and brought one over to Elizabeth. She sat down on the couch.
"I think Burps needs to see a vet."
She looked over at the corner of the couch, where the big orange cat lay sleeping.
"Why? What's the matter?"
"He needs to have his teeth cleaned. His breath is really stinky. Also, he doesn't seem as lively as he used to, and he's getting kind of fat. I think he needs to be checked out."
"It could be he's getting old," Elizabeth said. "We don't know how old he is."
"Maybe."
USA 223 will breach the viewing horizon in four minutes, thirteen seconds. Would you like me to initiate a scan at that time?
"Yes, Freddie."
"What's Nick looking for?" Stephanie asked.
"A port on the Gulf of Aqaba, from the time of Solomon. He's hoping a ground scan will tell us where it is."
"Sounds like a long shot."
"Everything about this is a long shot," Elizabeth said.
The two women sat together for a few moments in companionable silence, drinking their coffee.
Elizabeth set her cup down.
"You look tired, Steph. Are you getting enough sleep?"
Stephanie laughed. "Sleep? What's that? I'm lucky if I get an hour before Matthew wakes me up. I can't wait till he's old enough to sleep four or five hours at a time."
"How's Lucas handling it?"
"He's exhausted. We take turns with the feeding, but neither one of us gets enough sleep."
"It will pass," Elizabeth said.
"When it does, I'm going to sleep for a week."
Scan initiated. Would you like me to display it on the monitor?
"Yes, Freddie."
The monitor filled with the random lines and shapes of a deep penetrating ground scan. The difference between the landmass and the Gulf of Aqaba was distinct.
"Freddie, what track is the satellite following?"
It is currently over the east coast of Egypt and moving north. The landmass of Saudi Arabia is to the right of the Gulf. Egypt is on the left.
"This could be difficult," Stephanie said. "There are towns, settlements, ruins. How are we going to know which is the right spot?"
"Most of the area is empty desert," Elizabeth said. "There shouldn't be too many possibilities. Once the satellite moves past the target area, we'll have Freddie analyze the recording. We're looking for the remains of a town and docking facilities buried under the sand or mud. Wharves, buildings, something like that. It could be on either side of the Gulf, in Jordan or Egypt. It could even be at the very bottom of Israel."
"What if it's underwater?"
"We'll deal with that if we have to."
Twenty minutes later, the satellite passed over Eilat and headed north over Israel and Jordan.
"Freddie, that's enough. Please analyze the scan for any sign of a buried seaport or town near Eilat."
Processing.
There was a brief pause.
I have isolated a section of the scan which meets your criteria.
"Please display."
The image appeared on the monitor. A distinct shape like the teeth of a comb appeared among the random lines comprising the scan.
My analysis indicates that the shapes are the remains of a docking area. They are buried twelve feet below the surface. Further analysis indicates that the Gulf once extended to the area. It has since receded.
"Are there any other structures indicated in the area?"
Expanding image.
The monitor picture widened to include a larger area. Now it was possible to see rectangular shapes buried under the surface of the earth, the remains of a town.
Two point three miles to the east there is another structure. Would you like to see it?
Elizabeth resisted an urge to sigh. "Yes, Freddie, we would like to see it."
The image changed again. A rectangular shape appeared on screen, near the shoreline with the Gulf, much sharper than the other images.
"What are we looking at?" Stephanie asked.
The image is of the remains of an Egyptian Temple. The architectural style dates it to the period of the Old Kingdom.
"When was that?"
Generally accepted dates for the Old Kingdom are 2686 BCE to 2181 BCE.
"Old," Steph said.
The scan indicates an open area under the temple.
"What kind of open area?" Elizabeth asked.
Possibly a natural cavern.
"Where is this Temple located in relationship to Eilat?"
It is located eleven point seven miles to the south of Eilat.
"Do you think that's what we're looking for?" Stephanie asked Elizabeth.
"There's only one way to find out. Nick is going to have to look at it."
"That part of Egypt is full of Jihadi types," Stephanie said. "They make a lot of trouble for the Israelis."
"It's one thing operating in Israel with government approval. It's another to send the team into Egypt. I'll have to discuss it with the president. DCI Hood and I requested a meeting with him, to talk about what we've discovered so far and about New York."
"What do you think he's going to do?"
"I don't know," Elizabeth said.

CHAPTER 35

Elizabeth and Clarence Hood waited in the White House equivalent of the green room, next to the Oval Office. Hood wore a dark gray suit and a silver tie. Elizabeth was dressed in her usual combination of a black business suit and white blouse, accented by emeralds set in gold earrings and a matching pin.
"This will be an interesting meeting," Hood said.
"How so?"
"For one thing, Corrigan has to consider the probability of a major terrorist attack in New York. He also has to make his first decision involving the Middle East. It will be interesting to see what he decides."
An aide opened the curved door into the Oval Office.
"The President will see you now."
"Thank you," Elizabeth said.
Corrigan rose from behind his desk as they entered. His broad shoulders and hard features made him an imposing figure in his blue suit, more like a football player than a politician. With Corrigan, you had no doubt that you were in the presence of a powerful man who was assured of himself.
Ellen Cartwright, Corrigan's Chief of Staff, stood nearby. She'd been with Corrigan from the beginning of his political career, one of the people who'd been instrumental in his election. She was dressed in a tailored red power suit and a string of pearls. Some women wore red as a subtle message of their sexuality. That wasn't the message Cartwright was sending. If her suit had anything to say to someone looking at her, it was don't mess with me.
Cartwright wasn't what anyone would call a pretty woman. Her face was too narrow, her skull slightly elongated, as if it had been squeezed. Her eyes were oddly slanted, something like a cat's. She wore glasses with thin titanium frames. Her hair was pulled back tight from a high forehead. Corrigan hadn't hired her for her looks. Cartwright was intelligent and politically savvy. Elizabeth thought she looked like someone you didn't want to cross.
"Director Hood, Director Harker. Let's sit on the couches."
Corrigan sat down and they took their seats.
"I read your brief, Director Harker," Corrigan said. "Your people have been getting in a lot of trouble over there."
"They weren't looking for it, sir," Elizabeth said. "When this sort of thing happens, it means they're getting close to something important."
"This sort of thing? Does that happen often, Director? No, don't answer that."
"The Iranians seem bent on stopping anyone except themselves from finding King Solomon's treasure."
"If it exists," Corrigan said.
"Yes, sir. Even if it doesn't, this has to play out to the end."
"The Israeli government has made an official request for your team to back off."
"With respect, Mister President, the Israeli government is its own worst enemy right now. There's a serious disagreement between people who want peace at any cost and those who see Iran and its surrogates as the principal threat to Israel's existence. The Iranians are not going to stop looking. If that gold does exist, the last thing we want is for them to get their hands on it."
"What has your team discovered so far?"
"There is a strong possibility the gold is located in Egypt, right across the border from Israel. I would like to send my team in to confirm the location or eliminate it."
"Director, I'm sure I don't have to point out to you that I'm the new kid on the block. The last thing I need is an international incident with Egypt. It's one of the few Middle Eastern countries we get along with. Whatever our differences, it provides a semblance of stability in the region."
"I fully appreciate your position, sir."
"I'm not sure that you do, Director," Cartwright said.
Her voice was nasal and sharp, the kind of voice that set Elizabeth's teeth on edge.
Watch your step. This woman's like a junkyard dog.
Cartwright continued. "If it becomes known that an American covert team has violated Egypt's sovereignty, it will create a firestorm of criticism. We're trying to get this administration in place against the opposition of people who voted for the other side and don't like us. We don't need the kind of distraction an incident would create."
Hood cleared his throat. "I'd like to say something, if I may."
"Go on," Corrigan said.
"The potential benefit that could come from this mission far outweighs the negatives. If this treasure trove exists and we find it, we'll have performed a major service for one of our most important allies. They'll owe us after that."
"A chip in the game," Corrigan said. "That's what President Rice called it."
"Yes, sir, that's right," Hood said. "A big chip."
"I'd like to point out that this chip, as you call it, is in Egypt. How are the Israelis going to benefit from that?" Cartwright said.
"The Israelis are quite resourceful," Hood said. "I'm sure they'll find a way. In any event, it's essential that the Iranians don't find it first."
Cartwright seemed annoyed. "We don't know it's the Iranians looking for it."
"We do know it's them," Elizabeth said. "We've identified several of their agents, including the woman who worked in New York. There's no question in my mind that Iran is behind the attacks on my team in Israel. They killed several Israeli agents."
"All the more reason to back away," Cartwright said. "We don't need to take on Iran at this time."
Corrigan held up his hand.
"Director Harker, what do we know about this woman who worked at the Museum?"
"Her real name was Ayala Khorosani. She was born in Iran and trained as an agent of VAJA, their intelligence and secret police apparatus. We believe she was inserted into the Jewish Museum as a way to gain information about the upcoming Jewish World Conference that's being held in New York next week. Director Hood and I believe the Iranians are planning a major terrorist attack against the conference. It's the main reason we requested this meeting."
Cartwright interrupted. "Are you saying there's going to be a terrorist attack in New York, and you're just now telling us? How long have you known?"
Corrigan said, "Ellen, please." He looked at Elizabeth and Hood. "You realize I am going to speak at that conference, don't you? What are you doing about it?"
"That needs to be coordinated with DHS and the Bureau," Elizabeth said. "We wanted to brief you before alerting the other agencies. As to how long we've known, we put it together this morning."
"Mister President," Hood said, "I fully agree with Director Harker's analysis. Based on what we know, the indications are that there will be an attack on the conference. We could be wrong, but my gut says we're not."
"Your gut?" Cartwright made a dismissive sound. "If your gut is wrong, we spend a lot of money and upset a lot of people for no reason. The news will leak. If nothing happens, we'll look like fools. We need more than your gut feeling to act."
"What will it look like if there's an attack and you didn't do something about it, when you knew it might happen?" Elizabeth asked.
Corrigan had been watching the exchange. Now he said, "Director Hood, inform Homeland Security and the Bureau and turn it over to them. This is their turf, but since it involves the Iranians, I want you to remain involved. I want continual updates on what is being done. Make sure Ellen is kept in the loop."
"Yes, Mister President," Hood said.
"Director Harker. Go ahead and send your team into Egypt. But you damn well better make sure they don't cause any trouble. If they do, I will deny all knowledge of them. Understood?"
"Yes, Mister President."
Corrigan stood. The others rose.
"Keep me informed. Now if you'll excuse me, I have a meeting with the Russian ambassador in five minutes."
A Secret Service agent escorted Hood and Elizabeth away from the Oval Office.
"You were right," Elizabeth said. "That was interesting."
"What did you think of Corrigan's Chief of Staff?"
"She reminds me of one of those Greek myths. A harpy, ready to tear you to bits."
"She's Corrigan's personal attack dog. I don't think she's going to last too long."
"She's not big on people skills, is she?"
"You'd better watch your step, Elizabeth," Hood said. "Corrigan is under a lot of pressure to create at least an illusion of transparency. Your unit is a potential problem for him, not to mention the budget that sustains you. Cartwright sees you as a liability. She'll do everything she can to undermine you."
"It won't be the first time someone went after the Project."
"All the same, you'd better make sure all your ducks are lined up in a row."
"If Cartwright comes after me, she may find that she's taken on more than she bargained for," Elizabeth said.
Hood laughed. "I don't have any doubt about who would come out on top."
"Any luck with that phone number Stephanie found?"
"Not yet. It's turned off. The last time it was on, a call was made in the Bronx to another burner."
"That doesn't narrow it down much."
"No, it doesn't. The number is being monitored. If it goes active, we'll know it."
"I hate this kind of situation," Elizabeth said. "We know an attack is coming. We can make a good guess about the target. But until someone makes a mistake or until the attack takes place, the only thing we can do is increase security."
"At least we're fairly sure the target is the Jewish World Conference."
"That's the biggest guess of all," Elizabeth said. "What if it isn't? What if they're planning to attack somewhere else in the city?"
"Then we have a real problem," Hood said.

CHAPTER 36

The storage unit was cold and uncomfortable. Amin and Hamid had moved the pallet with the air compressors out of the van and had started stripping away the plastic shrink wrap surrounding the cylinders. Amin moved carefully, even though he knew that the canisters with the sarin were in the center, hidden inside two false compressors. They were unobtrusively marked to set them apart from the others. There was no need to worry about picking the wrong ones. Even so, being in the same room with something that brought such a horrible death was enough to make him nervous.
"Why doesn't Dayoud help with any of this?"
"Stop complaining, Amin. He's busy. He'll be here soon."
"I don't trust him. He seems eager to sample the temptations that surround us."
Hamid pulled away a particularly difficult piece of the sticky plastic.
"What do you mean? You better hadn't let him hear you say that."
"You know what I mean. He spends his time looking at women, reading those magazines. I think he drinks liquor when no one's watching."
"You can't blame him. On our last night, I want to go to one of those places where they dance on poles and drink tequila."
Amin was shocked.
"Tequila?"
"I have heard that it is easy to have a good time when you're drinking tequila. Not like whiskey or that weak beer Americans drink."
"How would you know about their beer?"
"Don't be naïve, Amin. Haven't you ever been tempted to take a drink?"
"No. It is haram, forbidden."
"Then you're in for a treat. I think Dayoud wants us to celebrate before we strike at the Jews. Remember, in the service of Allah during Jihad, nothing is forbidden."
Someone knocked on the door of the storage unit. Hamid took out a pistol.
"Yes."
"It's me, Dayoud. Open up."
Hamid put the pistol back in his belt. He lifted the door far enough for Dayoud to slip under and closed it again.
No one seeing Dayoud would give him more than a casual glance. He was a small man, two inches shorter than Hamid's five foot ten. His hair was black and thick, set with gel that made it glisten. He wore a down jacket that was too big for him, a white shirt and jeans. The cheap cologne he wore was a little too sweet smelling. If anything, he looked like someone who might be lost, not like the vicious fanatic he actually was.
Dayoud had always been cruel. As a boy, he had tortured animals and bullied his peers, even those bigger than he was. Now he had a chance to inflict one of the worst deaths imaginable on some of the most important Jews in the world. Every time he thought about it, it brought a smile to his lips.
"You should have had this unwrapped by now," he said.
Behind Dayoud's back, Amin raised his eyebrows and rolled his eyes.
"It's almost done, Dayoud," Hamid said.
"This far ahead of the conference, full security is not yet in place," Dayoud said. "We will set up tomorrow. Amin, you keep working on the pallet. Separate the real compressors from the gas. Put them over by the wall. Hamid, you and I will prepare the van."
Amin shrugged. "As you wish, Dayoud."
While Amin began moving air compressors off the pallet, Hamid and Dayoud opened the doors in the back of the van.
"You take that end," Dayoud said.
The two men took out a long magnetic sign that had been prepared weeks before. It wasn't heavy, but it was awkward for one man to handle it. They held it up near the van.
Dayoud eyeballed it. "Let your end down a little. All right, that's good."
They stuck the sign on the side of the van and stepped back to look at their work.
AZARIA BROTHERS
HEATING AND AIR CONDITIONING

A Brooklyn address, a local phone number, and a contractor's license number were listed underneath. It was an excellent sign. The lettering looked as though it had been painted on.
"Now the other side," Dayoud said.
This one proved harder to get right, but in the end it was lined up perfectly with the one on the opposite side of the van.
They stepped back to observe their work.
"We'll park in the service alley, behind the hotel," Dayoud said.
Amin set a compressor against the wall and looked at the sign. "Why should they let us park there?"
"We have a work order from the chief engineer of the hotel to inspect the heating and cooling system. We are to make sure it's in compliance with the new city regulations. No one will think anything about us looking at the machinery and ductwork. It's an official order. It will stand up to anyone's inspection."
"What if the chief engineer sees us? He'll interfere."
"The chief engineer has been taken ill. His subordinate is currently in charge. The man is little more than a janitor."
"How did that happen?"
"You ask too many questions, Amin," Dayoud said.
"I'm sorry, I just wondered…"
"Well, stop wondering. Have you finished yet?"
"Almost. There is only one more compressor."
"Hamid, give him a hand."
Hamid and Amin wrestled the last compressor over to the wall. Then they moved to the two cylinders containing the sarin gas.
"Do I have to remind you to be careful?" Dayoud asked.
Amin reached for the first cylinder.
"Look out!" Dayoud shouted.
Amin jumped back in alarm. Dayoud and Hamid began laughing.
"That's not funny," Amin said.
Dayoud grinned at him. "Get them off the pallet and move them to the back of the truck."
He climbed into the van. A metal screen divided the passenger compartment from the cargo area. On the right side of the van was a gray toolbox containing the gear they needed to rig the release of the gas at the right time. A metal rack ran the width of the vehicle behind the front seat. Hamid and Amin lifted the cylinder up into the van. Dayoud moved the cylinder to the rack and secured it with strapping, tight against the screen behind the passenger compartment. He did the same with the second cylinder.
"God willing, everything will be in place tomorrow morning," Dayoud said. "They won't find it. We'll set the timer for the afternoon of the first day of the conference, when the Israeli prime minister is speaking. The American president will be standing nearby"
"It will be a great victory," Hamid said.
"As God wills," Dayoud said.

CHAPTER 37

The hotel Herzog had picked for Nick could have been on a beach in any tourist destination. Brilliant white walls glittered in the desert sun. Stepped terraces and wide windows overlooked the Gulf of Aqaba, at the tip of the Red Sea. The rooms were pleasant, clean and modern.
Nick stood on the patio outside their room, looking out at the mountains of Jordan on the other side of the Gulf. Selena stood next to him, sipping a glass of orange juice.
"Hell of a strategic location," Nick said. "Israel, Egypt, Jordan, and if you stretch a little bit, Saudi Arabia all come together here."
"It's always been important," Selena said. "It was conquered by King David when it was part of Edom. Solomon's mines were nearby, at Timna."
"Solomon's mines? Gold?"
"No, copper. They still take copper out of there, but most of it is a protected park. It's a big tourist destination."
"I wonder why Solomon didn't hide his treasure there?"
"He probably thought it would be too easy for someone to find it," Selena said.
"Eilat is essential for Israel's survival," Nick said. "Everything comes up through here. Oil, goods, you name it. Every time the Arabs tried to block the sea routes, it started a war. First it was the Suez crisis in '56. Then the Six-Day War in '67."
"Amazing, that Israel survived."
Nick nodded. "They're fighters, the Israelis. You have to hand it to them. They've been at war since 1948. Eilat even has its own independent defense force. It includes pretty much everyone over sixteen who lives here."
"They need one," Selena said. "This is a tempting target for the fundamentalists. Particularly coming from Egypt."
"The Israelis have built an electric fence along the border to keep them out."
"It may keep them out, but it will also keep us from getting into Egypt," Selena said. "How are we going to do it?"
Nick looked at his watch. "I think the only way is from the water. Ronnie and Lamont will be here in a couple of minutes. We'll talk about it then."
Selena leaned on the patio railing. It was a beautiful, winter day. The temperature was in the low seventies. Fluffy wisps of white cloud drifted across a deep blue sky that might have been painted by a Renaissance master. Sunbathers covered the smooth sands of the crowded beach in front of the hotel. The excited cries of children running through the surf drifted up to her.
It was hard to reconcile the scene of relaxed comfort and normal human actions with the constant menace that surrounded this pleasant spot.
"I'm sorry about Rivka," Selena said. "I didn't get a chance to know her, but I can see why you liked her."
"Yeah. I think the two of you would have gotten along fine. I'd love to get my hands on the son of a bitch who sent those people after us."
"We'll probably never know who it was."
Ronnie and Lamont came out onto the patio.
"Man, what a beautiful day," Lamont said. "Makes me want to put on a suit and head for the beach."
"Maybe when we get back," Nick said. "Pull up a couple of chairs. We'll talk out here, in the open."
"You think they might have bugged the room?" Ronnie asked.
"I wouldn't put it past them. Pretty convenient, don't you think? Ari puts us up in this nice hotel, all expenses paid. Who can turn down a deal like that?"
"You have a suspicious mind, Nick," Lamont said. "One of the reasons we get along."
"I want to talk about the target, and about the politics we're mixed up in."
"What politics?" Ronnie asked.
"I talked with Harker earlier. We're skating on thin ice with Corrigan. Harker says that Corrigan's Chief of Staff is out for blood, and we look like a pretty good sacrifice to political correctness and budget control."
"Those people never learn," Lamont said. "What else is new?"
"The best thing that could happen is that we find that damn gold and we don't have to kill anybody to do it."
"Works for me," Ronnie said. He raised his hand and rubbed the back of his neck.
"How are you feeling, Ronnie?" Nick asked.
Ronnie's face was still swollen and bruised from his fall.
"I'm okay. I get headaches once in a while. A couple of aspirin takes care of it."
"You're sure."
"I'm okay, Nick."
"All right."
Nick had a white beach bag by his chair. He reached down into it and took out a map he'd marked with the location of the ruins discovered in the scan. He spread it out in front of them.
"I have satellite shots on my phone, but this is all we need."
He tapped the site of the temple with his finger.
"The scan turned up what was probably Ezion-geber, buried under the sand. Not far away, there's an old Egyptian temple."
He pointed at the map. "It's about twelve miles south of here. There's not much left of it except a floor and a few columns. The scan showed a large space underneath it. Harker thinks that's where the gold may be hidden. The ruins are about a hundred yards from the shore."
"We could rent a zodiac," Lamont said.
"That's what I was thinking," Nick said. "There are a lot of underwater parks and attractions here. A lot of people rent boats. We'll get a boat and say we're going snorkeling. We can rent whatever gear we need. I want to wait until dark to go ashore in Egypt. Unless we run into an Egyptian patrol, we should be able to land and get to the target without interference."
"A patrol would be bad luck," Ronnie said.
"Yeah, it would. If we do, we have to try not to kill them."
"Fat chance of that," Lamont said. "Those guys have to be trigger-happy. Can we get better weapons? All we have are our pistols."
"I asked Harker," Nick said. "No dice."
"What about the Israelis?" Selena asked. "They must have patrol boats out there. They'll spot us."
"Harker can't help us. We're supposed to be minding our own business and the Israelis aren't going to cooperate. We'll stick close to shore and play it by ear. It's not a great plan, but I don't see any alternatives."
"And when we get to the temple?"
"We find a way into the space underneath it," Nick said.
He reached into the bag and took out a baseball sized lump of what looked like cheese-colored putty.
"I kept back some of that Semtex I gave to Herzog. Also the detonator. Just in case."
"You sly old dog, you," Lamont said.
"Easy with the old part, Lamont. If we can't find a way in, we'll blow a hole through that floor. I also kept our climbing gear. We can drop a rope and see what's in there."
"I hope there aren't any spiders," Selena said.

CHAPTER 38

They rented snorkeling gear and a zodiac from the Eilat Marina.
It was mid afternoon. The owner told them they had to be back in a few hours. He warned them not to stray south into the Gulf, or to approach either Jordan or Egypt. He recommended the coral reef nature preserve as a good spot for diving, and handed Nick several brochures about various water attractions.
The man waved at them as they headed away from the marina. The water was calm. The boat moved smoothly over the surface.
"I wonder if he'd be so friendly if he knew we were going to take his nice new boat somewhere where people might shoot at it," Lamont said.
"Anybody ever tell you you're an optimist?" Ronnie said.
"Can't say as I can remember anyone saying that."
"That figures."
"Was that an insult?" Lamont asked.
"Don't start, guys," Nick said.
Lamont was at the helm, keeping the speed low, killing time. The Israeli shoreline and the mountains behind Eilat drifted by to starboard. They neared the border between Egypt and Israel as twilight descended. They spotted a patrol boat some distance off to port. It paid no attention to them and soon disappeared.
"There's a border post coming up soon," Nick said. "Take us farther away from shore. I don't want to get spotted."
The boat was powered by a forty horsepower Mercury outboard. Lamont opened the throttle and headed away from land. When he thought they were far enough, he turned south again.
Nick consulted his GPS.
"We're more than halfway. That's Egypt to starboard. About another eight klicks and we head in."
"This is almost too easy," Ronnie said.
"Don't say that," Lamont said, "you'll jinx us."
"That's what I meant about not being an optimist."
"It does seem kind of odd," Selena said. "We haven't seen anyone out here, except for that one patrol boat. Not since we left the tourist area. Not even a fishing boat."
"I'll take what we can get," Nick said. "Maybe the gods are smiling on us."
A few minutes later, he looked again at the GPS.
"Lamont, head for shore. We're opposite of where we want to be. Keep it throttled down."
"Copy that," Lamont said.
He turned the zodiac toward Egypt. By now, the sun had set. There was still light in the sky, and the horizon was rich with deep orange, red, and purple. A pale moon was visible overhead. The frothing wake behind the boat turned luminous in the fading light.
"Pretty, isn't it," Selena said. "There must be some kind of phosphorescent life here, to light up the wake like that."
"Land coming up." Lamont pointed.
Ahead of them, a line of white surf marked the shore, glowing with the same light as their wake.
Five minutes later they were in Egypt.

CHAPTER 39

They dragged the boat onto the beach, above the high water mark. The ground was hard packed and strewn with rocks, covered with wind-blown sand. Ahead, broken columns rose from a courtyard of stone, dark shapes silhouetted against the last of the light. With the end of the day, a strong breeze had sprung up. It made an eerie sound as it whistled through the ruins.
"This is spooky," Lamont said. "Something about it."
They reached the ruins. Selena walked over to a broken obelisk inscribed with hieroglyphics. She ran her fingers over the worn marks, her lips moving as she translated the symbols to herself.
"This temple was dedicated to Serket."
"Who's Serket?" Nick asked.
"She's called the scorpion goddess. She was supposed to have power over scorpions and poisonous snakes. That was good, if she liked you. Not so good, if she didn't. See? There's a picture of her, here. She's wearing a headdress that looks like a stylized scorpion."
"I hope we don't see any," Lamont said.
"Or snakes," Ronnie said. "I don't like snakes."
"You ever hold scorpion races, when you were in Iraq?"
Ronnie rubbed the side of his nose. "Not me, but some of the guys did. Those big sand colored ones. It was like herding cats."
The floor of the ruins was a rectangle, two hundred feet long and half as wide. In its time, it had probably been an important temple. The floor was uneven, buckled over the centuries with the movement of the earth. Large cracks ran through the stone tiles. Broken pieces of limestone scattered about were all that was left of the roof and the walls.
"I'm surprised any of the stone is left," Selena said. "Usually it's hauled away by the locals to build their houses."
"Maybe there's something they don't like about this place," Lamont said.
"The light will be gone soon," Nick said. "Spread out. Look for anything that could have been an entrance into whatever is under these ruins. Keep your lights pointed down."
"There must have been a stairway," Selena said, "but I don't see anything that looks like that."
Lamont started toward the corner of the temple floor. He'd almost reached it, when the floor moved under his feet.
"Nick…"
As Nick turned, the floor collapsed beneath Lamont's feet. His startled shout was cut short.
"Holy shit," Ronnie said.
They ran to the opening where Lamont had fallen through.
"Careful," Nick said. "The rest of it might go."
Nick lay down on the floor and crawled to the edge of the hole.
"Lamont. Are you okay?"
There was no answer. Nick shone his flashlight into the darkness. Lamont was sprawled below, unconscious. Something glittered at the edge of the light.
"Tie off a rope around a column," Nick said. "Looks like he's knocked out. I'm going down."
Ronnie grabbed rope from the pack and quickly knotted it around the nearest column.
"All set."
Nick threw the end of the rope into the opening and watched it fall to the floor below, next to Lamont.
"You two be ready to come down."
He stuck the flashlight in his pants pocket, took the rope in both hands and slipped over the edge of the opening. In seconds he was at the bottom.
He shone his light around the space, scarcely believing what he saw. He stood in the treasure room of the richest king in history. There was gold everywhere. The space was filled with treasure. Lamont had fallen into an open area in the midst of a sea of gold. The beam of the flashlight illuminated a row of golden statues, bins of gold coins, sealed chests stacked upon one another, bars of silver in neat piles.
A large scorpion scuttled away from the light.
Lamont groaned.
Nick shone the flashlight on his friend.
"Lamont. Wake up, buddy. Talk to me."
Lamont opened his eyes.
"Whoa," he said. "What…"
"You fell. The floor gave way. We're in the space underneath the ruins."
Lamont started to sit up. His face turned white with pain and he fell back against the floor. He clutched his left arm.
"Uhh. I think I broke something."
"Let me see."
Nick moved the light over Lamont's arm. The forearm was at an odd angle.
"Hang on."
Nick cut away the sleeve on Lamont's arm with his knife. The elbow was swollen, distorted and ugly. The forearm was slightly twisted.
"You dislocated your elbow," Nick said. "It looks pretty bad. I've got to set it back in place. If I don't, it could pinch the blood vessels and cause some real problems. It's going to hurt."
"Do what you have to do."
"Ronnie, come on down," Nick called.
Ronnie dropped down from above and knelt by Lamont. He looked at the elbow.
"Man, that's ugly."
"Anybody ever talk to you about your bedside manner?" Lamont said.
Nick pulled off his belt and folded it in half.
"Bite on this."
Lamont put the belt between his teeth.
"Get it over with."
"Ronnie, hold him down."
Ronnie put his hands on Lamont's shoulders and pressed down. Nick placed his hands on either side of the injured joint.
"Hey, Lamont, do you remember when you tried to pick up that redhead in Washington? The one with the…"
With a quick, powerful movement, Nick pulled and twisted, bringing the joint back where it belonged. Lamont screamed, the sound loud even through the belt between his teeth. Tears ran down his face. He reached up with his right hand and took the belt away.
"How does it feel?" Nick asked.
"Hurts like hell, but it's better."
"Don't move it."
"What was that about the redhead?"
"I figured it would hurt less if you didn't see it coming. I was trying to distract you."
"Yeah. Thanks, I guess. Here's your belt. A little chewed up."
Nick took the belt. "We have to rig a sling."
"What's happening down there?" Selena called.
"Come on down. Lamont needs a sling. Bring the pack."
A minute later Selena stood on the cavern floor. Ronnie shone his light around the space. Nick knelt by Lamont, rigging a sling.
"I don't believe this," Ronnie said.
Selena walked over to one of the gold statues.
She ran her hand over the smooth surface. The metal was cool to the touch.
"This is our old friend Baal," she said.
"Why would he be in here?" Nick asked.
"Solomon was famous for building temples to different gods," Selena said. "If you believe what's written in the Bible, that's why his kingdom fragmented after he died. It was God's punishment for his heresy."
"What do you think is in the chests?"
"Let's find out," Selena said.
She went to one of the wooden chests. Each one was the size of a small trunk. She lifted the lid. She reached in, took something out, and held it in front of her light. It flashed with brilliant, red fire.
"Rubies. The chest is filled with rubies."
"I wonder what all this stuff is worth?" Ronnie said.
"You can't put a price on it," Selena said. "No one's ever seen anything like this before."
Nick stood. "I guess we found what we were looking for."
"Don't move, Nick," Ronnie said. "There's a scorpion crawling up your leg."
Ronnie took a glove and slapped the scorpion away. It was an odd, greenish-yellow color. He stomped on it. It made a loud crackling noise under his boot.
"What's that over there?" Ronnie said. "Under the canopy?"
He shone his light on a limestone chest set on a raised plinth. A canopy of faded blue still hung above it, supported by four poles of gold. The chest was about three feet long and two feet high, and was carved with elaborate designs of vines and grapes.
"I think it's an ossuary," Selena said. "There's an inscription on it."
She knelt down by the box and brushed her fingers over the carved letters.
"Wow," she said.
"Wow, what?" Nick said.
"The inscription says, 'David. Son of Jesse.' It's King David. "
"The King David? The guy who took out Goliath?" Lamont said.
"Remember what Solomon wrote on the scroll? It said that his 'father kept sentry over the wealth.' It's his father inside the box."
"Hell of a way to end up for someone like David," Lamont said.
"We all end up like that," Ronnie said, "sooner or later."
"Man, you're a real bundle of sunshine, aren't you? That box gives me the creeps. Probably full of scorpions keeping him company."
"We should get out of here," Selena said.
"Right. Time to go home," Nick said.
"Perhaps not," an unfamiliar voice said from above.
Someone pulled the rope up through the opening.

CHAPTER 40

"What the hell?" Lamont said.
"That is where you will soon find yourself," the voice said.
A man leaned over the edge of the opening. The muzzles of several rifles pointed down at them.
"I am Dalir. You've given me a lot of trouble over the last week."
"Let me guess," Nick said. "You're the one who's been trying to stop us."
"To tell you the truth, I'm glad I didn't succeed," Dalir said. "I don't think we would have found this, if you hadn't led us to it. For that, I thank you."
"You the asshole that went after us in Ein Gedi?" Lamont asked.
"Insults are not going to help your situation," Dalir said. "But if you really want to know, yes, I sent those men. They were good men."
"Not good enough."
"You have been lucky, but all luck comes to an end, sooner or later. For you, it's sooner."
Dalir held up his hand and wagged his finger back and forth at Nick.
"I can see you're thinking of going for that pistol. I wouldn't advise it. You move, you die. Have I made myself clear?"
"What are you going to do?"
"Well, that's an interesting question," Dalir said. "It's rather awkward, you see. I could take you prisoner and interrogate you in a more convenient location. I really wish that were possible. I would enjoy seeing you beg for me to kill you. But I'm somewhat pressed for time and I wouldn't want to attract the attention of the Egyptians or the Jews. A large group is so much harder to conceal, don't you think?"
"So you're going to kill us?"
"Hmm. Let me think about it," Dalir said.
He moved away from the opening. One of the rifles went with him. They could hear him giving orders.
"He speaking in Farsi," Selena said. "He's Iranian."
"What else is new?" Lamont said.
He looked up at the rifles pointing at them. High above, the desert night sky was filled with brilliant stars. Nick heard a scraping sound as something heavy was dragged across the temple floor above them. Dalir appeared again at the opening.
"Try to ration your light for as long as you can," he said. "It's the only thing that will keep the scorpions away. Their sting is filled with neurotoxins. I'm told it's quite painful and often lethal. Even anti-venom doesn't always work. Do you have any? No? Oh, well."
"You bastard," Nick said.
"What is it you Americans say? Something about sticks and stones? The next time anyone sees you, I don't think you'll have much to say."
The muzzles of the rifles drew back. The sky disappeared as the opening was covered over. They heard Dalir laughing as he moved away.
They stood in silence for a moment. Selena heard the clicking of claws scrabbling across the stone floor, somewhere between the boxes and statues.
"We could move some of those chests and climb up," Ronnie said. "Build a stair."
Nick shone his light up at the covered opening. "I make it about twenty feet."
Lamont looked at the stone blocking the opening. "We might not be able to move that. He'd figure we'd try."
"There must be another way," Selena said. "How did they get all this stuff in here? They didn't break through the floor, like we did."
"You think there's an entrance somewhere?"
"There has to be. All we have to do is find it."
"These lights aren't going to last forever," Nick said. "Once the batteries fail…"
He left the thought unfinished.
"Then we'd better start looking," Selena said.
Two scorpions scuttled across in front of them.
"Those are deathstalkers," Selena said. "Rivka talked about them."
She shone her light up on the ceiling. A half dozen scorpions hung there. She shuddered.
"How the hell did we end up in the home of the scorpion lady?" Lamont said.
"All in a day's work," Nick said.
"This room isn't so big we can't find an entrance," Selena said.
"Stay together," Nick said. "Watch out for the bugs. We'll try each wall, see if we can find a way out."
Selena was having a hard time controlling her fear. Spiders were bad enough. Scorpions were somehow worse, and these were big. She kept looking up at the ceiling, watching for a scorpion that might fall.
What if one gets in my hair?
The thought sent a bad feeling through her body.
They followed narrow aisles between the stacks of treasure. It wasn't long before they found out how the treasure had been moved into the room. A set of stone steps climbed the west wall to the temple floor above. The entrance was sealed. A jumble of human bones were piled at the foot of the steps.
"They must've left these poor bastards in here when they sealed it up," Ronnie said.
"Workmen," Nick said. "Probably slaves. They didn't want them talking."
Lamont shone his torch at the ceiling where the steps ended.
"How we going to get through that?"
Nick reached into the pack and took out the lump of Semtex he'd salvaged from the cave.
"Easy," he said.
"You think those assholes are still out there?"
"If they're in the area, they'll come running. Check your weapons."
Nick kicked bones off the steps with his foot and climbed to the temple floor above. He stuck the plastic explosive against the ancient stone. He inserted the detonator, fixed a wire to it, and moved back down to the floor.
"When this goes off, it might upset the bugs. Be careful."
"Be nice if the Iranians are sitting right over it," Ronnie said.
"Yeah, we should be that lucky. Ready?"
Nick triggered the detonator. The explosion was shattering in the confined space. The force of the blast ripped through the room, sending up a cloud of dust thousands of years old. A stack of chests toppled and cracked open, sending waterfalls of coins and jewels cascading across the floor. Nick bent down and picked up a coin. A rush of cool air told them the way out was open.
They ran toward the steps, coughing and choking on the dust, slipping on the coins under their feet. Selena heard a frantic clicking and scrabbling behind them. She turned to look. Hundreds of scorpions poured out of the darkness, coming toward them in a deadly stream.
"Move!" she yelled.
They scrambled up the narrow steps, through the opening blasted into the temple floor, and out into the night. They ran to one of the broad columns and stopped behind it, looking for Dalir and the Iranians. The moon cast faint, cool light over the ruins. Above them, a deep black sky blazed with the light of the stars. Scorpions exploded from the opening and scattered out into the desert.
A shot chipped stone from the column. They dropped to the ground. More shots came from the direction of the beach, a football field's length away.
"How many, you think?" Ronnie said.
"Looks like three, maybe four, from the muzzle flashes," Lamont said. "I think they're near our boat."
"Save your ammo," Nick said. "If we don't shoot and we stay low, they're going to have a hard time seeing where we are. Ronnie, you and Lamont go right. Selena, we'll go left. We'll flank them. A pincer movement."
"Like a scorpion," Lamont said.
"Don't you ever quit?" Ronnie said.
"Go," Nick said.
Selena crawled behind Nick, adrenaline pumping through her veins. She felt ten years younger, strong, invulnerable. It was a feeling she lived for, the high that came only in these life and death moments. Crawling over the Egyptian desert, a pistol in her hand, while people tried to kill her, she suddenly thought about the life growing inside her.
Going to make a hell of a story to tell him. Him?
There wasn't much cover except for tumbled pieces of stone and a few low rocks. Shots sounded to her right, where Lamont and Ronnie had engaged the Iranians. The Iranian boat was at the edge of the shore, not far from their zodiac. The man who'd identified himself as Dalir was climbing into it. Two men were pushing the boat out toward the water. Another was lying on the beach, firing three round bursts toward Ronnie and Lamont.
"Cover me," Nick said.
He stood and ran toward the beach. Selena began firing. Dalir started the engine. He saw Nick coming, drew a pistol, and fired. The bullet missed. Nick fired three quick rounds. Dalir screamed and collapsed back into the boat. The men who'd been pushing the boat brought their rifles up. They were silhouetted against the phosphorescent surf, visible in the light of the moon and the stars. The hard, flat sound of four pistols firing at once cracked the night open. One of the men fell back into the water. Bullets sent spurts of sand into the air by Nick's feet and ricocheted off the rocks. Something plucked at his pants.
The slide on his pistol locked open. He dropped the magazine and reached for another as the last Iranian took aim at him. A shot from Selena dropped him. The man fell into the water. His body floated face down, rocking in the movement of the surf.
The night became quiet, except for the sound of the Red Sea lapping against the shore.
Nick released the slide on his pistol. Sudden fatigue embraced him, the arms of an unfriendly lover. He reloaded and chambered a round. He decocked the Sig and holstered it. Then he waded into the surf and grasped the Iranian boat. It was sinking. Someone's bullets had gone through it. He looked inside. Dalir lay on his back, blood staining the water sloshing around the bottom of the boat. His eyes were open, still bright with the aftermath of life. Soon they would cloud over, but it would make no difference. He wasn't going to be looking at anything, ever again.
That one's for you, Rivka.
Nick let the raft go. It started to drift away with Dalir's body inside it. It wouldn't be long before it disappeared under the waves. He walked back to shore. The others gathered around him.
"Our boat's toast," Lamont said. "Looks like the Iranians shot it up. Or maybe we did."
"How's the arm?" Nick asked.
"It's been better. I wouldn't mind a beer about now."
"When we get back to Israel, I'll buy the beers."
"Hope you got a deep pocket."
Ronnie said, "What's next, Kemo Sabe?"
"Now we start walking. It shouldn't take more than a few hours. Let's hope we make it back without getting caught."
As it turned out, it was a false hope.

CHAPTER 41

It was hard to tell what President Corrigan was really thinking, but Elizabeth had no problem at all reading his Chief of Staff. Ellen Cartwright looked as if she were about to have a stroke.
"Your team deliberately disobeyed specific orders from the Israeli authorities to back off. They violated Egyptian territory and damaged an important historical landmark. They destroyed the property of an Israeli businessman, and then killed four Iranian nationals. Now there's an armed standoff between Israeli and Egyptian forces at the site. You are in a world of deep shit, Director."
Elizabeth had been listening to Cartwright rant for the last five minutes. She'd had enough.
"If you really believe what you just said is important, you are even more stupid than I thought."
Cartwright's face turned a darker red. Elizabeth wouldn't have believed it was possible.
"What? What did you say?"
"You heard me. You sound like an idiot. Do I have to point out the religious and historical significance of what they found? The tomb of King David? A gigantic treasure set aside by King Solomon to maintain the Jewish Temple? As to the Iranian nationals, they were agents of Tehran's vicious intelligence service. They'd left my team to die in a truly terrible situation. And what has an Israeli businessman's property got to do with anything? It was the Iranians that shot up his boat, not my team. They did exactly what they were supposed to do, in the way they've been trained to do it. The last I heard, the Israelis are ecstatic about the discovery and very grateful to us because of it."
Cartwright sputtered. "You… you…"
Corrigan seemed amused by the exchange. "That's enough, Ellen. Calm down. Director Harker, what is the status of your team now?"
"They were picked up by the Israelis as they tried to cross the border. They're on their way back. Tel Aviv gave them first-class tickets on El Al. They arrive here later today."
"I want you to assign them to this threat against the Jewish conference."
"That was my intention, sir."
"As you know, the prime minister of Israel will be in attendance. He and I will be jointly addressing the conference on the opening day."
"Are you sure that's wise, Mister President? We know there's a valid threat. With you and the prime minister present, the conference is an extremely attractive target."
"Everywhere I go, I'm a target. The security preparations are extensive. I don't think there's much to fear. Nonetheless, I want to add your resources into the security arrangements. Director Hood is also looking into it, as are the Bureau and Homeland Security. The Director of National Intelligence is your point of contact to the other agencies. I expect you to be a team player. Cowboy tactics may work in Egypt, but they have no place here. Understood?"
"Yes, sir," Elizabeth said.
"Good. Keep the DNI informed."
The meeting was over. As she left the Oval Office, Elizabeth glanced back. Cartwright was staring at her with hatred.
You've made an enemy there. It was worth it, but now you'll have to watch your back.
Back at Project headquarters, Elizabeth went straight for the coffee machine. She poured a cup and settled behind her desk. Stephanie came into the room.
"How did the meeting with the president go?"
"His Chief of Staff is a total ass," Elizabeth said.
"Oh, oh. What did you do?"
"Nothing much, except call her an idiot."
"Elizabeth. You didn't."
"I did. She'd been going on about how the team screwed up. If you listened to her, you'd think Nick and the others were a bunch of wannabe Rambos who went around blowing up archaeological monuments and killing innocent Iranians for fun. Not a word about what the team had accomplished or how much that had lifted our relationship with Israel."
"What did Corrigan say?"
"He's not dumb. He knew she was out of line. I think he wanted to see how I'd handle her."
"That's manipulative as hell."
Elizabeth shrugged. "He's the President. That's what people sitting in the Oval Office do. They manipulate."
"Your cynicism is getting out of hand, Elizabeth."
"I'm not sure it ever was in hand. Not since I started working for the government."
"What's next?" Steph asked.
"The threat to the conference. Corrigan wants us to throw all our resources at it. He also wants us to coordinate it with the other agencies through the DNI. The Bureau, Homeland Security, Langley. He gave me the old team player speech."
"We start getting bogged down with the bureaucracy, nothing useful is going to happen," Stephanie said.
"Corrigan doesn't understand our role. I'm not sure that he ever will. We're certainly going to concentrate on this potential threat, but I'm damned if I'm going to be the kind of 'team player' he thinks he wants. Either he's going to learn that we work better on our own without interference, or he won't."
"And if he doesn't?"
"Then I think we may be looking for something else to do," Elizabeth said.

CHAPTER 42

Dayoud pulled the van into the service alley behind the hotel where the conference was to be held. He parked and got out. Hamid and Amin followed. A man wearing the uniform of hotel security stood leaning against the wall, smoking.
"You can't park there," he said.
The guard dropped his cigarette and crushed it underfoot.
"Why not?" Dayoud said.
"No one parks there except contractors for the hotel."
"We have a work order from the chief engineer," Dayoud said. "We're going to inspect your HVAC system for compliance with the new city regs."
He pulled the official looking paper from his overalls.
"Let me see that," the security man said.
Dayoud gave him the paper. It appeared to be signed by Dawson, the chief engineer.
"Dawson's off sick," the guard said. "Wait here. I'll get Kowalski. He's in charge when Dawson's not around."
"Take your time," Dayoud said. "We're not going anywhere."
The guard went inside. Dayoud went round to the back of the van and opened the doors.
"You think he's suspicious?" Amin asked.
"Why don't you ask him when he comes back?" Dayoud said. "Idiot. Of course he's not suspicious. If he were, he would've told us to move on. Come on, let's get the cylinder onto the dolly."
The cylinder no longer looked like an air compressor, although it still featured gauges and hose connectors on top. It had been altered to look like the kind used for recharging refrigeration and air conditioning units.
Amin and Hamid picked up two toolboxes filled with various tools and test instruments, including a leak detector and a system analyzer. Anyone who bothered to look would see nothing in the boxes except common tools of the trade. Dayoud had been thorough. A folding aluminum ladder completed appearances.
"This box is heavy," Amin complained.
"Stop whining and pay attention," Hamid said.
The guard came back out into the alley. With him was a stocky, dark-haired man who needed a shave.
"Kowalski here will take you wherever you need to go," the guard said. "You can leave the truck here."
"Thanks," Dayoud said.
He turned to Kowalski. "We'll be as quick as we can, but we have to go over everything."
"Whatever," Kowalski said. "I got plenty to do. I'll take you guys down into the basement and show you the system. Then I gotta go deal with a problem on the twelfth floor."
"That'll be fine," Dayoud said. "With a little luck, we'll be out of here in a couple of hours."
"Whatever," Kowalski said again.
He showed them the service elevator and took them down to the basement, then led them to the central control room for the heating and ventilation systems.
"Here you go," Kowalski said. "The new system is over there. Are you familiar with it?"
"Sure," Dayoud said. "Nice set up."
"Yeah, they put it in a year ago. I'm surprised you guys have to check it out. Anyway, I'll leave you to it. Make sure you don't do anything that screws up the guests' comfort."
"We look like amateurs?"
"No offense, buddy. I have to say stuff like that."
"No problem."
"I'll be back down in about an hour. The service elevator will take you to the roof if you need to check out the A/C units up there."
"Thanks, Kowalski."
Dayoud and the others watched Kowalski walk away, back to the service elevator.
When he was gone, Dayoud said, "Hard to believe, isn't it?"
"What is?" Hamid asked.
"How easy it was to get in here. Their security stinks. We'll hide the gas inside the ductwork. When security cracks down before the conference, they'll be looking for anything that seems out of place. They're not going to find our little surprise."
He looked up at the complex network of ducting running along the ceiling. The hotel was forty-eight stories high. The ductwork was more than big enough to crawl through, with plenty of room left over.
Hamid pointed. "There's an access panel over there, by that big blower."
The panel was about five feet tall and three feet wide, big enough to let a man enter the ductwork with ease.
"That will do," Dayoud said.
Hamid wheeled the dolly over to the panel.
"Amin, you take off the panel."
Amin took a nut driver from the toolbox.
"What about that blower?"
"The heat will remind you of the desert on a summer day," Dayoud said.
At the look on Amin's face, he laughed.
"Don't worry, brother. I'll turn it off."
He walked over to the control panel by the blower and punched the off button. The loud whir of the big fan faded to silence.
"It won't be off long enough for anyone to notice. Amin, get to work. Hamid, help me open the cylinder."
The two men removed the cylinder from the dolly. Dayoud grasped the gauge group on the top and exerted pressure. It moved a half turn clockwise and clicked. Dayoud lifted it off and set it aside. He reached down into the cylinder and withdrew a container that had been hidden within the compressor.
"Careful," Hamid said.
Dayoud set the container down on the floor. It was painted black. It was small enough that one man could carry it in a bag, but it held enough sarin gas to kill everyone in the hotel. A few feet away, Amin had the access panel off the ductwork. He looked inside.
"It's perfect," he said. "There's a second duct branching off, about ten feet up. We can place the gas there. No one will see it, even if they look in here."
Hamid replaced the false top on the cylinder. Dayoud opened one of the toolboxes and took out what appeared to be a digital test instrument with leads. In reality, it was a timer that would release the poison gas on the afternoon of the first day of the conference, when the Israeli prime minister and the President were scheduled to speak. He set it aside and took out a rolled up package containing wire, a detonator, a battery, connector, and a package containing a kilo of Semtex.
Dayoud said, "Hamid, you and Amin hand things to me when I say."
Dayoud went through the panel into the ductwork.
"Hand me the ladder."
Hamid gave it to him. Dayoud set the ladder against the duct wall and climbed up to the branch.
"Now give me the gas."
It only took a few minutes to place the deadly container inside the branching duct. He positioned it away from the edge, out of sight from anyone looking up into the ductwork.
"Timer and wire," Dayoud said.
Hamid handed them up to him. Dayoud hooked a digital timer to the terminals on the container. It could run for a week. He set it to release the gas when he thought the Israeli Prime minister would be halfway through his speech.
A speech he will never finish.
Dayoud smiled at the thought.
"Now give me the Semtex."
Hamid handed it up to him. Dayoud had practiced setting up this kind of trap many times. It was simple enough. If someone moved the wires or the package with the Semtex, the detonator would go off. The explosion would take out half the basement and release the gas at the same time.
Dayoud climbed down from the duct.
"Seal it up."
Amin and Hamid replaced the access panel. Amin dropped one of the fasteners. It rolled away, out of sight.
"I dropped one."
"Get another," Hamid said.
Amin poked through the toolbox and found another fastener. It was a different color from the others, shiny. They finished reinstalling the panel. Hamid folded up the ladder. They strapped the false cylinder onto the dolly.
"Don't forget the blower," Hamid said.
Dayoud went to the control panel and turned it on. The big fan started up.
"Let's get out of here," Dayoud said.
As they were loading everything back into the van, they saw Kowalski coming toward them.
"You guys done already? That was fast."
"It's a great system," Dayoud said. "We didn't have to do anything. Everything's like it's supposed to be. I need you to sign this so we can get out of here."
He took a clipboard from the van. On top was an official looking form stating that the system had been fully inspected and was in good operating order.
"Sign here," Dayoud said. "You get a copy, we get a copy."
He handed Kowalski a pen. Kowalski scrawled a signature on the bottom. Dayoud took the copy sheet and handed it to him.
"Thanks for your help. You have a nice day."
While Kowalski looked at the sheet of paper in his hand, the three Iranians got into the truck. Dayoud started the engine and they drove away. In the side mirror he saw Kowalski studying the paper.
"The Americans have a saying for people like him," Hamid said.
"What's that?"
"Dumber than a sack of hammers."
The three laughed as they turned the corner out of the alley into the New York traffic.
They drove back to an underground garage two blocks from their apartment, where they'd rented a space to park the van. Dayoud parked in a spot deep in the bowels of the garage, in a dark corner. They got out of the vehicle. Dayoud opened the cargo doors.
"Peel off of the signs," he said. "Toss them in the back. We're not going to be using this again."
It took only a minute to strip the magnetic signs from the sides and place them inside the van. Dayoud twisted off the false top on the second cylinder and took out the container of gas. Hamid waited nearby, an open carryall in his hands. The bag was fitted with a space carved from gray foam, shaped to hold the gas. Dayoud placed the container of sarin in the bag and zipped it shut. Hamid got out of the van and set the bag down on the concrete floor of the garage.
Dayoud opened one of the toolboxes and took out the top tray. He reached inside and pulled out a square box. He placed the box on the floor of the van, opened the lid, and made an adjustment. He ran a wire from the box to one of the back doors. He climbed out of the van, closed the door most of the way, and hooked the wire to it. Carefully, he closed the door. He didn't lock it.
"Aren't you going to wipe everything down?" Amin asked.
"Why?"
"I thought that's what you're supposed to do. You know, fingerprints."
"You've been watching too much TV. There's no need. I've left a little surprise for whoever finds the truck. Besides, no one is looking for us. Not yet."
"Plenty of people will be looking for us in a few days," Hamid said.
"They can look all they like. They won't find us."
"God willing."
"Yes, God willing."
Dayoud picked up the bag with the sarin. The three men walked out of the garage.

CHAPTER 43

Nick and the rest of the team sat on the couch in Elizabeth's office. Stephanie was off to the side with her laptop. The only person not present was Freddie, but then he wasn't exactly a person. Nick was pretty sure Freddie was listening, just the same.
"How's the arm, Lamont?" Elizabeth asked.
Lamont's left arm rested in a blue sling. "It's okay, Director. I have to wear the sling for a little while, but it comes in handy."
He reached inside the sling with his right hand and took out a small pistol.
"Perfect for my.380."
"No permanent damage?"
"Nope."
"I'm glad to hear it," Elizabeth said.
She tapped her pen on her desk.
"Nick, you stirred up a hornet's nest over there. The part of Egypt where you found Solomon's gold used to be in ancient Israel. When you told the Israelis where the treasure was, they sent in a Sayeret Matkal team to defend it."
"Special forces," Nick said. "Those guys are the cream of the crop."
"I'll bet the Egyptians didn't like that," Ronnie said.
"That's putting it mildly. At the moment there's what the diplomats like to call a 'tense situation' going on at those ruins. The Israelis are refusing to withdraw. The Egyptians have troops facing them. Nobody's quite sure what's going to happen. Both sides are in negotiations. Of course, both of them want the loot."
Nick reached in his pocket, took out the coin he'd taken from the temple floor, and placed it on Harker's desk. She picked it up and looked at it. It was made of gold and irregularly shaped. The coin was bright with the reddish color of pure gold. It looked as though it had been minted yesterday.
"That room was stacked with chests filled with coins like this," Nick said. "There were statues of gold, bars of gold, silver. Jewels, rubies as big as goose eggs. Probably diamonds and sapphires and everything else as well. The Israelis aren't going to give it up without a fight. Aside from it's value, it's their heritage. Not to mention a stone box that probably contains the bones of King David."
"This is the sort of thing that makes lawyers rich," Stephanie said. "There will be legal battles over who owns it for years."
"At least it's not our problem anymore," Nick said. "I've seen enough of Israel to last me a long time."
"The Israelis identified the men who tried to kill you as agents for VAJA, Iran's intelligence service."
"Sooner or later, someone's going to have to teach Tehran a lesson," Nick said.
"That's not our job," Elizabeth said. "Our job now is to see if we can confirm the threat to the Jewish conference. We only have two days until it begins."
"Director," Nick said, "we know there's a threat. Why else would an Iranian spy pretend to be Jewish and get a job at the Jewish Museum? She had to be gathering information. We all know what Iran thinks about Israel. With the prime minister scheduled to speak, it's a perfect target."
"It's worse than that," Elizabeth said. "President Corrigan is also going to address the conference."
"That's nuts," Ronnie said. "He can't take risks like that."
"Corrigan needs Jewish support if he wants to implement his programs. He's already announced his intention to speak. Outside of a few people, no one knows about the threat. If he doesn't show up, it will be seen as a slight to Jews everywhere. It will look like he's been pressured by elements in his party to stay away. His enemies would have a field day, claiming he was anti-Semitic."
"Is he?" Nick asked.
"I don't know," Elizabeth said. "I don't think so."
"I don't understand why anybody wants to be a politician," Ronnie said. "No matter what you do, somebody's going to attack you for it."
"I like what we do better," Lamont said. "At least we get to shoot back."
"We need more information," Nick said. "What do we know, aside from the fact that Miriam, or whatever her name was, was an Iranian plant?"
"Not much," Stephanie said. "When I searched Miriam's apartment, I found a pad I thought was blank. Freddie discovered a phone number on it. It belongs to a throw away. Langley is monitoring it and so are we, but no one's used it. It's our only lead at this point."
"You think it belongs to another Iranian? A terrorist?"
"Based on what we know about her, that's a safe assumption," Stephanie said.
"What's security like at the event?"
"As tight as it gets," Elizabeth said. "It's being put in place as we speak. The conference is the day after tomorrow. The NYPD will handle traffic and external security, the kind of thing they normally do when there's an important event. There will be FBI snipers covering the building, Secret Service everywhere, FBI agents outside and in. Metal detectors, pat downs, all the usual precautions in spades. No one's going to be able to get in there with a weapon. They're already going through the hotel looking for bombs or anything else suspicious."
"I've heard that before," Nick said. "I don't care how tight it is, there's always a way to get past security."
"What about the guests?" Selena said. "What about their rooms? Someone could have checked in before security was put in place."
"All that's been considered," Elizabeth said. "Everyone staying in the hotel has been checked out. Most of the rooms are reserved for people attending the conference. The prime minister won't be in the hotel except when he's speaking. President Corrigan will arrive a few minutes before Reubenstein, so he can greet him outside for the photo op."
"I want plans of the hotel," Nick said.
I have a complete set of plans in my database. Would you like me to print them for you?
Freddie's voice boomed through the office.
"Damn it, Freddie, how many times do we have to tell you to turn down the volume?" Stephanie said.
I apologize, Stephanie.
"Print the plans. Use the printer downstairs in the operations room."
Yes, Stephanie.
"Sometimes I think he does that on purpose," Stephanie muttered.
"Do they have cameras at the hotel?" Nick asked. "If somebody accessed the hotel that shouldn't be there, they could be on tape."
"The Bureau is already going through every tape from the last week," Elizabeth said.
"We have to be on site during the conference. I want total access. Freedom to go anywhere without anybody having anything to say about it," Nick said.
Elizabeth nodded. "That's not a problem."
"We need a comm set up that lets us talk to each other privately and can patch us into central command."
Elizabeth made a note. "Stephanie will take care of that. Anything else?"
"Make sure the Secret Service and the Bureau know we're armed. Everybody gets jumpy when there are weapons around the President. Israeli security also."
"All right," Elizabeth said.
"Whatever it is they're planning, I don't think it's going to be one of those lone gunman scenarios. My bet would be on a truck bomb, or something similar."
"No one will be able to get anything like that near the hotel," Elizabeth said. "Vehicle access will be blocked off except for the President and the prime minister."
Nick said, "Try telling that to the people killed in the last year by madmen driving trucks through security barriers."
"Suicide bomber, maybe?" Ronnie said.
"He'd never get through security," Elizabeth said.
"I don't believe in never," Nick said.

CHAPTER 44

Elizabeth's phone signaled a call from DCI Hood's direct line.
"Hello, Clarence."
"Good morning, Elizabeth. The number you found in that woman's apartment was activated ten minutes ago."
"Did you get a trace?"
"Only a general area. Somewhere on the Lower East side of Manhattan, between Avenue A and the river, bounded by 21st St. to the north and 4th Street to the south."
"That covers a lot of territory."
"Yes, but it's a start. The phone was turned off after a short conversation."
"Were you able to capture what was said?"
"No. We'll see what NSA comes up with. They'll have it in their database somewhere."
"By the time they find it, it could be next month," Elizabeth said.
"I know, but there's nothing we can do about it. We have to hope they use it again."
"It can't be a coincidence that it goes active now, this close to the conference."
"I don't think so," Hood said. "Unless they turn it on and start talking, we don't have much chance of finding it."
"I hate this part."
"The waiting?"
"Yes. We know something is going to happen. It's a credible, priority threat, but nobody is willing to cancel the conference. We've got high profile targets, as high as it gets. It's a perfect set up for everything to go wrong, and all I can do is sit here and hope something turns up to give us the information we need to head this thing off at the pass."
"I did my best to persuade Corrigan to stay away, but he wasn't going to hear it. His Chief of Staff gave me the impression she thought I was being disloyal."
"She's bad news," Elizabeth said. "She's a narcissist, caught up in her own little world of reflected power. With people like her in the White House, we don't need enemies."
"Why don't you tell me what you really think about her, Elizabeth?"
"I was being nice."
"I'm hoping we can still take that vacation," Hood said. "Perhaps after the conference…"
Someone said something in the background at Langley.
"Elizabeth, I'll call you back. There's a development."
Hood disconnected.
A development. I hope it's a good one.
Five minutes later Hood rang back.
"We might have something. The Bureau has been going through tapes from the hotel where the conference is being held. A white van with three men in it pulled into the service alley two days ago. The men were contractors of some kind. They went into the hotel with toolboxes and a ladder and came out about forty-five minutes later."
"That doesn't sound unusual," Elizabeth said.
"No, except that the van's a rental. Contractors who could work in that hotel have vehicles with a commercial license plate. They wouldn't be renting something."
"What kind of contractors?"
"The tape isn't very good. There's a sign on the side of the truck, but we can't read it. The angle is wrong."
"What's the Bureau doing to follow up?"
"Checking with the rental agency as we speak. They are also questioning people at the hotel."
"You think the van was being used by the terrorists?"
"It's a possibility. The only possibility we have, so far. It may turn out to be nothing."
"If it isn't nothing, it means they've already been into the hotel and done something. I suppose it could've been reconnaissance. But what if they planted a bomb?"
"The Bureau is going through that hotel with a fine tooth comb," Hood said. "Dogs, explosive detectors, the works. So far, nothing's turned up."
"Maybe they were just contractors."
"Let's hope so," Hood said.

CHAPTER 45

On the afternoon of the day before the conference, FBI Agent Jock Silverton was looking for the white van. The rental agency had provided the paperwork for the rental. The New York driver's license used to rent the van had turned out to be a phony. Finding the van had now become a high priority.
Agent Silverton was doing the kind of tedious work that characterized criminal investigations everywhere, looking for a lead. Other agents were reviewing tapes from the hotel interior. Silverton's assignment was to look at surveillance recordings from garages in the area where Dayoud's phone had briefly been active. It was boring and repetitive work. There were hundreds of hours of video and many garages to search through.
It was a long shot, but it was possible the van was parked in one of those garages. One of those cameras might have caught it at some point in time. That was assuming the van was in a garage in the first place, that the cameras in that particular garage were working, and that he'd be able to identify it if it did pass by a camera.
Those were a lot of ifs, but Silverton was used to doing things that often led nowhere. Sometimes if you did enough of those things, an answer appeared.
He paused the recording he was watching and glanced over at the photographs on his desk. One showed a smiling woman lying on a lounge chair on a beach. There were palm trees behind her. She was looking at the camera. The other was a picture of the same woman and two young children. Everyone was laughing.
Looking at the pictures reminded Silverton of why he put up with the boring bureaucracy of his job. He was one of the good guys. What he did helped protect the family he loved, and a lot of other people besides. He could put up with a lot of boring, because of that.
Jock turned his attention back to the monitor. Figuring that the bad guys would want to keep a low profile, he thought the driver would avoid the intense surveillance of Midtown. Silverton had started near the river and begun working up through a grid of streets he'd drawn up to guide his search. He'd been looking at video recordings for most of the day.
There were a lot of white vans in New York, a lot of them parked in garages. The one he was looking for might be on the street somewhere, in which case he'd never find it. The cops were on the lookout for the license plate, but Silverton thought the bad guys would have stashed it in a garage. It's what he would've done, if he were a terrorist. Why risk being towed, or the casual vandalism of parking on the street?
He was looking at recordings from a garage on Avenue B when he saw it. He ran the recording back and forth a few times to be sure, but there was no question. It was the license plate he was looking for.
Silverton called his boss and told him what he'd found.
"You're sure about it, Jock?"
"Yes, sir, I am. It's the right make and model, and the license plate matches the rental contract."
"Is there a sign on it?"
"Yes, sir. It says Azari Brothers, Heating and Air-Conditioning."
"You're sure about the license plate."
"Absolutely."
"Good work, Jock. Would you like to be there when we check it out?"
"Yes, sir, I would."
An hour later Silverton sat in an idling, unmarked car with three other agents, parked a half block away from the entrance to the garage. It was the middle of the afternoon in New York. The Special Agent in Charge was a man named Matthews. The other two agents were Phillips and Dodge. All four men wore blue suits and forgettable ties. Anyone looking at them couldn't fail to mistake them for cops of one kind or another. All of them had hair cropped short in a style that was almost military. They all had the sort of clean-cut look that would have made J. Edgar Hoover proud. Looking at his fellow agents, Silverton had a sudden thought that he'd somehow ended up in a 60s movie with James Stewart. He often had heretical thoughts like that. He quickly suppressed it.
"It's unlikely these guys are anywhere around," Matthews said. "All the same, make sure you're locked and loaded. Everybody set?"
Nods all around.
Matthews put the car in gear and drove forward to the entrance. A sign advertised a special half hour rate at $12.50. Across the way, on the exit side of the garage, a man sat reading a newspaper in a booth. Matthews stopped the car and got out. He walked over to the booth and rapped on the glass.
Matthews showed his badge. The attendant slid a glass panel open.
"This garage is temporarily closed," Matthews said.
"I can't do that," the man said. "What about the customers? What if someone wants their car?"
"We won't be long," Matthews said, "but we need to look at a vehicle in here. We don't want anyone coming in or out."
"Is there going to be trouble?"
"No trouble. But don't let any new vehicles in. Keep people out."
"I gotta call my boss."
"You do that. In the meantime, open the gate for us, and then lock the place down."
"But…"
Matthews gave the man a hard look. "Do it, if you know what's good for you."
He walked back to the car, waited for the gate to lift, and drove into the building.
The garage was large. It had three levels, two of them below ground. Hundreds of cars filled the spaces. Matthews followed a winding path down to the lowest level of the building. Everything was lit with harsh fluorescent light. They reached the bottom level and continued to the back, where the access road turned back toward the upper levels. The van was parked against the back wall, nose in to the corner.
Matthews stopped the Ford in the middle of the road and shut down the motor.
"Jock, take a video while we look. Stream it back to the office."
The four men got out of the car. Silverton made the connection back to the office with his phone and stood a few feet away from the van, recording. He took a close up of the license plate, then focused on Matthews and the others.
Matthews walked to the van and peered inside the driver side window.
"I don't see anything except fast food trash on the floor. I can't see into the back, there's a screen in the way."
He pulled on a pair of blue latex gloves and tried the door.
"Locked. Figures."
"How about the back?" Dodge said.
Matthews came around to the back. The van had a double door set up. There were no windows in the doors. He tried the handle. It was unlocked.
"We're in luck," Matthews said.
He pulled open the door.
The explosion blew the doors off and ripped through the roof of the van, hurling razor-sharp shards of steel into the air. One of the doors smashed into Matthews, crushing him against the back wall. The other struck Dodge and almost cut him in half. A vicious tongue of flame and debris caught Silverton and Phillips where they stood, lifting them off their feet and throwing them across the roadway. Their clothes caught fire, but neither man could feel it. Both were dead before they hit the ground.
Sprinklers erupted throughout the garage, raining down on the blazing van and the smoldering bodies of the agents.
Somewhere, an alarm began a frantic ringing.

CHAPTER 46

Elizabeth was on the phone with Hood.
"Four agents dead?" Elizabeth said. "What happened?"
"One of them was looking through video recordings from parking garages and found the van. The four of them went to the garage to check it out. The van was booby trapped. It blew up when they opened a door."
"What about forensics? Can they get anything from what's left?"
"They won't find much," Hood said. "The explosion started a fire. It took six hours to put it out. Everything was soaked by sprinklers and buried in foam by the fire department."
"If anyone had doubts about the seriousness of this threat, that should put an end to them," Elizabeth said.
"There's one piece of good news. The video from the garage showed the sign on the side of the van. It was for a heating and air conditioning company. The phone number and the address don't exist, and the contractor's number turned out to belong to a plumber in Yonkers. The poor bastard had a SWAT team show up at his door. Of course, he isn't involved."
"Has anyone talked to the people at the hotel who would deal with a contractor like that?"
"They have. The chief engineer is a guy named Dawson. He was conveniently out sick. He's being questioned as we speak, but my feeling is that he wasn't involved. His assistant is Kowalski. Kowalski is the one who dealt with the terrorists. There were three of them. They told him they were there to inspect the heating and cooling system and showed him paperwork signed by Dawson. No surprise, he never signed anything like that."
"How long were they there?"
"Kowalski says not very long. Forty-five minutes, more or less."
"Did he see what they were doing?"
"Nope. He was up on the twelfth floor, fixing an electrical problem."
"So the bad guys were in the hotel, unsupervised, for most of an hour."
"Correct."
"Whatever they did, it has to be something simple. Did Kowalski see anything unusual when he talked with them?"
"All he saw was the usual contractor stuff. They had a couple of toolboxes and a cylinder on a dolly."
"A cylinder? What kind of cylinder?"
"Kowalski says he's seen one like it before. The HVAC people use them to test the cooling system."
"But these weren't HVAC people. What would they be doing with a cylinder like that?"
"That's what I was wondering. Kowalski showed the terrorists where everything was and then went away. Federal agents searched the basement where Kowalski left them, but nothing has turned up. The dogs haven't sensed anything. There doesn't seem to be anything out of the ordinary in the area where the terrorists were supposed to be working. No odd packages, no out of place trash, nothing."
"I'm getting a bad feeling about this," Elizabeth said. "A cylinder could be a bomb."
"Kowalski says they took everything they had with them when they left, including the cylinder."
"Then there must have been something in the toolboxes. The cylinder could have been for show, to give them a look of legitimacy."
"I was wondering if you could send your team to the hotel and take a look," Hood said. "Nick and the others have been dealing with things like this for a long time. They're used to finding things that can kill you that look innocent. The Bureau is good, but the mindset is different. They don't have the same kind of experience."
"Nick's been chomping at the bit to do something since they came back from Israel. I'll send them up. If there's anything there, they'll find it."
"That's what I wanted to hear. That was quite a find they made over there."
"It's unfortunate that they didn't find it in Israel," Elizabeth said. "The Egyptians are determined to claim it for themselves. So far, it's a standoff."
"Too bad Solomon isn't around to pass judgment."
"I don't believe you said that," Elizabeth said.
"I have my moments."
"When this conference is over, let's head for the Caribbean."
"It's a date," Hood said.

CHAPTER 47

It was the day of the conference. Nick and the team had been in the hotel since first light. Everywhere they went they were stopped by Secret Service or FBI. The general attitude was that they weren't welcome and everything was under control, so why were they there in the first place?
They had been all through the building, including the basement. They'd found nothing out of the ordinary.
The Israeli prime minister and President Corrigan were already in the hotel. The prime minister had arrived at 12:30. President Corrigan had greeted him in the lobby. They'd been shepherded to a private conference room, trailing a gaggle of Mossad and Secret Service agents behind. The hotel was packed with delegates from all over the world.
Selena stood in the lobby with the others, watching people mill about.
"Alan should have been here to see this," she said. "This was his creation."
"From a security standpoint, this is a nightmare," Nick said. "There are too many people."
"Seems like half of them are Secret Service or something else," Ronnie said.
"It only takes one lunatic to make them all useless," Nick said.
"We still haven't talked to the maintenance guy, Kowalski."
"They had him over at the FBI office all morning. He has to be back by now. Let's find him."
They found Kowalski in the basement.
It didn't take Nick long to figure out that the assistant engineer wasn't the highest card in the deck.
"Like I told those other guys, I don't know nothin'."
"What other guys?" Nick asked.
"You know, the feds, guys like you."
"We're not FBI," Nick said. "We're something else. Tell me again why you left three men here without watching them."
"They had a work order. They looked okay."
"What does that mean?"
"What does what mean?"
"That they looked okay."
"You know. They looked like anybody else. Like working guys. Like guys that work on air-conditioning. Waddaya want from me?"
Selena said, "Mister Kowalski, no one is blaming you for anything. These men are terrorists. They were here for a reason. Our job is to try and find out what that was. Can you show me where they were when you last saw them?"
Relieved to know something they wanted, Kowalski led them into the control room where he'd last seen Dayoud and the others.
"I left them right here," he said. "Then I went upstairs."
"Just a few more questions, Mister Kowalski. Then you can get on with your work."
"Okay. That's good, I got a plumbing problem on the fourth floor. What with the president being here and all, everything's a mess. But the plumbing still has to work."
"What did they have with them?"
"Two toolboxes, like you carry tools in."
"What else?"
"They had a dolly with a cylinder on it. Like refrigeration guys use when they need to recharge something. I told the other guys that."
"Was there anything else?" Selena asked.
"Yeah, they had a ladder, one of those folding aluminum jobs."
Nick and Selena looked at each other. No one had mentioned a ladder before.
"Did you tell the other people who talked with you about that?"
"Come to think of it, it kind of slipped my mind, what with everybody being angry, confusing me."
"Angry?"
"Yeah, they acted like I'd done something wrong. All I did was follow orders. One guy was yelling at me."
"Well, he shouldn't have done that," Selena said.
"That's right," Kowalski said. "What right have those guys got to yell at me? I was just doing my job."
She looked at Nick. He nodded.
"Thank you for your time, Mister Kowalski. I don't think we have any more questions for you."
Kowalski looked like he wanted to get out of there. "Yeah, well, if you need to get hold of me, I'll be on the fourth floor."
They watched him leave.
"You did a good job with him," Nick said.
"The poor man was frightened," Selena said. "How would you feel if a bunch of federal agents came out of nowhere and started asking you a lot of questions?"
"Wouldn't bother me," Lamont said. "I'd tell them to take a hike back to the Hoover building."
"How would you get them to do that?" Ronnie asked.
"I'll show them my badge."
"They've got badges."
"Yeah, but mine's bigger than theirs."
In spite of herself, Selena laughed.
"The ladder is new info," Nick said.
Ronnie looked around the room. "I don't see anything they could have climbed up on. The feebs must have crawled all over the place. If there was anything up on top of that ductwork, they would have found it. Besides, most of it's right up against the ceiling. There isn't room for anything."
"What about inside the ducts?" Selena asked.
"Harker said the feds looked inside the ducts," Nick said. "They chalked a mark everywhere they looked, like that big access panel over there."
They walked over to the panel. A blue chalk mark showed that someone had checked it out.
"They went inside?" Ronnie asked.
"Yes." Nick looked at the panel. "Something bothers me about this, but I can't put my finger on it."
"It's got the chalk mark," Lamont said.
"Yeah, but something is bugging me about it."
Nick studied the panel.
"Why is one screw different from the others?" Selena asked.
"That's it," Nick said. "That's what was bugging me. It shouldn't be different. They should all be exactly the same. That one is the same size, but it's shiny. The others are all dull."
"Like someone replaced it," Lamont said.
"We need to open it up," Ronnie said.
"Get Kowalski back in here with his tools," Nick said. "Tell him to bring a ladder."
Fifteen minutes later, Kowalski showed up carrying a toolbox and a ladder.
"I gotta turn off the blower before I pull that off," Kowalski said.
He punched the button that shut down the big fan. A few minutes after that, he had the panel off the ductwork.
"The whole system is shut down with that blower off," Kowalski said. "I'll stay here until you're done, so I can put it back together."
"Okay," Nick said. "I'd like you to stand over by the wall, away from the opening."
"You think there's a bomb in there? Those guys already checked it out."
"It's only a precaution. Please, stand over there."
Grumbling, Kowalski moved to the other side of the room.
Nick got inside the ductwork and looked up. It was dark. He couldn't see anything except sheet-metal rising toward the ceiling.
Why did they need a ladder?
He took a flashlight from his pocket and turned it on.
"There's another large branch going off at a right angle, about ten feet up. Let me have the ladder."
His voice echoed inside the metal work.
Lamont handed the ladder in to him. Nick set it up against the steel and climbed. He shone his light down the branch and saw a round, black container with wires coming off it. The wires were connected to a digital timing device. Red LEDs on the display counted down as he watched.
More wires were hooked up to a package in front of the container. Seconds ticked off as the timer counted down.
Nick set his flashlight down in the duct, pointing at the bomb.
"There's a bomb, and a timer counting down. Call Harker, clear the hotel."
Selena took out her phone and speed dialed Virginia.
"Yes, Selena."
"We found a bomb. Nick says clear the hotel."
"Tell her, do it now," Nick yelled from inside the duct. "Tell her she's got less than four minutes."
"I heard that," Elizabeth said.
She disconnected and started making calls.
"Oh, shit," Kowalski said.
"Get out of here," Ronnie said. "Find the first cop you can find and tell him there's a bomb. Then get out of the hotel."
Kowalski ran for the door.
"What have we got, Nick?" Ronnie asked.
"There are two different packages, both of them wired up. There's a timer counting down. It's hooked up to a black object that's round, about two feet long. Sophisticated. This isn't some homemade job. The second package has wires coming out of it, too. It's covered with some kind of paste. Probably something to fool the dogs."
"What do you need?"
"I think the package blows when anybody messes with the timer or the black thing and sets it all off. There are a lot of wires. I cut the wrong one, it's all she wrote."
"Can you get to the timer?"
"Not without going through a web of wires. Someone knew what they were doing when they put this together."
Then he thought, Selena. The baby.
"Selena, get out of here."
"Just defuse it, Nick. I'm not leaving you here."
"Damn it, Selena."
"Tell us what to do, Nick. None of us are going anywhere."
Ronnie said, "How much time, Kemo Sabe?"
"Less than two minutes. We could use one of those transporters about now, like they had on Star Trek."
The timer was down to one minute and fifty-seven seconds. He took out his knife.
"Not much I can do. I'm going to start cutting."
"Wait," Selena said.
She ran over to the wall, pulled down a fire extinguisher, and ran back.
"That might work," Ronnie said.
"What might work?" Nick called.
Ronnie grabbed the extinguisher from Selena, ducked through the access panel, and climbed up the ladder below Nick.
"Spray the shit out of it with this," Ronnie said. "It's cold, it will coat everything. It should stop the timer."
"What if it doesn't?"
"Then we'll all be sitting on a cloud somewhere having a cold beer. Use the extinguisher."
He handed it up. Nick took the extinguisher from him and looked at the timer.
Forty-two seconds.
He pulled the safety pin, pointed the extinguisher at the malevolent package in front of him, and squeezed the trigger. A cloud of white blasted out of the nozzle, coating everything in the ductwork and beyond. Nick closed his eyes and ducked down as some of the spray blew back at him. It felt ice cold against his skin.
He opened his eyes and looked down the duct. The beam from his flashlight illuminated a scene that might've come out of a Christmas display window in a department store. Everything was covered with a thick coating of white. A faint shine of red from the timer came through the white. He couldn't read the numbers, but it didn't look as though they were moving. Even as he watched, the red glow faded.
"Must've worked," he said. "Time to get the bomb squad in here."
Nick climbed down the ladder and stepped out into the room.
Lamont and Ronnie started laughing.
"What's so funny?"
Ronnie said, "Your face and hair are covered in white. You look like a damn zombie."
Selena wrapped her arms around him.
"You should've left."
"Not a chance," she said.

CHAPTER 48

Elizabeth was in her office, on the phone with Hood at Langley.
"It was sarin," Hood said. "It was supposed to release into the ventilation system. There was enough gas to kill everyone in the conference, including the President and the prime minister. I think you just renewed your lease with the White House. Corrigan knows it was your team that found the device and deactivated it."
"It won't make any difference, if his Chief of Staff has anything to say about it."
"She won't be there forever. As far as the public knows, it was a conventional bomb, not poison gas. That device wasn't manufactured in somebody's basement. Your average terrorist doesn't have access to the kind of machinery necessary to manufacture that cylinder, not to mention the gas. We think Tehran is behind this, but we can't prove it."
"Were not out of the woods yet," Elizabeth said. "Those three are still out there somewhere. They may try something else."
"I'm going to send something to you," Hood said. "One of the agents who was killed at the van was documenting the search with a video. His phone was destroyed, but he was streaming images back to headquarters. I'd like you to look at it. That, and the video from the garage that led them there in the first place."
"Do we have a visual on any of the terrorists? Something we can use to help identify them?"
"You can see someone sitting in front as the van enters the garage, but his face isn't visible."
"Send everything over," Elizabeth said. "We'll take a look at it."
"Check your inbox. It should be there now."
Elizabeth looked at the screen on her computer, entered a command, and saw the files.
"Got it."
"I've got to run."
Hood disconnected. Elizabeth looked at the phone and set it down. It seemed like every phone conversation she had with Hood ended like that. She wasn't sure that boded well for the future of a relationship between them.
The team was back in Virginia. Elizabeth decided that everyone needed to watch the video. Six pairs of eyes were better than one. Stephanie was down in the computer room. Nick and the others were either in the gym or on the range.
Fifteen minutes later, everyone was settled on the couch, looking at the blank monitor behind Elizabeth's desk.
"I have two videos I want you to watch," Elizabeth said. "The first one shows the van used by the terrorists entering the garage where it was found. The second was taken by one of the FBI agents as they examined it."
"What are we looking for?" Ronnie asked.
"Anything that might give us a clue about who these people are, help us track them down, or ID them. It's a slim chance, but these videos are all we have. That, and FBI drawings based on Kowalski's descriptions. This is what they came up with."
Artist drawings of the three men appeared on the monitor.
"Those are pretty generic," Nick said. "Could be any three men from anywhere in the Middle East."
"They're better than nothing. Sometimes they get it right," Elizabeth said. "Watch the videos and tell me what you think."
"We got any popcorn?"
Elizabeth gave Lamont one of her looks.
"Sorry," he said.
"We'll start with the garage," Elizabeth said. "I'll run it in slow motion."
They watched as the white van came into view. The video was grainy and badly lit. The camera was angled to capture the license plate as the vehicle passed. You couldn't see who was sitting in the front, only someone sitting on the passenger side as the van passed the camera. The license plate was clearly visible as it went past the camera and into the garage. The video clip came to an end.
"That's it?" Nick asked.
"The next one is longer," Elizabeth said.
The video from Silverton's phone began playing on the monitor. The image panned over three of the agents. The audio quality was poor, but they could make out what was being said.
"The tall one is Matthews," Elizabeth said. "He was in charge."
The video zoomed in on the license plate and then swiveled to follow Matthews as he walked to the driver side door. They saw him take disposable gloves from his pocket and put them on before he tried the door.
"Locked. It figures."
"How about the back?"
"That's Dodge speaking," Elizabeth said.
On screen, Matthews walked to the back of the truck and tried the handle.
"We're in luck," Matthews said.
He moved to open the door. The screen went white.
"Some luck," Lamont said.
"Let's see those videos again," Nick said. "Something's off."
Elizabeth ran them again.
"You see it?" Nick asked.
"Where's the sign?" Ronnie said. "When it came into the garage, it had a sign on it."
"I'll be damned," Elizabeth said. "You're right."
"No one's commented on the sign?" Selena asked.
"No," Elizabeth said. "If they had, I would've heard about it. I can't believe I didn't see that."
"How do you get rid of a sign painted on the side of a truck?" Nick asked.
"Maybe it was one of those magnetic signs," Ronnie said. "People use them all the time to advertise their business. It's cheaper, and if you change vehicles you can take it with you."
"A magnetic sign would make sense," Selena said. "They wouldn't risk taking a rental to a painter."
"How many people make those kinds of signs?" Ronnie asked.
"You can buy them at a lot of places," Nick said. "But most of those don't manufacture them. They have to be ordered."
"Someone had to make it and they'll have a record of who ordered it," Elizabeth said. "It's a lead. I'll let Clarence know."

CHAPTER 49

Dayoud paced back and forth in the small apartment, while Hamid and Amin watched.
"It was bad luck," Hamid said.
"We failed," Dayoud said. "That is all Tehran will see. We will never have another opportunity like that. Months of planning, gone, with no results."
"It's not our fault," Amin said.
Dayoud scowled at him. "You are a fool."
"You don't have to be insulting."
"Do you understand nothing? Yesterday, you were talking about going home. That is no longer an option."
"What do you mean?"
"He means it is necessary to redeem ourselves in the eyes of Allah," Hamid said.
Dayoud nodded approvingly. "That is right, brother. You see clearly to the heart of the matter."
Amin looked from one to the other. "What are you saying?"
"Explain it to him, Hamid."
"He means we must now become shahid."
"Martyrdom?" Amin was shocked.
Hamid's voice was gentle. "Think about it, brother. It was never certain we would return home. We always knew it might be necessary to give our lives for the cause."
"Yes, but…"
"We took the oath, you know we must honor it. If we had succeeded in killing the Jew and the American president, things would be different. Now we will use our lives to sow death among the unbelievers."
Amin bowed his head. "You are right, brother."
Hamid patted him on the arm. "Allah will welcome us to Paradise."
"I have already thought about our targets," Dayoud said.
He went into the bedroom and took a folded map from the dresser. He came back to where the others sat and spread the map out on the kitchen table. Three areas were circled in red.
"This is a map of Manhattan," Dayoud said.
He tapped the map with his finger. "This is Times Square. It is always crowded at night, with thousands of people. The Americans gather there like mindless cows in the field. I will take the gas into the midst of them and release it. Many will die."
Dayoud pointed to a second spot.
"This is Penn Station. It is a major transportation hub for the city. Subways and trains and buses all come here. Hamid, you will take a vest and find a central spot. When you are satisfied that you can do the most damage, you will fulfill your oath. You will be the first to gain martyrdom."
"God willing," Hamid said.
"What will I do?" Amin said.
"You and I will go to Times Square together. The explosion at Penn Station will confuse the police and draw them away. Your target is a theater on 48th St. where a popular play is being staged. The play glorifies the deviant sexuality of this decadent country. It is a perfect statement that the infidels cannot ignore."
"I will wear a vest?"
"Yes. You will wait outside until the play is over. When the stream of people leaving is at its peak, then you detonate the vest."
"What if I'm detected?"
"The vest will be hidden under your coat. No one will notice you."
"When do we attack?" Hamid asked.
"Today is Thursday. Tomorrow is a day for prayer. We will attack on the evening of the next day."

CHAPTER 50

It was Saturday, and unseasonably warm on the East Coast. People were out taking advantage of the freakish sunshine and warm weather. Weekends were usually a time when Elizabeth could relax. This weekend, relaxation wasn't an option.
There wasn't much she could do without more information. Everyone knew there could be another attack. The three Iranians had failed to kill the Israeli prime minister and President Corrigan, but that didn't mean they were done. She'd sent Nick and the team back to New York, on the off chance something would turn up. Something to give them a chance at finding the terrorists before they could do any more damage.
Elizabeth's phone signaled a call from Langley.
"Hello, Clarence."
"Elizabeth. I have some news."
"Good news, I hope."
"We've tracked down the New York manufacturer of the sign that was on the van. The Bureau is sending someone there now."
"You don't think the terrorists are done, do you,?" Elizabeth said.
"No, I don't. That device was sophisticated. These aren't your average suicide bombers. They were too well-equipped to give up if the first attempt didn't work out."
"So far, they haven't made any mistakes."
"Sooner or later they will," Hood said. "There's always a mistake. It will probably turn out to be something simple. Hang on, I'm getting another call. Right back."
Hood put her on hold. Elizabeth looked at the sun shining on the patio outside and thought again about how nice it would be, to be lying on a beach somewhere.
"I'm back," Hood said. "The Bureau got the address of the store where the sign was ordered. It's in the city."
"Whereabouts?"
Hood gave her the address.
"Nick and the others are in a hotel three blocks from there. I can send them to check it out."
"The FBI might not appreciate that."
"I don't care what the FBI appreciates," Elizabeth said. "We can get there quicker than they can. Time is a factor here."
"Go ahead and send them," Hood said. "I'll pass the word."
"I'll call you as soon as I know what they know," Elizabeth said. "I'll call them now."
She disconnected and called Nick.
"Yeah, Director."
"Where are you?"
"In the hotel, about to eat lunch."
"We know where the sign for the van was ordered," Elizabeth said. "It's a store about three blocks from where you are now. I want you to go there and talk to whoever took the order. Do it now."
"On my way," Nick said. He hung up.
The waiter set the plates with food down on the table. Nick stood and looked at the others.
"That was Harker. Let's go."
"What about the food?" Lamont asked.
"We'll eat later."
Nick took four twenties out of his wallet and tossed them on the table.
"That ought to cover it."
"For burgers and coffee?" Lamont said.
"It's New York."
Lamont picked up his burger and followed Nick and the others out of the hotel.
It only took a few minutes to walk to the store where the sign had been ordered. It was a narrow shop, crammed between a beauty parlor and a pizza joint. The aisles were loaded with tourist items. Cups with I Love New York printed on them, miniature statues of liberty, key rings with pictures of the Empire State building, stuffed animals, an endless array of souvenirs. They made their way to a counter in the back. A sign listed available services. One was copying keys. Another stated that custom signs could be made to order.
"Must be the right place," Ronnie said.
A sour-faced, dark-haired man about fifty years old stood behind the counter, watching them. Streaks of white showed in his hair. He needed a shave. A smell of stale smoke hung around him like a cloud. He looked nervous as he saw them approaching, his hand under the counter, ready to press an alarm. A name tag on his shirt identified him as Niko.
Nick showed him his gold badge. He only used it in situations like this. It wasn't the kind of thing he took with him into places like Pakistan.
"Are you the owner?" Nick asked.
"Nah, I just work here."
The accent was pure New York. Nick took out the FBI drawings made from Kowalski's description of Dayoud and the others. He laid them on the counter.
"We only want to ask you a few questions," Nick said. "You're not in any trouble. You recognize any of these people?"
Niko looked down at the drawings and back up again. "Nah, I ain't seen anybody like that."
"Look again," Nick said. There was an edge of steel in his voice. "Take your time. Really take your time. Be sure."
Niko looked at Nick, then at Lamont and the scar running across his face. He looked down again at the pictures.
"Maybe," Niko said. "Maybe this one."
He pointed at one of the pictures. Nick waited.
"Yeah, I remember. He ordered a big sign for his truck. A contractor sign. I sell a lot of those, but usually not that big. That's why I remember it."
Nick said, "Do you have an order slip for him?"
"Maybe, I don't know. If I do, it's in the back."
"You want to get it for me?"
Niko looked at the store. "I gotta keep an eye on things. Sometimes people try to steal stuff."
Selena smiled at him. "We'll watch the store for you. It would be a big help if you could find that slip."
"Yeah, okay, just be sure you look out for people grabbing stuff from that front rack, where the earrings and stuff are hanging."
"No problem," Lamont said. "Ronnie, come on up front with me."
"You don't have to worry," Selena said. "Nobody's going to mess with those two."
"The sooner you find that slip, the sooner we're out of here," Nick said.
"Yeah, yeah, okay."
A beaded curtain hung over a door behind the counter. Niko went through and disappeared into the back. Nick watched the strings of beads swaying after he was gone.
"You charmed him," Nick said.
"Better than scaring him, like you and Lamont," Selena said.
"Hope he finds that slip."
Ronnie and Lamont stood at the front of the store.
"I'm going next door for some pizza," Lamont said. "You want a slice?"
"Make sure it's got pepperoni," Ronnie said.
Lamont disappeared. Ronnie stood guard by the earrings.
Back at the counter, Nick and Selena waited. A minute later the beads parted. Niko came out with a piece of paper in his hand.
"Here ya go."
He handed the paper to Nick. It listed the size of the sign, what was to be written on it, and the cost. It had a phone number and an address. Nick recognized the number of the burner phone.
"You always get an address?" Nick asked.
"Yeah. The guy used a credit card. I ask for a photo ID. That was the address that was on it. The phone number was so I could let him know when the sign was ready."
Nick copied the information.
"Was anybody with him when he came in?"
"Nope, just him."
"Thanks," Nick said. "You've been a big help."
"Whatever," Niko said. "What did this guy do?"
"Let's just say he's a lousy contractor," Nick said.
"Nobody wants to do an honest day's work no more," Niko said.
Nick and Selena walked to the front, where Ronnie was standing guard.
"Where's Lamont?" Nick asked.
"He went next door for some pizza. Here he comes."
"Anybody want a slice?" Lamont said.
"You ever stop thinking about food?" Nick asked.
"I figured we had time. It was right next door. Besides, I like New York pizza. This is the only place you can get the real thing."
Nick stepped out and hailed a cab.

CHAPTER 51

The cab dropped them off across the street from the address on the order slip. They were in the heart of the Lower East Side. The building was a red brick tenement that had been built sometime around the end of the nineteenth century. A rusty fire escape climbed up one side of the building. The bricks were dark with years of city grime. A sign in a front window advertised an apartment for rent.
"You think these guys might actually be in there?" Ronnie asked.
"It's worth a shot," Nick said.
"Why would they use a real ID?" Lamont asked.
"They wouldn't," Nick said. "But this whole thing smells like a long-term government op. They had to have good IDs to rent a van. The woman at the museum was in place for months. Maybe an apartment was provided for them. Someone could have made up ID's to go with it."
"If they did, it was a pretty stupid mistake," Ronnie said.
"Iran is like everywhere else. Their intelligence agency is a huge bureaucracy. Anything's possible in a bureaucracy. I've seen Langley make dumb mistakes in the field. Why should Iran be any different?"
"How do you want to play it?" Ronnie said.
"We don't know what apartment they're in. We'll find the manager."
"If this dump has one," Ronnie said.
"There has to be someone to keep everything working."
They climbed a set of concrete steps to the entrance. The outside door opened into an entry foyer with brass mailboxes and doorbells. The floor of the entry was made of small black and white tiles in a check pattern. The foyer smelled faintly of urine.
Nick tried a second door leading into the building. It was locked.
"There's a bell marked manager," Selena said.
Nick pressed it. Next to the bells was a brass plate with a speaker grill. A voice crackled from the unit.
"Who is it?"
"You the manager?"
"Who wants to know?"
Nick looked at the others and shrugged.
"We're interested in the apartment for rent."
The lock on the inner door buzzed. Ronnie pushed it open.
A stale odor of neglect greeted them inside. They stood in a hallway that ran across the front of the building. To their left, a set of worn stairs climbed to the upper floors.
"No elevator," Lamont said. "This place has a lot of class."
Down the hall, a door opened and a man came out. He wore stained coveralls and a blue work shirt. He was probably sixty years old, but it was hard to tell. His eyes were watery brown, tired. His hair was streaked with gray, his face worn down by life. He might've been handsome, once. He smelled faintly of alcohol.
"You want to see the apartment?"
Nick showed his badge. "We're not here for that."
The man sighed. "Cops."
"What's your name?"
"Benny. Everyone calls me Benny."
"Okay, Benny. You're not in any trouble. We're looking for someone we think is living here," Nick said.
He took out the FBI drawings and showed them to the manager.
"Do you recognize these men?"
"That one's pretty good," the manager said. He pointed at the same picture Niko had recognized at the sign shop. "The others, not so much, but yeah, I recognize them. They're in unit 5 D."
"Are they home now?"
"How would I know? People come, they go, I don't see them. Those three keep to themselves."
"Okay. I need a key to that apartment."
"You got a warrant?"
"Look," Nick said. "You make us go back and get a warrant, it will piss me off. How about we do it the easy way?"
He held up a twenty dollar bill.
Benny took the twenty. "I'll get it."
He went back inside his unit for the key.
"What a sad looking man," Selena said. "I wonder how he ended up here?"
"He's a drinker," Ronnie said. "He's lucky he's got a job."
Benny came back down the hall and handed Nick the key.
"Fifth floor, on the left, all the way down."
"We'll bring the key back when we're done."
"Yeah."
They went up the stairs until they reached the fourth floor. Nick stopped.
"If nobody's home, we look for whatever we can find. If they're inside, this could go south in a hurry. Don't mess around, but try not to kill everybody. We need information."
He looked at Selena. "I want you outside, in the hall. You don't come in until it's clear."
"Nick…"
"Just do it."
Selena was about to argue with him, but the way he looked at her told her it wouldn't do any good.
"All right."
"Let's go," Nick said.
They drew weapons and climbed up the last flight. At the top landing, Nick glanced right and left into the hall.
"Hall's clear."
They moved in single file, keeping against the wall. They passed the doors of two units. The sound of a television came from one of them. They reached the end of the hall and the door to 5 D.
Nick inserted the key in the lock, held up three fingers, and counted down.
Three. Two. One.
Nick turned the key, reached for the knob, and opened the door.
Inside the apartment, Hamid sat at the kitchen table, putting the finishing touches on his suicide vest. It was a little different from the traditional vest. The favorite design used a dozen or more sticks of explosives wired to a detonator or a dead man switch. It was bulky and heavy, hung from straps over the shoulders, and required a fair amount of clothing around it to conceal the shape. That was one reason why women were so popular in the Middle East as suicide bombers. The traditional burqas they wore were perfect for concealing the bomb.
The one Hamid was working on was improvised. It would be strapped around his chest with duct tape. Hamid had flattened a kilo of Semtex and placed it inside a cloth grocery bag. The bag made a perfect container for the bomb. He'd added nails and tacks to the package. When the Semtex detonated, a cloud of sharp metal would fly in all directions, ripping into anyone unfortunate enough to be in the area.
An empty glass and a loaded Glock.45 lay on the table. Amin was in the bathroom, dealing with his upset bowels. Dayoud had gone out to a neighborhood store to buy orange juice. No one was planning on eating dinner. Dinner would be a pill, designed by the pharmacological geniuses in Tehran. It created a high that combined a feeling of euphoria with one of invincibility.
Hamid smiled. He would go to Paradise happy, ready to prostate himself at the feet of Allah. He wondered what the face of God would look like.
He heard the key turn in the door.
"Dayoud," he called. "About time."
The door slammed open.
Nick saw Hamid sitting at the table and the gun next to him.
"Freeze!" he yelled.
Hamid saw the big American and his gun and didn't think about what to do. He grabbed the Glock and brought it up. He'd almost made it before Nick shot him.
In the bathroom, Amin had just pulled up his trousers. He was buckling his belt when he heard the roar of Nick's pistol.
The bathroom door burst inward and knocked him back onto the toilet. A fierce looking man with a terrible scar across his face pointed a pistol at Amin's head.
"Don't move, mother fucker."
One flight below, Dayoud was coming up the stairs. He heard the gunfire from above and knew what it meant. He dropped the bag with the juice on the steps. He ran back down, left the building and quickly walked away. In a minute he had turned the corner. He hailed a cab and was gone.
"Selena, it's clear," Nick called. "Come on in. Ronnie, you stand out in the hall. Keep the civilians away. Keep your pistol out of sight and hold up your badge when you see the cops coming. They don't like guns."
Selena took in the scene. Hamid's body lay by an overturned chair. His blood was spreading out over the worn linoleum floor. The room stank of gunpowder and death. Lamont came out of the bathroom with Amin. Amin had his hands on his head. Lamont's pistol was pressed up against his skull.
Nick said, "Selena, there's duct tape on that table. Help Lamont tie that guy up. I'm going to call Harker."
"Lie face down on the floor, asshole," Lamont said.
"There is blood there," Amin protested.
"Tough shit. Lie down. You want me to shoot you?"
Amin lay down in Hamid's blood.
"Put your hands behind your back."
Amin did as he was told. Lamont kept his pistol on him while Selena tore a strip from the roll of tape. She wrapped it around Amin's wrists and bound them together. She got up and began looking around the apartment.
Nick had Harker on the phone.
"We've got two of them. I don't know where the third guy is."
"Did you take them alive?"
"One of them wanted to be a hero, but the other one is alive and well. We didn't even have to shoot him."
"You're sure it's them?"
"Aside from the fact that one of them is a dead ringer for one of those FBI pictures, the Semtex and detonators on the kitchen table clinches it. The dead guy was making a bomb or a suicide vest."
"Nick." It was Selena.
"Director, hold on. Selena's found something."
She came over with the map Dayoud had marked.
"There are three areas circled in red," she said. "I think they're targets."
"Director, there's a map. They were planning on hitting three more targets."
He looked at the map.
"One of them is Penn Station," Nick said. "One is in the theater district, and the last one is Times Square."
"All right," Elizabeth said. "Good work."
"Nick," Ronnie called. "The cops are here."
Nick could hear Ronnie talking to someone outside.
"Director, NYPD is here. They're going to be upset. You'd better make some calls."
"I'll call you back," Elizabeth said.

CHAPTER 52

Dayoud sat in one of the many anonymous restaurants that peppered the city, drinking a cup of coffee and thinking about his next move. Hamid and Amin were dead. At least he hoped they were dead. There had been two gunshots. Or was it three? He wasn't sure. Either way, he was the last one left. The entire mission had turned out to be a disaster. But if he was able to complete his part and release the sarin, that would surely earn him the place he deserved in Paradise.
He looked at his watch. It wouldn't be long until dark. Night time was best for the attack. The warm weather would help, bringing more infidels out onto the streets. By eight or nine o'clock, Times Square would be crowded with thousands of people, all bathed in the glare of bright lights and blazing neon that lit the area at night.
There would be tourists from other parts of the country. There would be women selling themselves, con artists looking to fleece the unwary, people looking for sex or to get high, thousands of others with nothing better to do than stand around hoping for something interesting to happen.
Tonight their hopes would come true, though it might be more than they'd bargained for. He'd release the gas and detonate the bomb he'd constructed. Many would die in the explosion, many more as the sarin dispersed. It was a terrible death, but the Americans deserved it. How many people had died under their bombs? His brother had been killed in Syria. His other brother, killed by the Jews in Lebanon. His grandfather tortured by the Shah's secret police, a victim of the American-backed regime.
He'd considered releasing the gas in the subway system, where it would be more contained. But Times Square was a symbol known throughout the world, and it had the advantage of being highly visible. It would be difficult for the American authorities to cover up hundreds of dead bodies lying out in the open. Their media would make sure of that. With luck, it would be thousands. There would be panic, people trampled underfoot as the crowd tried to flee.
Chaos, in the heart of the Great Satan.
It would rival the attack on the Twin Towers as a blow against the infidel. Dayoud knew his name would be remembered, forever.
Allah would be pleased.
Dayoud finished his coffee, paid his bill, and left the restaurant. He began walking uptown. The carryall with the gas and bomb was stored in a locker at Grand Central Station. He had plenty of time to get the bag and make his way across town to the target. Still, he felt impatient. Perhaps he shouldn't wait until nighttime.
How had the Americans discovered the apartment? Now they would be looking for him. Dayoud couldn't think of anything he or the others had done to give themselves away. Well, there wasn't any point in brooding about it.
He took a blue pill from his pocket and swallowed it. The effect would last for many hours, more time than he needed. As he walked, Dayoud tried to think if there was anything in the apartment that might give the police a way to find him.
The map! The map was on the table!
Dayoud stopped dead in his tracks. Someone bumped into him.
"Hey, watch it buddy."
The man gave him a hard look and walked on.
Dayoud started walking again.
They have the map. They know the targets.
As he waited at a corner for the light to change, Dayoud considered his options. He could still go to Times Square. They probably didn't know what he looked like. But with Times Square identified as a target, surveillance would be heavy, security tightened. They'd be looking for anyone with a backpack or a bag or a satchel.
It was too much of a risk. Reluctantly, he crossed off Times Square in his mind.
He felt the first effects of the blue pill, an easing of tension in his body. He hadn't been aware of how tense he was until that moment. At the same time, with the release of tension came a flush of energy. He felt alive, strong. The map and the loss of his comrades was a setback, but he still had the gas and the bomb.
New York was a big city. There were many worthwhile targets.

CHAPTER 53

It was a warm evening outside the police station where Amin was being held. The streets were filling with people out for a pleasant stroll. Nick would have preferred a snowstorm, instead of the spring-like weather. Snow and cold would have kept potential victims off the streets. Nick had no doubt that the third man was plotting carnage. The only way they were going to stop him was to get the surviving terrorist to talk.
So far, Amin had refused to say anything. He sat cuffed to a table in an interview room, mumbling prayers to himself. No one had bothered to clean him up. Hamid's blood was still on his clothes and in his hair.
Nick and Selena stood behind a one-way observation window, looking at the prisoner. The room was crowded. An FBI agent had shown up at the apartment and was now standing with them. A police lieutenant named Holland, a detective sergeant from the station, and someone from Homeland Security were also present. Nick would not have been surprised if more people from the alphabet soup of intelligence and security agencies showed up as well.
"Has he asked for a lawyer?" Nick said.
"Not yet," Holland said. "It wouldn't do him any good. He's being held under the Patriot Act. He doesn't get a lawyer even if he wants one, at least not yet."
"His buddy is out there planning something," Nick said. "We have to find a way to get this guy to open up."
"SWAT teams are on site at all three of the places marked on that map," Holland said. "Half the force is out there watching for anyone suspicious. The mayor has been informed. He's made it clear that if we start profiling, heads will roll."
"Meaning that stopping a man carrying a bomb who looks Middle Eastern could cost someone their badge," Nick said.
"Welcome to New York," Holland said.
The FBI agent pointed at Amin.
"All this guy does is repeat that stupid prayer. Maybe we need to get rough with him."
"We do that, the ACLU will be all over us," Holland said.
Selena looked through the glass. "I have an idea."
The agent looked at her. "You have an idea, lady?" His voice was dismissive.
Oh, boy, Nick thought.
Selena looked at him. "Lady? Is that what you called me?"
"You'd rather be called something else? Babe, maybe?" He grinned at her.
Selena stepped close, reached up with her thumb and forefinger, and pinched a nerve center near his neck. He grimaced in pain, paralyzed.
"Ahhh… Let go."
"You can address me as ma'am. Would you like to hear my idea?"
"Yeah, let go."
"Let go, what?"
"Let go, ma'am."
"Are you sure?" Selena said.
"Yeah, let go. Please."
"It always pays to be polite to a lady," she said.
She gave a final squeeze and dropped her hand away. The FBI man reached up and rubbed where she'd been pinching. His face was beet red. He turned to Holland.
"I want her arrested. She assaulted a federal officer."
"You'd like me to arrest her?"
"You saw what she did."
Lieutenant Holland looked at his sergeant.
"Get this asshole out of here."
"My pleasure, sir."
The detective gripped the FBI man's elbow and moved him toward the door.
"You can't do this. I'll have your badges for this."
He was still protesting when the door closed behind him.
"I enjoyed that," Holland said. "I've seen that guy before. He's from the local field office. Thinks he's Hoover's gift to law enforcement. That was a neat trick you pulled, ma'am."
"It's Selena to you, Lieutenant. I hope you don't get in any trouble over that."
"Don't worry about it," Holland said.
"What's your idea, Selena?" Nick asked.
"Look at him." She nodded at the glass. "He's having a pretty bad day."
They all looked at Amin. He looked dazed, lost. He looked scared. Flecks of Hamid's blood clung to his face.
"He's not much more than a boy," Selena said.
"He was ready to put on a suicide vest," Nick said. "He was one of the people who planted the gas in the hotel."
"That's true," Selena said, "but right now he's scared out of his mind. He probably thinks he's going to end up in a CIA black site somewhere. We can use that to our advantage."
"How?"
"My idea is that we get an imam in here to talk to him. Someone we know isn't one of the radicals. It's against religious law in Islam to take your own life. It's the extremists who have talked people into believing that blowing themselves up is something that makes God happy. Maybe an imam could convince him otherwise, and that it might be a good idea to talk with us."
Nick looked at his watch. "I don't think we have a lot of time. Let's try it. Let me make a call."
He called Harker.
"Director, I need a friendly imam in New York, preferably Shiite."
Elizabeth didn't ask why. "Wait one," she said.
"Freddie, I need some information."
How can I help, Director?
"I need the name of a Shiite imam in New York City, someone who isn't a radical. It has to be someone who has no ties at all to terrorism."
Processing.
Elizabeth waited.
Ali Zaidi is the imam of a mosque located on 14th St. in lower Manhattan. He is considered a voice for moderation and peace. Would you like his phone number and address?
"Yes, Freddie."
She listened and repeated what Freddie said back to Nick on the phone.
"Got it," Nick said. He disconnected.
Half an hour later, the imam was in the station. An hour after that, they knew what Dayoud was going to do.

CHAPTER 54

Nick called Elizabeth.
"It couldn't be much worse. There's another container of sarin. The prisoner's name is Amin. He doesn't know where the gas is, but he told the imam the third man plans to blow himself up and release the gas in Times Square."
"You're certain about this?"
"As certain as can be. There's no reason for Amin to lie. The cops want to close down the square, but the mayor won't give them permission. He's an idiot politician. He thinks the threat is overrated, and he doesn't want to scare the tourists. He's afraid he'll be accused of being a racist if he lets the cops go after anyone fitting Dayoud's profile."
"Dayoud?"
"Dayoud Sassani. He's the leader of the cell."
"Do we know what he looks like?"
"Amin is working with a sketch artist now, so we'll have a better description soon."
"What do you want to do?"
"Everybody's concentrating on Times Square," Nick said, "but I've got a bad feeling about it. The reason the third man wasn't in the apartment was that he'd gone to the store. We found a bag with broken bottles of juice in it on the stairs, one flight below the apartment. He must've heard the shots and got out of there as fast as he could."
"And?"
"That means he knows he's on his own. He has to figure we'd find that map when we searched the apartment. If I were him, I'd pick another target. He's not stupid. Why go where half the police force, the FBI, and everyone else is waiting for him to show up?"
"I see your point," Elizabeth said. "At least it's Saturday. The financial district is closed, all the banks, the big office buildings are mostly shut down. It eliminates a lot of potential targets."
"He'll pick someplace where there are a lot of people," Nick said. "Someplace like Rockefeller Center."
"You think he'll do it tonight?"
"Yeah, I do. I think he'll go get the sarin and head for wherever he thinks he can do the most damage. I'd say within the next few hours. Much later than that, the crowds start to thin out."
"We have to narrow down the possible targets," Elizabeth said.
"Maybe Freddie can help. He can analyze the possibilities a lot faster than any of us."
"That's an excellent idea. Stay on the line."
Elizabeth put the phone on speaker.
"Freddie, have you been monitoring the conversation?"
Yes, Director.
"Do you understand the situation?"
A terrorist is at large in New York City with a container of sarin and a bomb. Nick's assessment is that he will release the gas and detonate the bomb within the next few hours. You anticipate a significant loss of life.
"That's correct. Our problem is that we do not know what this man will choose for a target. I would like you to analyze possibilities and suggest targets with the highest probability. Can you do that?"
Processing.
"Freddie is working on it, Nick."
"I heard him."
I have analyzed the possibilities. Would you like to know the results?
Elizabeth sighed. "Yes, Freddie, I would."
The most effective use of sarin occurs in a contained environment. It is twenty-six times more lethal than cyanide. Minimal exposure of a few seconds can result in permanent neurological damage. Longer exposure guarantees termination of life.
Elizabeth was impatient. "We know that, Freddie. Please tell us about potential targets with the highest probability."
The subway system of New York presents the best opportunity for effective dispersion. Probability is ninety-six point three percent. Other potential targets fall to less than eighty percent.
"New York has an extensive subway system. Is there a particular location that has a high probability for selection?"
In what part of New York? The system extends through all boroughs.
"Manhattan. We have to make an educated guess."
There are four locations with high probability in Manhattan. Each is a junction where passengers have a choice of boarding several different lines. In order of probability, they are Grand Central Station at 42nd St., Union Square at 14th St., Lexington Avenue at 53rd St., and Times Square at 42nd St.
"Did you hear that Nick?" Elizabeth asked.
"I wrote it down, Director."
The time is now 19:12 hours. Probability of detonation and release of the gas before 21:00 hours is ninety-nine point eight percent.
"That gives us less than two hours," Nick said.
That is correct.
"You'd better get going," Elizabeth said.

CHAPTER 55

"What's the word?" Ronnie asked.
"The best guess is that Dayoud is going to release the gas in the subway system," Nick said. "It's where he can do the most damage. The gas will take a long time to disperse."
"But where in the system?" Selena asked.
"We can't cover it all. Freddie identified four high probability locations in Manhattan."
He ran them by the others.
"I think we can eliminate the 42nd St. stop," Selena said. "There will be plenty of people watching for him to show up anywhere near Times Square."
"I agree. That leaves the other three," Nick said. "Ronnie, you take Union Square. Lamont, you head up to Lexington and 53rd. Selena, you and I will go to Grand Central. It's the highest probability of the three and it's a big space."
"Hey, Carter."
Lieutenant Holland came forward with papers in his hand.
"I've got the new artist sketch for you."
He handed one out to each of them. "Amin says it's pretty good."
"This will help a lot," Nick said. He looked at the sketch. Then he told Holland about the subway stops.
"I'll pass it on to the transit authority and tell them you're coming," Holland said.
"Can you give us transportation?"
"Yeah, I can do that. Traffic's bad, like it always is, but we can usually get somewhere faster than a cab. I'll have cars meet you outside."
"Thanks."
"Happy hunting," Holland said.
They waited in the warm evening, outside the station.
"Man, I like this warm weather," Lamont said. "Feels like spring."
"Don't get used to it," Ronnie said. "It's supposed to drop into the thirties tomorrow."
"Listen up," Nick said. "This guy were going after knows he's going to die. Hell, he wants to die. That means he's got nothing to lose. Don't screw around if you see him. Just put him down. Don't give him an opportunity to be all that he wants to be. Whatever you do, don't put a hole in that container of gas. If you do, you'd better run like hell for the street level and hope you get there ahead of it."
"I love these optimistic pep talks, coach," Lamont said.
"Here come our rides," Ronnie said.
Three police cars pulled up in front of the station.
"We'll meet back here later," Nick said. "This should all be over in a few hours."
He and Selena climbed into the first car. There was no room in front for two passengers. Nick got in back. The back seat smelled of vomit.
The cop behind the wheel said, "Sorry about the smell. I had a drunk throw up back there a couple of hours ago. Where we goin'?"
"Grand Central," Selena said.
The cop let them off near the Park Avenue entrance and drove away.
Nick looked up at the façade of the building.
"That's a fancy clock up there."
Selena said, "It's called the 'Glory of Commerce.' The sculptures around the clock are Minerva, Hercules and Mercury. Come on, we can do the tour later."
They entered the station and another world. They were in the Grand Concourse, a cavernous space that rivaled a European cathedral. The ceiling was a hundred and twenty-five feet high. The floor stretched away for the length of a football field. Hundreds of people moved back and forth like ants, dwarfed by the gigantic dimensions. A huge American flag hung at one end from the ceiling. Rows of ticket booths lined the wall.
"Where do we start?" Nick asked. "This is overwhelming."
"There are signs over there for the subway," Selena said. "It looks like seven lines come through here."
"Great. I'll bet every one of them has a separate platform."
They started down to the lower levels, where the train and subway platforms were located. There were people all around them.
They came to the shuttle platform for the IRT. Signs with arrows pointed at steps leading down to the Lexington Avenue line and the Flushing line. Most of the crowd seemed to be moving in that direction.
They scanned the platform but there was no sign of anyone looking like the sketch of Dayoud.
"I vote we go down," Nick said. "The lower he goes, the more people he can kill."
"Makes sense," Selena said.
They moved down the steps, pushing through the crowd and drawing angry comments. They came out in the middle of the platform for the Lexington Avenue line. Hundreds of people waited for the next train.
"There are too many people," Selena said. "He could be anywhere."
"You take that end," Nick said, "I'll go the other way. Be careful."
Nick turned left, his hand on the pistol in his shoulder holster. He scanned the people on the platform. No one looked like Dayoud. He got to the end of the platform and started back. In the distance he heard the rumble of an approaching train.
That was when he saw Dayoud, holding a black carryall bag in his hand. He was standing in shadow, behind a steel column.
He's waiting for the train to stop. When people start getting off, he'll set off his bomb.
Dayoud hadn't seen him. Nick drew his pistol and crossed to the other side of the platform, hoping to get up behind him. Dayoud hadn't survived as long as he had without developing a sixth sense of danger. He turned when Nick was still ten feet away.
"Stop," he said.
Dayoud had a clacker in his hand. A wire ran from the detonator down his sleeve. Nick saw it emerge from under his shirt and enter the black bag.
Nick stopped where he was and aimed his pistol. But if he shot him, Dayoud could still squeeze the lever and release the gas.
A woman screamed. "That man's got a gun!"
The people on the platform panicked and began running toward the stairs. Nick could feel the air pressure change as a train neared the station.
Dayoud held up his hand with the detonator and smiled.
"Goodbye, American."
The train roared into the station, the sound drowning everything out. The front of Dayoud's throat erupted in a spray of red. The detonator dropped from his hand. He collapsed in a heap, like a puppet with cut strings.
The bag with the sarin hit the platform. Nick held his breath.
People started to get off the train. They saw Dayoud lying crumpled on the platform and Nick with a pistol in his hand. There were more screams, as some tried to run and others pushed back into the train. The doors closed. The train left the station. In minutes, the platform was empty. Selena walked toward him, her pistol in her hand, pointed down at the platform. The laser sight on her pistol made a moving red dot on the smooth concrete. Beyond her, Nick saw three transit cops running down the steps.
"You took that shot?" Nick asked.
"He was going to set it off," she said.
"What if you'd missed?"
"How could I miss with a laser? It was the only way to stop him pressing the lever. I knew he wouldn't be able to complete the movement if I cut his brainstem."
"You cut his wires all right," Nick said. "Good shot."
"Freeze! Do it now!"
"Don't move," Nick said. "Do what they say."
"Drop the guns. Drop them."
Nick and Selena dropped their weapons.
Nick called down the platform. "We're government agents."
One of the cops fired. The bullet struck Nick in the chest, knocking him backward. His head hit the platform and everything went black.

CHAPTER 56

Abbas Javadi sat in his office in VAJA headquarters, looking out the window at the rooftops of Tehran, brooding on the events of the past weeks. The mission had failed in every respect, and the responsibility was his. The Supreme Leader was not happy.
The gold of the Jew king had not been recovered. Men had died for no results, including Dalir, one of his best operatives. His beautifully formulated plan to attack the Jewish conference had come to nothing. None of the suicide bombers had completed their missions. The sarin had not been released.
How had this happened?
A photograph had appeared in one of the American papers of a man being placed in an ambulance outside Grand Central Station in New York. The shot wasn't very good, and the man was not identified, but it was enough for VAJA's facial recognition programs to identify him as Nicholas Carter, an agent for a secretive American intelligence unit. Somehow the Americans had discovered the plot to release the gas and managed to stop it at the last moment.
It was ironic that Carter had been shot by an American policeman. He might die, but it was small compensation. Failure was not well-tolerated in Tehran. Javadi had served the regime for many years, but that was no guarantee he was exempt from the wrath of the Supreme Leader. Javadi had promised much and delivered little.
People were avoiding him in the halls. Nothing important had crossed his desk for two days. Those were ominous signs.
It was late in the afternoon. Javadi decided to call it a day. He took his pistol from his desk, an Iranian copy of the Sig-Sauer P226. Javadi always carried a pistol, a holdover from his days as a field agent. Today he was in civilian clothes, so the pistol went into a shoulder holster concealed under his jacket.
He took the elevator down to the parking garage reserved for high-ranking officers like himself. His car was a new ICKO Samand. Javadi rated a driver and an armored SUV, but he preferred the comfort of his own car and the sense of privacy it offered to him. He had little enough time alone and he felt no need for extra security. No one would dare to attack him in Tehran.
He started the car and took a moment to enjoy the smell of newness that emanated from the leather upholstery and upgraded carpet. He drove out of the garage and turned onto Negarastan, the wide street that fronted MOIS headquarters. He headed for the Kordestan Expressway and his home outside the city. He climbed the entrance ramp to the elevated roadway and settled down for the drive. He was coming up on the intersection with the Resalat and Hakim Expressways, when a tractor-trailer pulled alongside and slammed into the side of his car.
Javadi fought for control. The truck pushed against him, driving him toward the low barrier on the side of the road.
"No," Javadi cried.
The truck pushed the car through the barrier. It tumbled off the raised expressway, down onto the road below, and exploded in a dramatic fireball that appeared on the evening news.
The truck continued on. The driver spoke into his headset.
"It's done," he said.
"You're certain."
The driver looked in his rearview mirror. A column of black smoke touched with orange spiraled up toward an indifferent sky.
"I'm certain," he said.

CHAPTER 57

It was incredibly peaceful, where Nick stood. He felt light, at ease, as if he were floating. There was no pain, no stress, no sense of the heaviness of flesh. He looked about. He stood in an endless field of light and color. He was aware of something like a thread, holding him from floating away. Ahead of him was a bright light. There were shapes in the light, but he couldn't quite make them out. He heard faint, beautiful music, like stars singing.
Something beeped.
He wanted to stay in the field of light. He wanted to go to where the shapes waited for him, but the thin thread tugged at him, keeping him from moving forward. There was something he needed to do, but he couldn't remember what it was.
He heard the voice of his old drill instructor.
"Can't stay here, Nick. Time to go back and finish your tour."
He was being pulled somewhere by the thread. The beeping got louder, a constant sound that wouldn't stop. Suddenly he felt heavy, dull, the floating sensation gone with the light.
Nick opened his eyes.
He was in a hospital bed. The beeping came from a monitor next to the bed. His hand hurt. He lifted his arm. An IV needle was inserted into a vein on the back of his hand and taped down. A tube ran from the needle to a bag of fluid hanging next to bed.
"Nick."
He turned his head. It hurt. Selena sat next to the bed. Her face looked worn, tired. She had deep shadows under bloodshot eyes. She reached out and laid her hand on his arm.
"You're back."
"The cop… shot me."
"Yes, but you're going to be okay."
"What about…"
"Everything's all right," Selena said.
But Nick didn't hear her. He slipped back into a dream state.
The next time he woke, Elizabeth was sitting there with Selena. His mind was clear.
"Director…"
"Hello, Nick. You gave us quite a scare."
He looked at Selena. "That was a hell of a shot."
"Laser, remember? Makes it easy."
"How long have I been here?"
"Eight days. You were in an induced coma. They had to operate. The bullet missed your heart by a few centimeters."
"You're a hero, Nick," Elizabeth said. "The papers can't stop talking about the unidentified person who stopped a terrorist from setting off a bomb in the subway."
"Unidentified?"
"The only thing the media knows is that someone stopped the attack. They don't know about Selena or the sarin. Everything is under the cloak of national security. I'm afraid you don't get any parades out of this one."
"I never was big on parades, anyway."
"You have a lot of time off coming," Elizabeth said. "When you get out of here, you and Selena can go to a tropical island somewhere and take it easy."
Nick looked at Selena. "Are you okay?"
She could hear the effort it took to speak in his voice.
"I'm fine." She patted her abdomen. "We're fine."
Lamont and Ronnie came into the room. Lamont had a box under his arm.
"I brought you a pizza," Lamont said. "I figured you might be hungry."
"Don't mind him Nick," Ronnie said. "It won't go to waste if you don't want it. He'll polish it off himself."
"I'll pass, Lamont."
Lamont shrugged. "Your loss," he said. He smiled. "How you doin', Bro?"
"I had some weird dreams. My old DI was talking to me. He's been dead for ten years."
"That's not a dream, that's a nightmare," Ronnie said.
Selena looked at Nick. He looked terrible, pale and weak. She wasn't used to seeing him like that. He'd been shot before, but not like this. This one had scared her. He'd died on the operating table, but they'd pulled him back.
Her hand went to her belly. I could have lost him. It could have been me. I could have lost the baby.
A nurse came into the room. She was big and strong, used to having her own way.
"How did you all get in here? He's not supposed to have visitors. Everybody out, now."
"I'm his wife," Selena said. "I'm staying."
"No exceptions," the nurse said.
"Selena," Nick said. "Go. I'm all right."
"Come on, Selena," Elizabeth said. "I'll take you home. You can come back in a few hours. You need some sleep."
Selena was bone tired, more tired than she could remember. Elizabeth was right. She felt like she could sleep for a week.
She would sleep, and Nick would heal. Everything would be fine. The mission was over.
Until the next time.

NOTES

The story of King Solomon and his vast treasure is found in the Old Testament. Historians argue about whether or not Solomon actually existed. They argue about the existence of his father, David. Almost anything that is found in the Old Testament can be (and is) disputed, but there is no doubt that many of the events and people mentioned did indeed exist, and that they may have interacted in the ways described in the old texts.
Solomon's wealth supposedly came from the cities of Ophir and Tarshish. These fabulous places have not been identified. Ophir may have been somewhere in India, Tarshish in the Malaysian Archipelago. The Bible says that Solomon received a shipment from Ophir every three years that included gold, precious jewels and rare woods. These shipments were received at the port of Ezion-geber, an actual city which has yet to found. The remains of the port lie buried somewhere near Eilat.
Sarin is one of the most evil creations of the human mind. It is a nerve agent that is extremely lethal in very low concentrations. It acts by paralyzing the lung muscles, and it's a terrible way to die. It has been used by terrorists in Japan and released upon enemies of the regime in Syria. A container of sarin, such as the one described in the book, could easily kill hundreds or even thousands of people if the gas were released in a crowded area. It would be particularly effective in a metropolitan subway system.
When Dayoud is about to set off his bomb and release the gas on the subway platform, he is holding a device called a clacker in his hand. Clackers have been used to detonate things for decades. Those who served in Vietnam will remember them. They were used to set off Claymore mines. As far as I know, they still are. They look a little bit like a hand held stapler. When the lever is depressed, an electrical current is sent to the explosive device. They are cheap and plentiful, and very simple to operate. They are just the sort of uncomplicated device a terrorist might use to detonate a bomb.
If you've never been to Grand Central Station and you happen to be visiting New York, you might want to take a look at this magnificent building. It's worth your time.
The Ministry of Internal Security in Iran, also known as VAJA, is the latest version of the repressive and brutal secret police that existed under the Shah before the revolution that placed Ayatollah Khomeini at the head of what became the Islamic Republic of Iran. You don't want to be targeted by VAJA.
King David's tomb is supposed to be in Jerusalem, but there is disagreement as to the true location or authenticity of the tomb. Are the bones of King David somewhere under an Egyptian Temple, in a room packed with lost and fabled treasure?
They could be.
Alex Lukeman
July, 2017
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