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Аннотация
Le Docteur, the arch-terrorist, founder of the radicalized Islamic movement, NEMESIS, and his companion in life and in crime, are now back in Europe. They are still determined to avenge the maltreatment of Muslims by the enemies of Islam � the Crusaders, Colonialists, Communists, Capitalists and Jews. Le Docteur sends Lara and Fatima on a mission to Bologna. The women carry out two spectacular terrorist attacks � destroying the due tori, the two towers that are the symbol of the city and setting off a small bomb inside the Anatomical Theater, the epitome mark of Western medicine � just a diversion. The real target is to remove the blasphemous mural in the San Petronio Basilica depicting the Prophet Mohammad being devoured in hell by a monster. The attacks succeed but raise the suspicion of Mossad agent David Avivi that NEMESIS and Le Docteur are back. Fatima and Lara get word about a 280 mm artillery fired atomic projectile (AFAP) that was stolen in the 1970s from a US army base by members of the Baader-Meinhoff gang. They target San Petersburg but things soon get out of control. Can Mossad agent David Avivi stop them?


Charles Z. David
The Dreadful Menace: Nuclear terror may strike anywhere at anytime


This book is a work of fiction and all its characters and events are fictitious. Any resemblance to persons living or dead, or to real events, is purely coincidental. Likewise, any depiction of Israeli governmental personnel or agencies is solely the product of the author's imagination.

THE DREADFUL MENACE

Menace � a threat or danger that causes intimidation (Wikipedia).

Prologue

Saint Gatien's Cathedral, Tours, France
It was close to midnight and the streets outside the historic medieval district of Tours, le Vieux, were almost deserted. Two men silently made their way toward the famous cathedral. Both wanted to carry out a dreadful act, for opposing reasons. Their pathways to the impressive Gothic cathedral were diagonally different. Each carried a backpack, and by the looks of it, both backpacks were quite heavy.
One man slowly limped along Rue Lavoisier, taking 10 minutes to cover the short distance from Chateau de Tours. The limp was due to an injury he had received fighting Islamic Jihadist rebels with the French special forces in Chad. His name was Guillam St. Pierre, but he was completely ignorant of his British namesake, Peter Guillam, who was a fictitious character in several of John Le Carre's espionage novels. The French Guillam was an unhappy man. His wife had left him because of his excessive drinking, that had taken a turn for the worse after the last elections. He had hoped that the Front National, the right-wing party he wholeheartedly supported, would win the second round of the Presidential elections, and was deeply disappointed when it didn't. He strongly believed that the waves of Islamic refugees threatened the French traditional way of life. He anticipated that the predictions of Michel Houellebecq's dystopic novel, 'Submission', would open people's eyes to see that France was already in the process of becoming an Islamic stronghold in Europe. He was now on a self-imposed mission that was meant to force the true French people to rise and reverse the trend. A provocative act, so extreme, so monstrous, so atrocious, he hoped would serve as a wake-up call. He had carefully considered his target. The construction of the Saint Gatien's Cathedral began in the 12th Century and took several hundred years to complete. It was a landmark and the biggest tourist attraction of the town that had a symbolic importance. The Battle of Tours (also often referred to as the Battle of Poitiers) on October 10th, 732 AD, was where Charles Martel, with his alliance of Frankish and Burgundian troops, won a crucial victory over the forces of the Umayyad Caliphate. This stopped the Islamic encroachment on Europe, although it took a few more decades until they were driven south of the Pyrenees, out of present-day France.
The other man approached the cathedral from the west, along Rue des Halles and Rue de la Scellerie. His pace was fast � he didn't want to linger on the streets more than necessary. He, too, thought of the Battle of Tours as a turning point in the history of Europe, and of the world. Had Abdul Rahman Al-Ghafigi defeated Charles Martel on the battlefield, there would have been no organized forces who could have stopped the expansion of the Caliphate. He fantasized that the Scandinavian pagans would have been converted to Islam rather than to Christianity, and then perhaps America would have been discovered by European Muslims, sailing out of Scandinavia. In his imagination, the Muslim Governor of the United States would have been appointed by the Caliph in Bagdad and not democratically elected by the people. As he approached the cathedral's impressive portal he focused on the task on hand � planting the backpack where it would have the most psychological effect, without causing any loss of life. The name in his Canadian passport was Jean Devantier, but he was also known as Le Docteur, Albert Anwar Pousin or Professor Jacque Deleau. He had selected the Huguenot surname, Devantier, in his forged passport as a small act of defiance against the Catholics who were still the majority of the French population.
* * *
The two men had similar but divergent objectives. Jean Devantier wanted to demonstrate that NEMESIS had not been eliminated, despite the setbacks it had suffered in Europe and the United States. The acronym stood for Nationwide Emirate in the Middle East, Syria, Iraq, and the Sharia. The main objective of this extremist Islamic terror organization � it could no longer be considered as a real movement because it only had a handful of active supporters � was to revive the dream of the Islamic Caliphate and make people live according to the laws of Islam, the Sharia. For this purpose, a symbolic act, like blowing up the ancient portal of the Saint Gatien's Cathedral would suffice, or at least serve as the first step in the 21st Century march of Islam to dominate Europe.
On the other hand, Guillam St. Pierre wanted his act to cause nationwide furor in France and resound among all Christians, Catholics and Protestants alike, globally. He wanted to destroy the cathedral, turn it into rubble, not just damage it. He had studied the architectural plans and had surmised that blasting the buttresses on the north-side that supported the cathedral's north walls would topple it down. The public outcry would evoke a wave of anti-Islamic sentiment and legislation and eventually lead to the expulsion of Muslims from France. Of course, the plot's weak point was that this attack had to be attributed to Muslim Jihadists, and that the evidence for their responsibility had to be irrefutable.
This part of the plan involved the other three members of his small clandestine cell. The brute force was provided by Jean-Michel, an ex-convict and former heavyweight boxer. The man's weight was well above 100 kg, so that the sum of his weight and IQ was slightly below an aggregate score of 200. The same was true for Jean-Claude � the brains behind the operation. He weighed less than 60 kg and looked exactly like the brilliant nerd he was. With little or no social skills � he spent 20 hours a day on his computer, surfing websites that made-up conspiracy theories or recycled them. His favorite story was that the Arabs were aliens sent to destroy the planet and eradicate the Christians. The third member of the group was a blonde girl, Adalie, who at the age of 12, ran away from the orphanage where she had been left as baby. After spending time in the back-alleys of Tours, Adalie had become a sex-worker, a euphemism for a prostitute, and used the money she earned to support her drug-addiction. Guillam had found her after she had been beaten up by her pimp, a shady gentleman known only as scar-face Mohammad, and left to die in a dark alley. Guillam took care of her and convinced her that Muslims were responsible for her problems, and that he would help her take revenge.
Her task was to strike up a conversation with a Moroccan Muslim and seduce him, and then to seduce him to accompany her to her apartment. Jean-Michel and Jean-Claude would be waiting there. The former boxer would overpower the innocent victim and the nerd would inject him with a tranquilizer that would knock him out instantly. Then they would bring the man to the cathedral and wait for Guillam behind the buttresses. The plan was to set off the explosives and have the poor man blown to bits, making it look like an Islamic terrorist act that had gone wrong. Guillam liked the plan. It was simple and would place the blame on the Moroccan man.
* * *
Guillam whistled quietly as he approached the cathedral � this was the agreed upon signal. It was barely audible but attracted the attention of Jean-Michel and Adalie, who rose from their hiding place behind the fence that separated the cathedral from the street. It was also heard by Jean Devantier as he reached the square in front of the main portal, that was appropriately, but unimaginatively, named Place de la Cathedrale. Devantier stopped dead in his tracks, took cover behind a parked car, and watched. The lone man limped slowly toward his two comrades and there was a short exchange of indistinct words, but he gathered from the tone that the new arrival was pleased. The man crossed the fence and took the backpack that he had been carrying off his shoulders and handed it to the large man who had been waiting behind the fence. They disappeared from Devantier's sight, but from the sounds of what they were doing he gathered that they were up to something that involved physical exertion. A moment later the three figures crossed over the fence and headed north at a fast pace and disappeared down Rue Lavoisier.
As soon as they were out of sight, Devantier rushed to the fence and crossed it. He heard someone moaning and switched on his cellphone's flashlight to better see what was going on. To his surprise he saw a young man lying beside one of the buttresses and a large backpack was placed next to his head. The man was mumbling something in a foreign language that Devantier recognized as Moroccan. Devantier could hear a ticking sound that originated from the backpack and could smell odorous smoke. He quickly put two and two together, grabbed the backpack by its shoulder straps and tossed it over the fence to the open square, and quickly ducked for cover.
The sound of the explosion woke up the neighborhood. Car alarms were set off by the shockwave, windows in nearby buildings were shattered by the blast and the din was ear-splitting. Devantier threw off his own backpack and helped the young man to his feet. They crossed the fence and headed south, away from the river and in the opposite direction that the limping man and his two comrades took. By the time police, ambulances and fire-fighters arrived on the scene, Devantier and the young man were far from the cathedral.

Chapter 1

Bologna, Italy
Lara left the apartment she had rented in the heart of the university area of Bologna. She sauntered under the colonnaded arcades along Via Zamboni, watching the groups of students, who had probably skipped the classroom to spend quality time with their friends in the sunny streets and piazzas. Although it was close to noon, the coffee shops were crowded with young people having their morning espresso before going to class, or instead of doing so. Lara knew that their tranquility would soon be shattered, and that Bologna wouldn't be the same in the evening.
She sat down at one of the vacant tables and ordered a croissant with her espresso. She stretched lazily and became aware of the attention of male passers-by who ogled her pert breasts. She wasn't worried that they'd recognize her, or remember her, because large sunglasses covered her face and the hat she was wearing covered her hair and forehead. She was waiting for her contact, Fatima, who was due to arrive from London.
Le Docteur, Lara's lover and partner in crime, had told her about Fatima and her spectacular contributions to the cause of NEMESIS. Fatima was responsible for planting the bomb that destroyed the famous 13th Century glass windows in La Chappelle in Paris. She was also the chief perpetrator of the terrorist acts that damaged the historic Royal Library and Royal Chapel in Coimbra, Portugal. Although these acts could not rival those of Lara herself, they still were a demonstration of courage, skill and cold-blooded dedication to Le Docteur and Islam. Fatima was now travelling with an Irish passport that identified her as a woman named Fiona. This was supposed to remove any hint of her Muslim origin, although the attractive pigmentation of her skin was far from being typically Irish.
The two women were sent on a sanctified mission of revenge � to wipe out the abomination that was displayed on the wall of San Petronio Basilica (called San Petronius by the English-speaking tourists). The fresco displayed an artist's concept of heaven and hell. The top part depicted heaven and the rewards due to the righteous, the middle section showed people seated in rows of benches waiting for judgment, and the bottom part illustrated hell.
A graphic depiction of a man being devoured by Satan was in the center of the bottom part of the fresco, two men hanging head down were at the top of the same section, and several men and women being tortured in various inventive ways covered the rest of the lower section depicting the artist's concept of hell. A detail of another man, lying on a rock just left of the center, being devoured by a scary creature, was what enraged Muslims. The name Mohammad was drawn below the man. It was considered by Muslims as an insult, sacrilege and defamation of the prophet.
There had been attempts in 2002 and 2006 by groups with ties to Al Qaeda to destroy the basilica, and obliterate the offensive fresco, preferably together with the entire building. In both cases the terrorists failed. However, the new waves of Islamic terror attacks in Western Europe led the Italian authorities to increase security at the main tourist attractions in Rome, Milan, Florence and Bologna. At the basilica of San Petronio, the enhanced security measures consisted of two police officers screening the people entering the basilica with metal detector wands and peeking into backpacks and bags. In addition, two soldiers armed with automatic guns were standing guard with a military-looking jeep outside the building. These measures were hardly a deterrent for dedicated Jihadists who were willing to die for the cause but gave the residents and tourists a false sense of security.
Lara and Fatima had no intention of dying for the cause. They had devised a much more sophisticated plan. Create a double diversion, and when attention of the basilica's guards was drawn to the devastating incidents outside, they would cover the offending fresco with a coat of black paint and glue that would make restoration impossible.
The site for the first diversion was less than a hundred meters from the basilica's main doors, and perhaps even more famous � the anatomical theater at the old university, inside the Palazzo dell Archiginnasio. The Palazzo was the building in which the oldest university in Europe was established in 1108 and therefore considered as one of the main cultural treasures of the Western world. A marble table was in the center of the anatomical theater and it was surrounded by wooden benches for the students. A raised podium, covered by a canopy, served as the seat for the distinguished professor who oversaw the medical students performing (sometimes unauthorized and illegal) autopsies. Wood panels covered the walls and several statues of famous medical doctors and researchers were displayed. Among them was Galenius holding his book that was used to teach generations of physicians, and on the opposite wall stood a statue of the church's envoy, in charge of overseeing the proceedings. The study objects, the cadavers, were all men who died of natural or unnatural causes, and in some cases were executed by the authorities. Naturally, they were poor, with no one of influence to prevent their dissection by the keen doctors and students.
The second diversion was the site of the very symbol of Bologna � due tori, or the two towers. Around the city, there were a few other towers that remained from the days when Bologna's richest families built such towers to display their wealth and strength and used them also for offensive or defensive purposes. A wooden model of the city in the Palazzo d'Accursio, the seat of the city council, showed about 180 towers that must have created an impressive skyline in the 12th or 13th century. Due tori were unique � when construction started, Garisenda Tower developed a tilt at an angle of about 4 degrees (more than the leaning tower in Pisa) and its construction was stopped at a height of 48 meters. A new one, Asinelli Tower, was built and stands at its full height of 97 meters, although it too is slightly tilted. The two towers are depicted in many photographs of Bologna and serve as a reminder of the great city it used to be.
* * *
The terrorists' plan was simple. Lara would steal a motorcycle, load it with 50 kg of high explosives and park it between the two towers. The bomb would be set off by a call to a cellphone connected to the detonator. Fatima would join one of the guided tours organized by the city's tourist information office and leave a small package as a 'gift' in the anatomical theater. In case someone noticed the package, she would pretend that she forgot it, and try again later.
After parking the motorcycle, Lara would enter the basilica of San Petronio and purchase a ticket that would permit her to take photographs inside the basilica. Naturally, she would carry a fair amount of specialized photographic equipment, and that would provide easy disguise for her cans of black spray and glue. When the bomb at the anatomical theater would go off, everyone's attention would be drawn to the source of the commotion. She would then press the speed-dial on her cellphone and set off the motorcycle bomb which would reduce the two famous towers into a pile of rubble. Finally, she would carry out her small act of sabotage and cover the abomination on the basilica's wall. This was much safer and easier than trying to smuggle a bomb inside the basilica.
The escape plan was also simple. Fatima would be far away from the anatomical theater when her bomb exploded, and in no danger of being spotted or apprehended. Lara would abandon her photographic equipment in the basilica and make her way out through one of the side doors used only in case of an emergency. The equipment bag would be booby-trapped so that whoever opened it would be in for an unpleasant surprise. Like many other NEMESIS attacks, the effect depended on the quality of the target rather than on the number of casualties, although in this case a large number of casualties was unavoidable.
* * *
Fatima entered the tourist information office opposite the Basilica of San Petronio on Piazza Maggiore. She wore a girdle that made her look 15 kg heavier, a blonde wig and a hat that covered most of her face. She purchased a ticket for a tour that was conducted in German, although she didn't speak a single word of that language. She did this for two reasons: she believed that the reserved Germans would keep their distance and not try to strike a conversation with her and, secondly, that in case she was suspected the search would focus on a German woman. Her backpack, with the bomb inside it, bore a small Swiss flag, as a trademark of its manufacturer.
The tour group left the tourist center 10 minutes after the scheduled time, which irritated the punctual German tourists, but was quite the standard for the Italian guide. Then they spent another 10 minutes checking the guide's microphone and the earphones of every member of the group. Fatima didn't even bother to turn on her earphone set, so stared uninterestingly at the buildings surrounding the piazza. Finally, the guide led the group to the center of the piazza and spoke about the history of each of the impressive buildings. The group then walked along via Dell'archiginassio and entered the courtyard of the historical building that was once the main building of the famous university. The guide pointed at the walls which were covered by thousands of coats of arms of rich and influential families from all over Europe.
The group ascended the broad staircase to the second floor and entered the anatomical theater. The guide told the group of tourists to take seats on the benches that had been used by generations of medical students. Fatima sat on one of the wood benches that surrounded the marble table. She made sure to find a seat at the top row of benches and placed her backpack between her feet. When the group left the anatomical theater, she made sure the backpack was out of sight and joined the group. As the tour continued its way through the narrow streets, she lagged until she felt that no one was paying attention to her. She entered one of the caf�s near the church of Santa Maria della Vita, ordered espresso and nonchalantly pressed the send icon on her cellphone. She then dialed another number and pressed the send icon again.
* * *
The sound of the first explosion was muffled by the thick walls of the anatomical theater, but an instant later the large bomb planted inside the top case rack of the motorcycle parked between the two towers was detonated. The bang of the 50-kg charge was clearly heard throughout the center of Bologna. Those closer to the center of the town could also hear the unmistaken sound of the collapse of the famous landmark. A huge pile of rubble was the only thing that remained from the due tori. Some damage was also evident in the surrounding buildings, and windows were shattered even a hundred meters away. The casualties included over 100 people dead and ten times as many injured. These were mainly people who were sitting in the small square in which the towers had stood, or pedestrians who were at the wrong place at the wrong time. Many of the victims were tourists, but most were innocent local people going about their daily business.
Fatima saw the commotion and wondered if the guards and security people at the basilica were distracted. She had nothing to worry about � Lara was left alone in the part of the basilica and had no trouble spraying the mural with the abomination with her black paint and sticky glue.
The two terrorists made their way separately back to the apartment. They greeted each other with a warm embrace, opened a bottle of champagne and turned on the TV. Although the narration was in Italian, the pictures told the story of their success. Lara then switched to CNN News channel and was glad to see that the regular broadcast was interrupted by the 'Breaking News' banner, describing the terrorist attack on the due tori in Bologna. It took a while for the explosion in the anatomical theater to make the news, and even longer for the vandalism at the Basilica of San Petronio to be noticed.
TV Networks around the world
The destruction of sites of cultural heritage in Bologna by terrorists made the headlines in all major news agencies and TV networks. Although many terrorist and anarchist groups claimed responsibility (they called it 'credit') for the attacks, none of these claims were credible. Bologna was famous, or infamous if you were an ultra-conservative right-wing supporter, as home for communists, anarchists and nihilists. In recent years it was also a haven for refugees from Africa and the Middle East. The leaders of the Lega Nord (North League party), who were concerned about the encroachment of refugees to the northern cities of Italy, blamed Muslim extremists for these acts of terror, and repeated their call for expulsion of all Muslims from Italy.
"Talking heads" in air-conditioned TV studios heatedly debated the issues of the proper response of European governments to the rising wave of Muslim immigration. Professor Calvino, a self-appointed expert, whose grandfather was a rabid supporter of Mussolini's fascist party, quoted a recent study published by the Pew Research Center. He said, "Western Europe will soon be dominated by Muslims. According to this study, in the year 2050, Muslims will be over 30�% of the population in Sweden, 19.9�% in Austria, 19.7�% in Germany, 18�% in France, 17.2�% in the United Kingdom and 14.1�% here in Italy. But look at other countries, where the governments adopt a strict policy prohibiting this pestilence. In Poland the Muslims will be only 0.2�% of the population, in Slovakia 0.7�%, in Romania 0.9�%. We must learn from these governments and not endanger the future of our culture. I call for immediate expulsion of all Muslims from Italy." As an afterthought he added, "Of course, this includes all other people who are not purely Italian � Africans, Jews and bleeding-heart liberals."
His opponent, Giovanni Pasolini, an avid supporter of the almost-defunct Italian communist party, shouted, "Professor Calvino, take a drink of cold-water before you have a cardiac arrest or burst a blood vessel in your brain, if you have one. Your baseless accusations and unsubstantiated statistical report are beyond simple racism � they are almost a call for murder. You, and all your right-wing colleagues, should be exterminated before you can spread your poisonous theories and turn them into a practical policy, like your grandfather did 75 years ago." The narrator had to physically restrain Professor Calvino who jumped out of his chair and assaulted Pasolini. Both men managed to exchange some blows before they were separated by the security staff.
The narrator was pleased � this outburst would surely increase the rating of the show. He expected it to be shown on all major networks and was sure it would go viral in the social media globally. He said, "Gentlemen, please calm down. I now call on the spokeswoman of the AISI � the Italian internal information and security agency � to give us an update. Signorina Ferragamo, can you tell us about the findings of the investigation?"
Unlike her male companions in the TV studio, Sophia Ferragamo was cool, almost detached. In an official tone she said, "The security service has gathered the data from the security cameras near due tori, San Petronio basilica and the anatomical theater, as well as interviewed several witnesses. We have not yet detained any suspects, but we believe that these heinous acts were carried out by a woman or two women."
The narrator intervened, "Do you mean one single woman did all this?"
"I am saying that the information we have points to a woman who was seen entering the Palazzo dell Archiginnasio with a backpack and then was seen again without it. She joined one of the tours organized by the tourist information office, but we have no clear photo of her, and none of the staff seem to remember her. One of the men who was on the tour said that he noticed the woman because she didn't seem very interested in the guide's explanations. He added that she was overweight and blonde but wasn't sure if the blonde hair was natural. We are now trying to find the tour guide and other tourists who were in that group."
"Does the AISI see a connection between these incidents and the desecration of the murals at the basilica?"
The AISI spokeswoman hesitated, "We have no evidence that there is a connection, but we don't believe in coincidences of this sort. So, there may have been another woman who was an accomplice. We'll let the media know if we have any conclusive evidence. Excuse me, I have to go back to the office."
With this interview, the TV show ended. As soon as the cameras were turned off, the narrator breathed a sigh of relief and looked at the director of the program. The director smiled, "We should invite those two clowns, Calvino and Pasolini, more often. Our rating has rocketed sky-high and we'll be shown everywhere. This even surpasses the fist-fights in our parliament."

Chapter 2

Mossad Headquarters, Tel Aviv
Failure of imagination or paranoia?
The Chief of Mossad, Haim Shimony, summoned his Deputy, David Avivi to his office to discuss the recent terrorist attacks in Europe. However, the discussion soon turned into a philosophical discussion on the effects of surprise attacks throughout history. Haim claimed that the most successful surprises were not really surprises but were a result of failure of the opponent to foresee, or imagine, the likelihood of the attack. David countered by saying that this was only true in hindsight.
Haim said, "Let's take an example every child in the Western world is familiar with � the battle between Goliath and your namesake, David. Goliath was a giant, the most powerful and most feared warrior of the Philistines. He marched out to the empty space between the Philistine and Israelite camps and challenged the Israelites to a one-on-one battle with him, promising that whoever lost the battle would retreat and withdraw. No one dared challenge this heavily armed man, who wore armor that protected his body and head, and wielded state-of-the-art iron weapons. When David, a teenage boy, stepped out of the Israelite camp and accepted the challenge, the giant mocked him, and burst out laughing when he saw David's slingshot. David responded that God was on his side and launched a stone that hit Goliath's only vulnerable spot � his forehead. This felled the giant, and before he could recover, David pounced on him, and chopped off Goliath's head with the giant's own sword. This was nothing but failure of imagination by Goliath to appreciate the danger of the slingshot."
David said, "This event is memorable because nine out of ten times it is the Goliath who wins."
Haim interrupted, "You may be statistically correct. But this singular event has inspired many weak nations to fight for their independence despite the odds, as well as many young men to challenge the stronger boys who bullied them."
David didn't accept this, "You know that there is no evidence beyond the Biblical story that this duel actually occurred. True, there is archeological evidence that the Philistines never ventured further east than Emek Ha-ella where this battle supposedly took place. However, they did go as far north as the Gilboa hill range to defeat the Israelites and kill their king, Saul and his sons in that battle."
"OK, David, this may not be the best example, so here's another one from recent history of our region. When Israeli planes destroyed Saddam Hussein's nuclear reactor and his dreams of obtaining plutonium for an atom bomb, in 1981, he embarked on a new pathway to secure nuclear weapons for his country. His scientists and engineers, with the help of greedy European companies and businessmen, worked intensively on techniques to enrich uranium. They had made significant headway, particularly employing a technique that was considered as obsolete � electromagnetic isotope separation, known as EMIS. Huge pieces of equipment were purchased or manufactured locally, and an industrial-size plant was being clandestinely built, not far from Baghdad. The only reason that Iraq didn't get the bomb was due to Saddam's misjudgment of the United States administration. He invaded Kuwait in August 1990, just months away from having his first A-bomb, hoping the US and the West wouldn't intervene. You know how it ended � Iraq was overrun by the Coalition forces and was forced to allow inspectors of the International Atomic Energy Agency to freely roam the country. They were surprised to see the advanced state of the EMIS facility. The intelligence agencies in the West, including our Mossad, suffered a severe failure of imagination. They couldn't believe that someone would use this old, expensive and energetically inefficient, technique to make fissile materials to produce an atom bomb. The pieces of the puzzle were all on the table � there was detailed data on Iraq's purchases of relevant materials for an EMIS facility � but no one put the pieces together to see the full picture."
David knew all this, "You are talking with the advantage of a lot of hindsight. The intelligence agencies failed to consult with the scientists, or if they did, they didn't provide them with all the relevant information. I want to give you another example. You remember that I told you that there is a big sign at the Flight School of Israel's Air Force, 'The one you don't see will shoot you down'. It should be amended, 'The one you fail to see will shoot you down'."
"What do you mean?"
"Nowadays there are surface-to-air and air-to-air missiles, soon there may be laser weapons that can destroy a plane or a missile, and the pilot has to be aware of all these threats. If he relies solely on his electronic defensive systems, or on the threat-information fed to him by ground control, he may be at risk. He must constantly scan the horizon and the airspace all around him, to ascertain that there are no immediate threats."
Haim shrugged, "I don't see the point of your story. Let's look at other incidents, more relevant to our discussion. Take 9/11 as a well-known example of failure of imagination. There was intelligence that Arabs, mainly from Saudi Arabia, were training to get civil aviation licenses. There was an ongoing war, fought mainly in Africa and Asia, against Islamic terror organizations, including Bin Laden's Al Qaeda. There were well founded rumors of an imminent attack, on a grand scale, against the United States. There were even more specific pieces of information that the attack could involve airliners. However, no one saw the whole picture and put two and two together. We saw the result."
David said, "This is hindsight, again. There were so many pieces of information, there was so much clutter, that the relevant data was overwhelmed by the noise."
"Let's discuss the paranoia that terror attacks caused. For example, the security measures that are implemented in airports. Passengers often complain that they are herded like cattle and forced through a gauntlet of machines which X-ray their carry-on luggage, then through a metal-detector portal, and finally made to stand in a chamber in which they are imaged so that they appear to be stripped of their clothes and dignity. In addition, in some cases, their hands, laptops and carry-on luggage are swiped by cotton swabs to search for traces of explosives, they are forced to remove their shoes, jackets and belts, as well as their glasses. Sometimes, they are made to stand with their hands spread out like scarecrows while a security person pats them down. If, at least, one could choose the gender of that security person � same-sex or opposite-sex � it could even be enjoyable�"
David said, "Haim, you are getting carried away. What's your point?"
"Simply, all these security measures could perhaps, and I emphasize perhaps, be useful to prevent a terrorist attack of the type that has been carried out in the past. These will not work for inventive terrorists who will find a way to avoid being caught by any of these techniques. They are familiar with them, as every air-traveler is, and they know how to evade them. I fear that the next attack on civil aviation will be by a bomb smuggled on board by the cleaning staff, sabotage by the ground crew, something planted in the food supply carts, a missile launched during take-off or landing, a laser directed at the pilot's eyes, and so on. Something new, that hasn't been tried before."
"I agree that the main effect of these security measures is to provide some assurance to the passengers that things are under control. Purely psychological, with little or no real value to prevent the next terrorist attack."

Chapter 3

A US Army Camp, near Coburg, West Germany, Sunday night, December 1977
The three men walked silently in single file, following the woman who was their leader, Hilde Schmidt. Although they were all in their early twenties and in good physical condition, they could barely keep up with her rapid pace. The moonless night was dark and cold, and the intermittent rain covered whatever sound their rubber soled combat boots made. When she was 20 meters from the barbed wire fence, she kneeled, making sure that she was hidden by the shrubbery from the patrol road on the other side of the fence. The three men followed suit and waited while she appeared to be listening for something. The bitter cold, that was not felt while they were trotting behind Hilde, almost numbed their limbs, and they tried to keep warm by snuggling into their camouflaged battle dresses and sticking their hands deep into their pockets. Moments later the distant sound of a jeep engine could be heard above the sound of the rain. Twin high beam headlights illuminated the patrol road, while the roof mounted projector scanned the fence. Hilde lifted her light machine gun and aimed it at the small gap in the fence. Her three mates imitated her motion and all four held their breath and watched the jeep approach. Hilde whispered, "Don't open fire until I do."
The sergeant who commanded the patrol kept urging the driver to slow down, but the young recruit just wanted to get out of the cold and back to the gatehouse, where a warm stove and a cup of hot coffee were awaiting him. He moaned, "Sergeant, Sir, in any case we cannot see anything through the rain and dirty plastic side window."
The sergeant had to admit that visibility was bad, but looked at the driver and barked, "Shut up and reduce your speed." He didn't realize that the three seconds he took his eyes off the fence to rebuke the driver were critical, and probably saved his life.
Hilde let out her breath. The patrol had not noticed the gap in the fence and the fact that the two lower strands of barbed wire had been severed. As soon as the taillights of the jeep were no longer visible, Hilde rose and started to walk towards the gap. She lay down of her belly and crawled forward holding the gun with one hand and making sure that the third wire didn't snag her clothes. She motioned for her men to follow and one by one they crawled across the fence. She rose and started trotting toward the nearest bunker. The steel door was impressively strong and would probably withstand the blast of an artillery shell or even an explosive charge. Hilde didn't worry about that. She removed a large key from her pocket, slid it into the slot and unlocked the large door as if entering her apartment. Once the door was open, the man behind her drew a flashlight out of his backpack and shone the beam of light over the large space. The light showed a dozen wooden boxes, painted grey, with the familiar markings that left no doubt as to their content. The international sign for radioactive materials was clearly seen. The three men suddenly realized where Hilde had led them � not to a bunker with conventional munitions, as they had expected, but to something much more awesome and perilous. Hilde smiled, "So, the drunk corporal was telling the truth. This bunker is used to store nuclear artillery shells. It's a pity that they are too heavy for us to carry. We'll have to come back with proper lifting equipment."
Two days earlier
It was Friday night, and many American servicemen were enjoying the beginning of the weekend by drinking German beer and trying to pick-up local girls. The young crowd became more and more rowdy in direct correlation with the amount of alcohol consumed. Hilde spotted her target � a handsome corporal who stood at the bar and evidently had trouble lifting the large beer mug and bringing it to his mouth. Hilde came to his help, put her left arm around his shoulder, making sure that he could feel the slight pressure of her left breast, and brought her right hand around his chest. She picked up the heavy mug and made sure that it reached his lips. He took a large gulp and managed to thank the gorgeous blonde angel who came like a godsend to his rescue. Before he could pass out right there and then, Hilde helped him off the bar stool and led him to her car.
He woke up the next morning and thought he had died and had gone directly to heaven. The blonde angel, whose face he could barely recall, was lying next to him on the bed. The warm eiderdown covered most of her body, but from the parts he could see, he gathered that she was not wearing anything beyond what was given to her by God himself. He got out of bed and felt his way to the bathroom. After urinating and splashing water over his face, he looked at himself in the mirror. He looked like shit but couldn't wipe the huge smile off his face when he thought of what must have happened the previous night. He had totally forgotten that he chatted about his job in the US Army, and how he took the large key out of his pocket, swung it by its chain and boasted that he had the power to wipe out several cities, and millions of people.
Hilde was woken up by the sound of the water running in the bathroom. She, too, had a large smile on her face, but for a different reason. The handsome corporal was too drunk to give a grand performance in bed the previous night but made up for it in the morning. However, the secrets he revealed while drunk were more satisfying than anything that a man's body could do. She wasn't quite sure that the key he flung around was really anything more than a key to a regular bunker, but nevertheless she took an imprint on putty-dough. When he returned from the bathroom, she lifted the side of the eiderdown and beckoned for him to return to her side.
Afterwards, the corporal stretched lazily in the bed, and watched the natural blonde German return from the small kitchen with two mugs of coffee on a hand-carved wooden tray. These were her two favorite coffee mugs, that she used only on special occasions, usually with her friends from the Red Army Faction. She placed the tray on the side-table and picked up one mug and handed it to him. Corporal Gary Ewing noticed the rather odd emblem on the mug. It was a five-pointed red star with the letters RAF and a strange looking sub-machine gun that he thought was a Heckler and Koch MP5. Hilde picked up her own mug that depicted the face of a solemn looking man and took a large sip of the warm liquid, pouting her lips as if kissing a lover. The man's face looked familiar to the American corporal, but he couldn't recall from where. He didn't recognize the most notorious German terrorist, Andreas Baader, who had died under controversial circumstances in Stammhein prison a couple of months earlier.
Hilde urged him to drink his coffee quickly, so that they could return to their lovemaking. The corporal needed no further encouragement and although he noticed that the coffee tasted rather like bitter almonds, he gulped it down. Within seconds his face turned blue as if he was strangled. Indeed, the coffee was spiked with poisonous cyanide � this simple molecule replaced oxygen in the red blood cells, starving the lungs, and more importantly the brain, from live giving oxygen.
Hilde coldly watched the corporal's foaming mouth and writhing body and the expression of agony on his distorted face. She held the large key she had removed from his pocket, and said aloud, although she knew he could no longer hear her, "Thanks for the gift. Well, at least I gave you a taste of paradise before sending you to hell, where you belong. Andreas, Jan-Carl and Gudrun will welcome you in hell." She was referring to her three colleagues from the Red Army Faction, Andreas Baader, Jan-Carl Raspe and Gudrun Ensslin who committed suicide (or were murdered) in Stammheim prison a couple of months earlier. She returned to the shower and thoroughly scrubbed her body, while singing softly to herself.
Disposal of Corporal Ewing's body was messy, but with the help of Gunther, one of her followers and admirers, the filthy job was meticulously carried out. Gunther sawed off the poor corporal's limbs, and Hilde placed them in large plastic bags. He then severed the head from the torso and each body part was placed in a plastic bag. The bags were carried to the trunk of Gunther's car, and were thrown into the river after some rocks were placed in each bag.
* * *
Corporal Gary Ewing's absence was noted on Monday morning, when he didn't report for duty. His roommate at the barracks, and closest friend, Steve Atkinson, had seen him leaving the bar with the gorgeous blonde on Friday night, and envied him for his luck. When Ewing didn't show up on Friday night, Saturday and Sunday he became even more envious, but when he was announced absent without leave on Monday morning he started to worry. The corporal had never gone AWOL before, had never been disciplined for unruly conduct, and in fact had never even been late showing up for duty.
The staff-sergeant listened to Steve and told him to wait patiently, especially after Steve described the blonde who left the bar with Gary. He laughed, "Gary has probably lost himself in the arms of this Fraulein. When he comes to his senses and returns to base he'll be disciplined, and I'll go to comfort this Fraulein."
Steve was quite sure that there was something amiss. "Sir, Gary has showed me the photo of his fianc�e in Dallas. He may have gone for a fling � being thousands of miles from home � but wouldn't neglect his duty for any Fraulein."
The staff-sergeant waved him off, "OK, you can go to that bar after work and look for him. In fact, I'll join you. Perhaps I'll also get lucky."
They didn't know that Hilde and her team had penetrated the base on Sunday night and entered the bunker in which the nukes were stored. Furthermore, the staff-sergeant wasn't aware that these old nukes were still on site. Had he realized that the corporal and his key to this special bunker were missing he may have sounded the alarm and taken steps to secure the nukes and change the lock on the bunker.
After work, the two servicemen arrived at the bar wearing civilian clothes. Yet, the effeminate barman, like every German, immediately recognized them as American soldiers. When the staff-sergeant slipped a few bills across the counter to refresh the barman's memory, the man remembered the gorgeous blonde and the handsome American. He claimed that he had not seen her in the bar, before, or after, that Friday evening. He couldn't, or wouldn't, give a detailed description of the girl, although he provided a clear description of the corporal. The staff-sergeant realized that he wouldn't get any useful information from the barman and left the bar. He said to Steve, "Let's go to our military police and file a formal complaint and have them go through official channels and get the local police on this case."
* * *
Hilde and Gunther sat down to devise a plan to remove one of the nuclear artillery shells from the bunker and transport it out of the base. They knew that time was of the essence, as the disappearance of Corporal Ewing would eventually alert the base security personnel, especially if someone realized that the bunker contained nukes and that the unfortunate corporal had the key to that storage bunker. Hilde wondered if they could use Ewing's ID to get into the base, but Gunther pointed out that it would be much too risky to do so, particularly if he was announced AWOL. After considering the alternatives, they reckoned that the only way to do it would be in broad daylight. They would enter the base, open the bunker and remove the nuke from its wooden case. They would return the empty case to its position, cover the nuke with a tarpaulin and smuggle it out under a pile of garbage in one of the trucks operated by the local contractor who was responsible for removing the trash from the base.
Gunther said that he knew one of the drivers of the garbage trucks, and that he could persuade him to take a day off and allow Gunther to replace him. When Hilde asked him how he'd persuade him to take the day off, he said, "Hilde, if you offer to entertain him for the day�" He didn't dare to complete the sentence.
Hilde smiled, "Just try to find me a handsome one and I'll gladly do it for the cause."
Gunther laughed, "I'm afraid that this one is not young or handsome." When he saw her sigh, he added, "I am sure that you'll have no trouble handling him. Give him a couple of drinks and he'll pass out even before he can remove his shoes."
"OK. So, you'll drive the truck, but you'll need at least two other men and a winch to transport the nuke. Although the shell is quite small, only 135 cm long and 28 cm diameter, it is heavy and weighs over 300 kg. The main problem is getting it to the garbage truck, because once it's there it can easily be concealed under a pile of stinking trash. Make sure to return the empty wooden box to its original position so that the absence of the real nuke will not be obvious, in case someone comes around to give the storage bunker a cursory examination." She paused, and then added, "Even better, put something heavy inside the box to replace the nuke. I suggest that you take some scrap metal, or perhaps an old car engine. This will help in case someone tries to lift the box or taps on it to see if it's empty. Of course, once they open the box to inspect the nuke�" There was no need to complete the sentence.
Gunther replied, "I'll set everything up for Friday at noon. This is probably the best time because the servicemen will be in a hurry to get away for the weekend and there will be a lot of traffic entering the base and leaving it. This will also give me time to persuade the driver to take a long weekend with a gorgeous woman�"
Hilde motioned for Gunther to come closer, and whispered, "Gunther, you deserve a special reward from the best-looking member of the Rote Armee Fraktion."
Their love-making was passionate. They clung to each other in desperation, fully realizing that the murder of the corporal was enough to send them to a life sentence in West Germany. Both had taken an oath to follow the example of their leader, Andreas Baader, and commit suicide if they were taken to prison. Hilde viewed that as the ultimate sacrifice � not knowing that before the flowers bloomed in Spring she, too, would be dead. Hilde never kept count of the number of men she had slept with, but she knew that they could fill an auditorium, if not a football stadium. When she was 12 years old she was sexually abused by her step-father, or so she regarded her successful attempt to seduce him away from her mother's bed. After that, she gave herself freely to any boy or man that fancied her � and many were attracted to her good looks and seductive attitude. In fact, she was a nymphomaniac, although she became familiar with the term only after being Andreas's girl for a week or two. She enjoyed having absolute power over men and used them for her own satisfaction. Gunther didn't care � he was in love with this special woman, who treated him like a puppy.
* * *
The operation went smoothly, without a single hitch. The garbage truck driver was delighted to have the opportunity to spend a long weekend with the gorgeous blonde. Hilde didn't want him to drink too much before taking him to bed to perform the mating ritual but was glad when he fell asleep soon afterwards. He, too, got a taste of paradise before going straight to hell, with Hilde's help on both counts. When he was deep in his satiated sleep, Hilde placed a soft pillow over his face and held it there until he stopped thrashing.
Gunther drove the garbage truck and with his two comrades collected a pile of trash before driving up to the bunker and used it to cover the old Volkswagen engine that he had picked up from a garage that dealt in spare parts. As expected, on Friday most of the servicemen were getting ready for the weekend and were too busy minding their own business. The portable winch was easy to operate, and the three men removed the heavy artillery shell from its wooden box, wrapped the tarpaulin around it, and transported it to the truck. While two men covered it with stinking trash, Gunther placed the old engine in the now empty wooden box and replaced it on the rack. He locked up the bunker and got into the truck. No one stopped them from leaving the base.
* * *
Hilde was very pleased with the new acquisition and directed Gunther and the men to the closed garage that was under her apartment. Gunther expertly manipulated the portable winch, removed the device that was still wrapped with the tarpaulin and placed it in an unmarked wooden box that Hilde had prepared. The box was then hoisted back onto the garbage truck, and Gunther drove it with Hilde at his side giving him directions.
She directed him to a farm that was owned by one of the supporters of the Red Army Faction, just west of the village of Rohrbach. She told Gunther that she needed to arrange the safe storage of the box and its contents. She then turned her attention to the owner of the farm. Albert was an unkempt man in his mid-forties, who had not seen a barber or had a shave, since his wife had left him, taking their three-year old daughter with her, five years earlier. She said that she didn't like his extreme politics, but really was tired of him, and his obsessive jealousy. She didn't acknowledge, even to herself, that his jealousy was well founded � she didn't like staying on the farm and doing the chores he expected of her � she preferred to spend her free time with young women at the shady village bar. When he reprimanded her for neglecting her duties and their daughter, she just shrugged and complained that he was treating her like a slave and threatened to leave him. One day, when he beat her for no good reason, she waited for him to go to the cowshed, and took off with the little girl. She travelled to Berlin, which was still a divided city, and soon found a woman with whom she cohabited.
Albert was too old to take an active part in the terror acts of the Baader-Meinhof Red Army Faction but was glad to provide financial and logistical support. In fact, his farm served as a meeting point for the gang, and at times as a refuge, far away from the police force. Hilde became quite friendly with the poor man, and occasionally gave him a glimpse of paradise (or so he felt). She liked two things about him: he worshipped the ground she stood on and willingly did whatever she asked of him.
When she told him, she wanted to safely store a box with a very precious item, he asked no questions. He led her to the cowshed, removed a few wooden planks from the floorboard and dug a large hole. The three of them placed the box in the hole and Albert replaced the floorboards. Gunther was disappointed when she sent him off but was content with her promise to make it up to him over the weekend. After Gunther left, Albert covered the floorboards with mud, leaving no visible evidence that something was buried under the floor.
* * *
Two weeks later, Hilde led her small group back to the US Army barracks. The plan was to kidnap the base commander and demand the release of all the remaining members of the Red Army Faction who were in West German prisons in exchange for the general. However, as they approached the fence on the periphery of the base, their presence was noticed by one of the infrared cameras that were recently installed. The duty officer, an ex-marine, Captain Kilgore, was the head of base security. The captain had seen action in Vietnam and was frustrated by being assigned to an army camp in West Germany, where nothing ever seemed to happen. He laid a perfect ambush for the approaching terrorists. His instruction to his troops was clear, "Shoot first and ask questions later."
The barrage from the single machine gun and three M-16 automatic rifles was lethal. Hilde, Gunther and their two comrades were killed on the spot. The captain, who had seen the way body-counts were carried out in Vietnam, reported that at least a dozen terrorists were killed � tripling the actual number. When the bodies were identified as belonging to members of the Baader-Meinhof gang, he was rewarded with a promotion and given the choice to name his next posting. However, there was one caveat � it must be far from Germany, in case the remaining gang members tried to avenge the death of their comrades � so he preferred to be shipped to Hawaii.
Albert, the farm owner, heard about the demise of his lover and committed suicide. His estranged wife and infant daughter, who were his sole heirs, had no interest in returning to live on the farm. The farm was sold in an auction, and the new owner regarded it as an investment in real-estate that would perhaps pay-off in the future, and in the meantime, could be written off as a tax-deductible expense. The herd of cows was sold to a sausage factory, and the buildings slowly deteriorated.
The Pentagon, Washington, DC, 1990
After an extensive investigation, a secret court martial trial was held at the Pentagon. The defendants were General Montgomery, former commander of the US Army base near Coburg, Germany, and Captain Kilgore, who was the former head of base security. The charges included major negligence in securing the nuclear weapons that were stored on the base, as well as several minor infractions of rules and regulations, that were mainly drawn to intimidate the defendants.
After the fall of the communist regime of the DDR (Deutsche Demokratische Republik), formerly known as East Germany, in 1990, many of the US military bases that were near the border with West Germany, were closed. The stocks of tactical nuclear weapons which were no longer considered as a necessary deterrent against an invasion by Warsaw Pact ground forces, were ordered to be sent back to the United States. Each item was closely examined before shipping, and it was soon discovered that a box that should have contained one of the 280 mm artillery fired atomic projectiles (AFAP) was stuffed with nothing other than an old Volkswagen engine. This fact, of course, was kept under tight wraps, because there is nothing that can worry the public more than a story about a missing nuke.
No one knew for sure when the theft took place. After a thorough investigation by the military police, the incident with the Baader-Meinhof gang in 1977 was singled out as the most likely time for the theft. This finding was reported up the chain of command, and the Chief of Staff demanded blood. The culprits were the two officers who were in positions of responsibility at the time, or more accurately at the suspected time, of the theft. The base commander declared his innocence and there was no solid evidence tying him to the incident, but his army career was over.
Captain Kilgore had long since retired from the army and had settled down in Hawaii, where he was posted as a reward for foiling the raid on the base by the terrorist group. He was shocked when three black SUVs packed with military police surrounded his cottage near Waikiki Beach and arrested him. Within two hours he was sitting handcuffed in a military plane on its way to Los Angeles, accompanied by two armed officers who refused to tell him why he was arrested. The plane refueled and continued its way to Andrews Air Force Base, near Washington, DC. From there Captain Kilgore was rushed to a military tribunal and was charged with major negligence in guarding nuclear weapons. The court heard him out patiently when he told his story and commended him for the successful ambush, but at the same time reprimanded him for not checking on the stocks of weapons, particularly the highly sensitive nuclear weapons that were stored on base. His meticulously clean military record had spared him from a death sentence, but he was sentenced to 10 to 30 years of solitary confinement, in a high-security military prison. He was forbidden to tell his story to anyone, under the pain of a retrial and capital punishment. Needless to say, not a single word about the missing nuke was ever published.
The farm, west of Rohrbach, Germany, 1991
When the communist regime of East Germany collapsed, the value of the land in areas neighboring the former border increased dramatically. A real-estate company purchased the land from the far-sighted investor and planned to build a new residential suburb. A lone bulldozer was dispatched to flatten the land and prepare it for the new construction. The old cowshed was torn down and the hiding place was exposed. The operator of the bulldozer, Hans Auerbach, jumped off his vehicle and took a close look at the strange box that was uncovered. He looked around, and when he saw that no one was watching, he pried the lid open. He saw a cylindrical object wrapped in a shredded tarpaulin. Its olive-green color and red markings indicated that it was a piece of military equipment. He resealed the box and used the bulldozer's blade to excavate it and transport it to his pick-up truck. Nobody noticed what he was doing.
In the evening Hans drove his pick-up truck to an isolated spot and investigated the contents of the box. He realized that this was a very large artillery shell and was obviously not something left over from the Second World War, but much newer. His nephew, Ludwig Auerbach, had been an officer in the West German tank corps, and he figured that he would know something about this strange artillery shell, so he called him.
Ludwig took one look at the shell and said, "Uncle Hans, do you know what you have here?" When he saw the look on his uncle's face, he continued, "This is a 280 mm artillery fired atomic projectile � AFAP, in short. There were not many tests with this weapon � because it could be as dangerous to the forces firing it as to the enemy. A large gun, weighing 85 ton could fire it to about 30 km. Its yield was similar to the atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima, but it weighs only about 350 kg � less than one tenth of the Hiroshima bomb. Uncle Hans, you would be wise to report it to the American forces, or if you are afraid, to the local police."
Hans was shocked by the information, but his eyes glittered with greed, "Is it worth anything?"
Ludwig was taken aback by this, "Yes, Uncle, it worth a death sentence to whoever is caught with it."
Hans scratched his head, "Ludwig, you know that my brother, your father, is deep in debt. He lost his business when the people from the former East Germany came over in hordes. He couldn't compete with the low cost of their labor. He took loans to expand his business and make it more competitive but lost everything. If we can sell this object we can help him regain his business, and of course, you and I will be able to retire."
Ludwig interrupted, "I want nothing to do with this. You are crazy to think of selling such a thing. Who would buy it? No one has the gun needed to fire it."
Hans said, "I thought of disassembling it and removing the active part."
"Do you think this is like your bulldozer? Something you can take apart with a screwdriver and a couple of wrenches? There is dangerous radioactive material here and it probably has some devices that protect it from being handled by unauthorized people. It could blow up in your hands and destroy the whole town in which you live."
Hans thought this over, "OK, I'll seek professional help."
Ludwig laughed, "Publish an ad in the newspaper 'Atomic bomb experts needed for a secret job' or perhaps sell it to a terrorist organization."
"You have just given me a great idea. I'll try to contact one of the terrorist organizations."
"Uncle, do you want this bomb to appear in Berlin, or London, and destroy the whole city?"
"Ludwig, frankly, I wouldn't mind it going off in London, or for that matter in New York or Tel-Aviv. The British, Americans and Jews have humiliated Germany and almost destroyed it. So, I'll contact one of the groups who are against these enemies of the true German people."
"I am now certain that you are out of your mind."
Hans Auerbach sighed, "You, young people have learnt nothing. You are so na�ve and gullible and believe all the propaganda about a new world order, about justice for all, about equality and human rights. In the real world, you must care for yourself and your family above everything else. God has sent me a gift, a treasure. Do you want me to waste it? To forgo the opportunity to get rich? No, Ludwig, I must make the most of this. The question is � do you want to help me?"
Ludwig hesitated for a moment, before answering, "Uncle Hans, I want no part in this. This meeting has never occurred, I haven't seen a thing, I know nothing and will tell no one. Just be careful with it. If the wrong bunch of people realize the true value of this, they will kill you, leave your body to rot, and take it away. Good-bye, Uncle Hans."
With that, Ludwig returned to his car without glancing back at Hans who was busy covering the precious object with the tarpaulin and drove away.
* * *
Hans drove his pick-up truck to the spot where he had left his bulldozer and positioned the bulldozer's blade close to the pick-up's deck. With great difficulty he managed to move the heavy box onto the blade. He got into the driver's seat and drove the tractor to the spot in the forest where he had met with his nephew � a few kilometers away from the new construction site. He unloaded the heavy box and used the large blade to dig a deep hole near a copse of tree. He then carefully moved the box into the hole and covered it with the soil he had piled next to the hole. He used the bulldozer's blade to smooth the soil and tried to erase all traces of the freshly dug hiding place. He carefully noted the position of the hole relative to the copse of trees and wrote it down on a piece of paper.
He took one last look at his handiwork, smiled to himself smugly, and drove the bulldozer back to the construction site and got into his pick-up truck. On the way home, he realized that he had no clue how to find a buyer for the nuclear artillery shell but figured there was no hurry. He was so deep in thought that he didn't notice that the traffic light was red and drove right through the intersection. The driver of the large truck saw that the green light was about to change and stepped on the gas pedal. The last thing Hans Auerbach saw were the headlights of the rapidly approaching truck and the last sound he heard was the truck's horn followed by the crushing sound of metal on metal.
After his body was identified by the local police, his next of kin, his brother who lived in Berlin was notified of the accident. The brother called his grown-up son, Ludwig, who was stationed near the village where the accident occurred and asked him to take care of the formalities. Ludwig told his father that he had seen Uncle Hans just a few hours before and couldn't believe that he had died.
Ludwig contacted the local police and was requested to come and identify the body. After seeing the crushed body of his uncle, and what remained of the pick-up truck, he made the arrangements for the funeral that was attended only by himself and his fianc�e. As he was the next of kin, he received all of Hans's earthly belongings, including the note on which something strange had been scribbled. His father and mother were not well enough to travel to the remote village, and Hans himself had no family and no friends who would miss him.
* * *
Ludwig married his fianc�e a couple of months later, and after a year their only son, Rudolf, was born. Ludwig remained in the army and eventually made the rank of colonel in the German unified army and remained in service until he contracted colon cancer. The incident with his uncle and the nuke was almost forgotten.
His malignant tumor had spread to his liver and pancreas and there was nothing that modern medicine could do to heal him. On his death-bed he called for his son and in broken words told him about the incident that had taken place over two decades earlier. By then, Rudolf was in his mid-twenties and his main interests in life were women, sun, alcohol and recreational drugs, not necessarily in that order. He listened to his dying father's description of the nuke and the place where he had last met with Uncle Hans to inspect it. His mind was set to go to sunny Italy and spend time there and he didn't pay close attention to the details. However, he did realize that whatever this alleged nuke was, it may be worth some money.
After the funeral of his father, Rudolf Auerbach bid farewell to his mother and took the meagre savings he had and travelled to Bologna. He was officially registered as an art student in Europe's oldest university, but spent most of his time, and all his money, on his favorite interests. The sun was free as were some of the women, but alcohol and drugs soon depleted his funds. Gradually, he became an anarchist, adopted a stray dog which he named Adolph. Whenever he got stoned, quite a regular occurrence, and couldn't find the way back to his rented room, he just spent the night on a worn blanket, protected from the elements by the arcades on Zamboni Street, with Adolph by his side.
Bologna, 2018
This is where Lara and Fatima found him � lying on his blanket under one of the arcades � and, just based on an instinct, took interest in the young man. Rudolf was quite glad that he could converse in English with the two women, and not stammer and stutter in broken Italian. Fatima, who had always held a fancy for men younger than herself, saw that underneath the worn clothes and decrepit appearance there was an intelligent and handsome man, and soon befriended him.
Fatima sat beside the young man and introduced herself, "I am Fiona, originally from Dublin, but now from London", and came forth with a proposal, "Would you like to join me for a beer."
This was an offer he couldn't refuse, "I am Rudolf, but my friends call me Rudi. I would love to have a beer and something to eat with you � if you are paying." He saw Fatima's smile and she rose from the blanket and held her hand out to help him get up.
Lara noticed her friend's interest in the young man. "Fiona, I am going to do a little sightseeing. I guess, I'll be away for two or three hours. Why don't you take Rudolf to eat and then to wash up in the apartment? Rudolf, I am leaving you in the good hands of Fiona. Make sure to treat her well."
Lara headed toward the main plaza of Bologna, Piazza San Petronio, while Fatima and Rudolf entered the nearby restaurant and ordered food and beer.
Rudolf consumed two cheeseburgers and three pints of beer, while Fatima just had a cone of ice-cream and watched him gorge himself. At first, he was too hungry to pay attention to his companion, but after his hunger was satiated, and the three beers began to affect him, he became talkative. Without her having to prompt him, he started talking about himself and his newly acquired anarchist opinion of life. Fatima began to see the potential use of this young man for the cause, not only for her own urge for male company. She took his hand, "Rudolf, come with me to the apartment. While you take a long shower, I can put your clothes in the washing machine so that you'll have something clean to put on." Rudolf just smiled at her and started to fantasize about clean clothes, and after studying Fatima and her attitude thought that perhaps he would get a chance to pursue one of his other favorite interests.
Fatima led the way to the apartment she shared with Lara, and after verifying that Lara was out, led Rudolf to the bathroom and told him to undress and give her his filthy clothes. While he removed his clothes, Fatima took a long appraisal of his lean body, and saw the obvious sign that he was getting quite excited by the situation. He looked down at his naked body and smiled shyly, and then stepped inside the shower. Fatima loaded his clothes in the washing machine, and as an afterthought added her own clothes. She turned on the machine and quietly snuck into the bathroom. Rudolf had already shampooed his hair, and his eyes were closed to avoid the soap and didn't immediately feel her presence.
Fatima wrapped her hands around his torso and clung to him from behind. Rudolf felt her erect nipples burning holes in his back and groaned out loud when her right hand wondered down his mid-section and felt his response to her body. Without being able to see her face he had no trouble imagining her large smile. He wanted to turn to face her, but she held him firmly from behind and continued to stroke him until she was sure that his erection was at its maximum. She then took the handheld showerhead and directed its warm stream to massage his shoulders, telling him to relax. Once again, he tried to turn and face her, but she firmly instructed him to remain facing the wall. Then she rinsed the soap from his body, turned off the water and led him out of the shower cubicle. She pulled a large white towel from the towel-rack and after rubbing him dry, wrapped it around his mid-section. It was not easy, because of the large bulge between his legs. Both looked down at the obstruction and started laughing together. She teasingly said, "We have 25 minutes before the end of the cycle of the washing machine. What would you like to do?"
Rudolf had a sense of humor, "Let's discuss the different theories of the 20th Century leading philosophers."
They both broke out laughing and Fatima led him to her bedroom. Rudolf performed meticulously � after all, he had practiced quite a lot since arriving in Bologna � and Fatima was glad to have a virile young man in her bed. It had been quite a while since she had coached Ahmed, the young and inexperienced dark-skinned teenager with whom she spent time in Coimbra, before and after planting the bombs in the historic library and chapel. The washing machine's bell signaled that the washing cycle had been completed. Fatima groaned, got out of bed and took the clothes out of the washing machine and placed them in the dryer. She returned to the bedroom, "Now, we have another 40 minutes until the clothes are dry�"
Rudolf just smiled, "No problem. Help me a little and I'll show you what an anarchist can do."
* * *
By the time Lara returned to the apartment the new couple was fully clothed and sipping coffee. Fatima greeted her, "Lara, Rudolf will stay with us for a few nights. Is it OK with you?"
Lara took another look at her friend, then at the young man, "Sure, Fiona. But you know that we need to leave Bologna soon."
"We still have a few days here, so I'll try to make the most of it." She looked at Rudolf, "Rudi, you'll make these next days unforgettable, I hope." He just smiled shyly and nodded.
During the next few nights, and sometimes in broad daylight, the new couple spent most of their time getting stoned and making love. One night, just as they were falling asleep in a drug induced stupor, Rudolf said, "Fiona, on his death-bed, my father told me an incredible story", and he related the information about the stolen nuke. Fatima couldn't believe what she was hearing. The next morning, she quietly divulged the information to Lara.
Lara said, "We have to inform Le Docteur of this immediately. We must fly to Barcelona and do it in person. I'll book us a flight for this evening. I'll go out to make the travel arrangements and you tell Rudolf that he can stay in our apartment until we return, and make sure that we find him when we return here."

Chapter 4

Barcelona, Spain, January 2018
Le Docteur took a sip of red wine and twisted his mouth in disgust as the liquid touched his taste buds. The acidity of the cheap wine was not up to his standard. He wondered who had bought this bottle, and then recalled that it was Fatima, who had left it in the apartment when she took on the assignment in Bologna. Disgustedly, he poured the wine from his glass and the bottle into the kitchen sink. He sighed in frustration. Here he was after the foiled operation in Tours, waiting impatiently for Lara to return from Bologna. He knew that Fatima would accompany her but had already devised a plan to send her on a new mission and give him some quality time alone with his true love, Lara.
From his apartment he could see Catalunya Square � considered by many as the throbbing heart of Barcelona and the center of major demonstrations, rivaled only by Plaza Sant Jaume. The latter served as the focal point for demonstrations in support of Catalan independence or self-rule, while the former saw the crowds demanding social equality, justice and employment. Catalunya Square also attracted protestors of all kinds: gay-rights advocates, animal-rights groups with some ultra-militant veggies, liberals preaching for better treatment of refugees, political activists, human rights campaigners, and even football fans of whom there was no shortage in Barcelona.
He knew that no one had ever marched around the square demanding that Barcelona, and all of Spain, be returned to the Muslim rule, as it had been just a few hundred years earlier. Cynically, he thought, that this was about to change, thanks to the organization he had founded, NEMESIS. His goal was to avenge the wrongdoings that were carried out by the Christian world against his people, throughout the centuries. The list of his enemies was long: The Crusaders who murdered Muslims and desecrated the holy places in the Holy Land; Colonialists who forcibly subjugated Muslims and enslaved them; Capitalists who plundered the natural resources of the Arabs; Russian communists who murdered Muslim brethren in Chechnya and Chinese communists who persecuted the Uyghur Muslims in west China. His list also included the Jews, who in his view, controlled the United States and the world's economy as well as being responsible for the fate of the Palestinian people. He viewed the State of Israel as the biggest thorn in his side � after all, he held Mossad responsible for the failure of his attempts to acquire an atom bomb and use it against his enemies.
He was awakened from his day-dreaming by the sound of his cellphone. Only Lara had the number of this phone, so he delightedly pressed the 'answer' icon on the screen, without saying a word. The connection was good, and he clearly heard Lara's voice, "Is this Jean Devantier?", she used his new name, and he understood that she was not alone.
He answered in French, "Qui." And then switched to strongly accented English, "This is Devantier." After all, Lara's French was still very poor.
"I am at the airport, waiting for my flight. My colleague is with me. We hope to join you later this evening." She paused before adding, "Perhaps we have some great news, so get ready for a celebration." She hung up.
Le Docteur worried that something odd had happened. Lara, a former F-22 jet-fighter pilot in the US Air Force, would normally wait patiently for their meeting to break the news in private. He wondered what it could be. He decided to go out to the nearby store and buy two of the most expensive bottles of wine and prepare to celebrate whatever Lara's news was.
* * *
In the evening, Lara and Fatima arrived at the apartment, and after greeting Fatima with a warm hug and Lara with a deep kiss, Le Docteur opened the first wine bottle, poured three glasses and told the two women to settle down. He looked expectantly at Lara and waited. She took a large gulp of wine, paused dramatically and said, "I think that we have a lead to obtaining a nuclear device." Fatima nodded excitedly but didn't say anything.
Le Docteur was skeptical, "Please elaborate."
"When we were in Bologna, planning the attacks on the twin towers and the basilica, we spent many hours in the caf�s and restaurants with the young students. We spoke to several of the men and women, especially those who looked like anarchists and rebels." She meant those who sat for hours in Piazza Verdi, the square on Zamboni Street that seemed to attract the street people. "We came across a few refugees from Syria, immigrants from North Africa, and odd Scandinavians and Germans. Fatima befriended some of the Arabic speaking guys � whose main interest was in her body rather than her politics. We also spent hours speaking about politics with one of the German guys, Rudolf. He was obviously an extreme left-wing radical anarchist � against everything the governments of Western Europe and the United States had done. Strangely, or perhaps not so strangely for an anarchist, he was also very critical of the communist regimes of modern-day Russia and China. I am sure that in the US he would be labeled as an anti-social misfit, and probably be sent to jail on some trumped-up charge." She didn't notice the irony of using the President's name in this context. She continued, "However, in Bologna he didn't even stand-out as a weirdo, just as another confused young man."
Le Docteur was getting visibly impatient, "So, what about this guy?"
"He said that he wanted to find a way to punish the conceited Western society. Fatima became very close with him, and one night he told her about an old nuke that his father's uncle had allegedly found. We asked him for more details, but he said that didn't have precise information on its location, only a general area where it was buried. We believe that Rudolf knew more than he told us, and we should try to contact him and find out what else he has."
"Lara, is this a wild-goose chase or do you seriously think that it is worth pursuing?"
Fatima intervened, "This Rudolf guy became a bit delirious when he was stoned and started babbling. This is when he told me about the nuke. I believe that with proper prompting, or perhaps some intensive persuasion, he will tell us all he knows about it." As an afterthought she added, "I would gladly do the prompting."
"Let's finish our wine and then plan how to proceed with this Rudolf guy."
Fatima said, "I am not sure that he will become a supporter of Islam and NEMESIS."
Le Docteur smiled, "Don't worry. Intelligence agencies have often used the ruse of recruiting agents with a 'false flag'. We'll pretend to be anarchists and not reveal our true identity."
Bologna, Italy, a week later
Le Docteur had never been in Bologna before and was truly amazed by the city. He had heard of its reputation as la grassa (The Fat, because of its exquisite cuisine), la dotta (The Learned because it is the home of the oldest university in Europe and still is home for myriads of students), and la rossa (The Red, because of its red-brick buildings and extreme leftist politics). He saw the narrow, winding streets in the old part of the town, the large open piazzas, the numerous churches and basilicas. He was particularly impressed by the kilometers of arcades which enable pedestrians to walk from one side of the old town to the other side, practically without being exposed to the sun or rain.
Lara and Fatima guided him to Piazza Giuseppe Verdi, on Zamboni Street. He saw the young people sitting in the caf�'s surrounding the piazza, under the colonnaded arcades and forming intimate circles of a few students sitting on the roughly paved stones right in the center of piazza. Fatima scanned the countless young faces and discreetly pointed at a young man, sitting on a folded blanket and leaning against the wall of one of the buildings surrounding the piazza. Rudolf looked drowsy, probably stoned out of his mind, and was not aware of the interest the small group had.
Le Docteur stayed a couple of meters behind the two women. As they approached, the bedraggled dog that lay at Rudolf's feet, lifted its head and snarled quietly. Fatima stretched her hand and patted it gently and the dog gurgled contentedly. She then leaned further down and softly shook Rudolf's shoulder. She pulled back disgustedly, as the pungent odor of an unwashed body and urine permeated the air. The young man mumbled incoherently, probably in German, and grunted something in English about leaving him alone. Fatima turned her head away from the stench, took a deep breath and persistently continued to shake the young man. Eventually he opened one bleary eye and gave a shy smile when he recognized Fatima. He said, "I got tired of sitting alone in the apartment, waiting for you to return, so I returned to my favorite spot. That was a mistake, as you can see."
Lara joined them, holding a bottle of beer in her hand, and the smile grew, as Rudolf extended his hand to accept the bottle. He took a large swig and opened his other eye. His blue eyes were shot with red blood vessels and surrounded by dark black circles. His face was pallid and sickly, and his entire physical condition had deteriorated terribly since they last saw him, just one week earlier.
Fatima said, "Rudolf, why aren't you in the apartment? Let's get something to eat and drink. When last did you have a meal?"
"I am broke. I was mugged a few nights ago, everything I had was stolen, including the key to the apartment. They only left Adolph alone" he pointed at the dog. "I have been lying here, hoping for some charitable person to help me. You are a Godsend, Fiona, my angel and savior."
Fatima beckoned to Lara, and both women managed to pull Rudolf onto his feet. Le Docteur who was watching the entire time laughed quietly when he saw that both women kept their faces pointing away from the young man and trying to breathe shallowly to avoid being overwhelmed by the stench. He intervened, "Perhaps we should take him to our apartment and give him a hot bath. We can order some takeaway food and eat in there."
Rudolf looked at the strange man and saw that the two women he knew were with him. "I am hungry. Get me something to eat now and I need another beer to wash it down."
Le Docteur said, "The girls will take you to the apartment and I'll get you a large pizza and beer. Lara, I'll catch up with you shortly."
Fatima said, "Please get him something to wear. We'll have to throw away all his clothes and he probably has nothing else after being mugged."
* * *
A couple of hours later, the four of them sat on the apartment's veranda. Le Docteur was amazed by the transformation of the young man. He was clean, wearing the new clothes and smelling of soap. Le Docteur was not happy to see that Rudolf had taken the liberty of using his shaving kit and aftershave lotion but decided not to make a fuss about it. When Fatima and Rudolf were clearing the remains of the pizza, Lara managed to whisper to him that Fatima made sure that Rudolf got a very thorough scrubbing, and focused her cleaning efforts on Rudolf's private parts, much to the enjoyment of both. Rudolf kept looking at Fatima with eyes full of gratitude � much like Adolph looked at his master when he fed him.
Le Docteur opened, "Rudolf, it was sad to see a young man like yourself lying in his own filth in the street of this beautiful town. You correctly feel that you were maltreated by society." He saw that Rudolf was embarrassed by this show of sympathy, "We, too, think that Western society has lost its compassion, and is run by a bunch of vain capitalists who care only about their own profits. The bottom line is all that matters to them. They no longer see the people who contribute to their wealth � they treat them like disposable tissues to be used and then tossed away." He saw he struck a chord with the young man, so he continued, "We refuse to take it any longer. We want to get back at the people who run this unjust system."
Rudolf interjected, "How can we do this? We are just four people, sitting in an apartment in Bologna."
Le Docteur decided it was time to recruit the young man, "You must have heard of the latest terrorist attacks here in Bologna. You have seen the demise of the two towers, the due tori, the symbol of this town. They are no longer where they had stood for hundreds of years, they were transformed to a pile of rubble in an instant. You must have also heard of the desecration of the Basilica of San Petronio. Do you know who did these acts?"
Rudolf shrugged, "The authorities said they were carried out by radical Muslim extremists. They even showed a video of some organization, calling itself NEMESIS or something, that claimed responsibility."
Le Docteur laughed, "Rudolf, Rudolf, Rudolf, you are so na�ve and gullible. When the authorities tell you the sun is shining, always go out and check. No, these attacks were carried out by the two beautiful young ladies in this room."
Rudolf shook his head in disbelief. "Lara and Fiona? Tell me this man is joking." Both women smiled at him and nodded. "How did you do it? How could you do it? Are you crazy?"
Fatima took his hand in hers, and raised it to eye-level, "Rudi dear, look at this hand. It pressed the 'send' icon on the cellphone that detonated the 50 kg bomb I had planted in a motorcycle that I parked between the two towers." She then raised her other hand, "This hand left a backpack with the bomb that destroyed the anatomical theater."
Lara joined in, "I sprayed the black paint and glue inside the basilica. This helped avert the attention of the police and intelligence agencies to the abominable group of Islamic terrorists. They can search for the Muslims as much as they like. We, like you, are anarchists at heart."
Rudolf hesitated, and Fatima laughed and leaned over and gave him a gentle kiss. However, Rudolf kept staring at her hands � the agents of death and destruction, as she proudly admitted. She followed his gaze, "These hands can give you much pleasure, as you experienced a short while ago."
Le Docteur said, "Rudolf, Fiona told us about your father and his words on his death-bed. Do you know any more about this alleged nuke he talked about?"
"Frankly, I am not sure if he wasn't delirious when he talked about this nuke. Perhaps, he was just recalling a rumor he had heard before or something he had seen on TV."
"Do you think you could find the place he talked about?"
"It must have changed in the years since he was there with his Uncle Hans. I know the general area he was referring to, but I am confident I can find the buried item. If we go searching for it, we may find ourselves in trouble if the authorities take an interest in us."
"Rudolf, we need your help. We don't want you to do anything that could endanger you. We just need your help in finding the special item you talked about. If you don't want to join us, we'll take it on from here. However, you are welcome to become part of our group." At this point, Fatima hugged him and gently planted a kiss of his mouth.
Rudolf didn't realize that he would become expendable once he led them to the hidden nuke, or, if he did realize that he managed to hide it. "I need to think about this", and he rose from his chair, removing Fatima's hands from his body.
Le Docteur exchanged a glance with the two women. No word was said, but Fatima also rose, "Rudi, I'll come with you. But I suggest that we go to my room and think about the proposal in a clean place, not on a filthy blanket on the street." Rudolf considered the offer, shrugged and followed Fatima to the adjoining room.
Le Docteur smiled at Lara. "What do you think?"
"I am not sure but hope that Fatima casts her magic web and entices him. Let's do the same." She closed the doors of the veranda and pulled him to bed.
* * *
Three hours later, Fatima and Rudolf knocked on the door. Lara opened it, and just by looking at Fatima's smile, needed no words to see that Rudolf was on board. Le Docteur welcomed the young man with a hug, "Rudolf, you won't regret joining us. Together we'll show the rotten capitalist governments that the people will not lie down quietly and remain subservient servants."
Le Docteur wasn't sure what the true nature of the item was. He knew it was a nuke but not its exact origin. However, he didn't want Rudolf to recognize that fact, so he prodded, "Do you know if the item is in operating condition or if it needs any maintenance?"
Rudolf answered, "If we are to believe my father, it was buried almost 30 years ago. Your guess is as good as mine. I am not even sure that it was a real nuke and not another type of an artillery shell or even something completely different."
Le Docteur then looked at the two women, "Let's go and see for ourselves. We'll leave tomorrow."

Chapter 5

A forest near Rohrbach, Germany
The small group, consisting of Le Docteur, Lara, Fatima and Rudolf, stretched their limbs which were stiff after the long nine-hour drive from Bologna. They surveyed the land and quickly realized that there were no tell-tale signs to indicate the place where the nuke was buried. This was not surprising, as anything out of the ordinary would have been investigated decades earlier. Le Docteur asked, "Rudolf, is this the area your father told you about?"
The young man shrugged, "He said that it was near a copse of trees, or a small forest, west of the village of Rohrbach. We checked the maps on Google Earth, and this must be the forest he was talking about. Unfortunately, he didn't specify on which side of the forest it was buried, or even how close to the tree line."
Lara intervened, "Not to mention the fact that the land and forest may have changed in the last 25 or 30 years, since the nuke was buried."
Fatima added, "If there even is a nuke."
Le Docteur didn't like this defeatist spirit, "Keep quiet. Let's see if we can limit the search area by studying it. It is getting late and will soon be dark. I suggest we drive back to Coburg and find a hotel. We'd be better off in a large hotel where we can remain anonymous, rather than in a small bed and breakfast place, where the owner may become too curious about us. I'll also see if we can pick-up some gear that will help us locate the precious item. From now on, no one utters anything about a nuke or an artillery shell." He looked at his companions and they all nodded their agreement.
Lara, who was the only member of the small group who had a technical background, explained that buried metallic objects could be located with the help of a metal detector � the type used by beach-combers to search for coins, keys and other items left, or lost, by vacationers. She added, that a radioactivity monitor might also be useful in case the special item (she didn't utter the word � nuke) emitted gamma radiation. When Fatima asked if all nukes were radioactive, Lara explained that the level of radioactivity depended on the type of fissile material in the core, on the age of the object and on the shielding surrounding the core. She said that she didn't have enough technical details on the object they were seeking, so couldn't determine what the radiation level on the surface above the item would be.
They checked into the Best Western hotel near the center of Coburg. They took two double rooms � one for Le Docteur and Lara and the other for Fatima and Rudolf and decided to meet for dinner half an hour later. They checked the internet and managed to locate a couple of hardware stores nearby, but none had the specialized equipment they needed � a metal detector or a radioactivity monitor. However, one of the store owners promised to have both items available in 24 hours. The store demanded credit card details, or a cash down-payment, and Le Docteur preferred the cash option.
* * *
Dinner at a local restaurant that served typical regional food was nothing to write home about, but the large beer mugs made up for it. The foursome returned to the hotel and booked their rooms for two more nights. The next day, after a hearty breakfast in the hotel, they returned to the small copse of trees. Rudolf surveyed the area for a long while, trying to recall his father's exact words and search for any hint that could direct them to the site of the buried box. He said, "I believe that if my father's uncle wanted to hide his activities he would avoid the eastern and southern sides of the forest because they are closer to the houses of the village. I think he would stick to the western or northern parts. Let's split into two groups and take a close look at these sectors."
Le Docteur looked at the lay of the land, and nodded, "Rudolf, assuming that the villages had not changed much, I agree with your suggestion. I'll go with Lara to the north while you and Fiona screen the western side. We'll meet at noon and decide how to continue."
After a few hours of futile searching, the group reconvened near the car. Rudolf said, "Fiona and I noticed a strange thing further west. We checked it closely on Google Earth, and it looks like two factories, or industrial plants, that were connected by a dual railway. They look deserted, but they may have been operational when Uncle Hans buried his treasure, so it is reasonable that he avoided being spotted from that side. So, it looks that the most likely area is the northern sector adjoining the forest."
Fatima said, "We also saw that there were two dirt roads that dissect the forest. If this Hans wanted to really be invisible from everyone, he may have decided to go into the middle of the forest to hide the box there."
Rudolf added, "The track that goes toward the north-west passes through an area in which the trees do not grow as densely as in the other parts of the forest. It's not really a clearing in the forest but is not quite like the other parts. The vegetation is not only less dense, but this area is in a small depression, so cannot be seen from anywhere outside the forest. Let's go there and check for any signs of digging."
"Let's first have lunch", Lara said. "I have a great idea. Let's buy one of those quadcopters with a camera and fly it over the suspect area. This will give us a better and more detailed view than the Google Earth view that may be outdated."
Le Docteur liked the idea, "So, we'll go back to the hardware store in Coburg, check if the equipment we ordered has arrived, and purchase one of those quadcopters. By the way, can any of you fly the thing?"
Lara laughed, "I used to fly the most sophisticated jet-fighter in the world, and you think I cannot fly a quadcopter?" Le Docteur gave her a warning look and she stopped talking.
Rudolf was surprised by this statement and began to wonder about his new friends. Like everyone else in the civilized world he had heard rumors of a highjacked jet-fighter and a renegade female pilot who turned on her own American people. He didn't say anything out loud, but decided to ask Fiona about it, when they were back in their hotel room.
* * *
They drove back to Coburg and had lunch in one of the new fast-food joints. Later, Le Docteur and Lara returned to the hardware store. The proprietor proudly showed them the metal detector and radiation monitor and presented them with the bill. When they asked him for a quadcopter, he showed them a large assortment of different models, and was pleased when they chose the most expensive one. The overall bill was close to 5,000 Euros, and Le Docteur pulled a wad of cash out of his pocket and paid. The proprietor gave them a stack of batteries and said that they were on the house and quietly he wondered who his customers really were but took the cash and didn't ask any questions. He decided that he'd tell his friends about this strange, and profitable transaction, when he invited them all for a drink in their favorite beer-cellar on Friday evening.
Le Docteur and Lara returned to the hotel and checked their purchases. Le Docteur loaded the batteries in the metal detector and tested it by throwing a coin under the bed and using the metal detector to find it. Next, he installed batteries into the radiation detector and looked around the room for something that may emit radiation. Lara saw him searching the room and pointed at the smoke detector on the ceiling. She said, "This contains a small amount of americium � a radioactive element that also emits gamma rays." Le Docteur stood on a chair and stretched to touch the smoke detector with the radiation monitor. The quiet chirping of the monitor increased in volume and intensity and returned to its normal chirping as he stepped down from the chair. Meanwhile, Lara switched on the TV set and pointed at it. Le Docteur placed the monitor close to the screen but the chirping level only rose a little.
Lara unpacked the quadcopter and read the instructions. She plugged the battery charger and started charging the battery. She said, "We need to charge the battery overnight, before we can take it to the site. Let's take the afternoon off and have some fun."
Le Docteur smiled, "Lara, you are great. I am glad that we are together."
* * *
Rudolf opened the minibar and took out two miniature bottles of vodka and a can of natural orange juice. Fatima gladly accepted the drink and raised her glass, "Here's to you, Rudi, and to the success of our mission."
Rudolf raised his own glass, "Fiona, I am glad we are together" not realizing that Le Docteur had said the very same words to Lara in the adjoining room, "but, I would like to know more about you and your friends. You are all very nice and really helped me when I needed help, but I think that you are more than simple, fellow-anarchists."
Fatima realized that she was on slippery ground, "Rudi, I assure you that we are pursuing the same cause � to get back at the corrupt society that exploits the common people. Please, don�t ask too many questions." She then patted the spot next to her on the bed, "Come here � I need you just like you needed us a while ago."
Rudolf obeyed, but his suspicion grew. He decided to wait for her to fall asleep and then go through her bag and look for any documents that may attest to her identity. Fatima fell into a deep sleep after their intensive love-making. Rudolf nudged her gently, and when she didn't respond, got out of bed and went to the bathroom, taking her bag with him. He sat on the toilet seat, opened the bag and found her passport and driver's license. Her Irish passport said that she was Fiona Wordsworth, gave her age as 32 and place of birth as Dublin. Her driver's license corroborated the information. English wasn't Rudolf's mother-tongue, but he thought that Fiona's accent had traces of other languages and was not pure Irish (his knowledge of the proper accent of the natives of Dublin stemmed from listening to the Frames and the Pogues � two of his favorite groups). He decided to ask her about her childhood and where she grew up, but to do it in a nonobtrusive manner.
He flushed the toilet, replaced Fatima's bag and returned to bed. Fatima stirred, moaned softly and pulled him to her side of the bed. Rudolf held her tight and massaged her back with long gentle strokes, just the way she liked it. She mumbled, "Don't stop", and after a while turned to face him. She laughed, "Scratch my back and I'll scratch yours", and started caressing him. Afterwards, they lay on their backs side by side, holding hands.
Rudolf said, "Fiona, tell me about your childhood and growing up."
Her eyes opened wide, although he couldn't see that. She suspected that he had gone through her bag and was ready with her cover story. "I was born in Dublin, but my parents separated when I was five years old, so I spent part of childhood with my mother in France and part with my father, who moved to Luxton." Luxton was the name of a fictional company, portrayed in a TV series � not a real place, but she was sure that Rudolf wouldn't know that. She countered, "Where did you grow up?"
Rudolf had nothing to hide, "My father served in the German military and our family followed him to wherever he was stationed. As he was busy most of the time, my mother took care of me. All this moving around was problematic for me, because I couldn't make any real friends. I also had to change schools every few years. I think this disruptive childhood shaped my attitude towards society and turned me into an anarchist. I never formed a long-term relation with girls, or for that matter, even with boys. During my young adulthood, I felt like a rolling stone � no ties to people or places. With you, I feel different � perhaps because you are a little older and more experienced." He turned to her and kissed her lips.
Fatima knew that she was deceiving this gentle young man but felt that any sacrifice for the cause was justified. "Rudi, we both suffered during our early years. I hope we can make up for it, now that we've found each other."
Rudolf accepted this, but then recalled what Lara said earlier, "Fiona, what did Lara mean when she said she had been a jet-fighter pilot?"
Fatima was prepared for this question, "She was only joking, because she had spent hours on end with those stupid computer games. She really has a knack for the game in which she is a jet-fighter pilot and must shoot down enemy planes. We'll soon see if she can fly a quadcopter in the real world and not just on a flat computer screen. Don't worry about it � she is an exceptional woman, with many attributes."
Rudolf accepted the explanation, but something else had been bothering him since Le Docteur told him the role the two women played in the attacks in Bologna. "Did you and Lara plant those bombs in Bologna, or was our friend just pulling my leg? I cannot believe that you are responsible for so many deaths and so much destruction."
Fatima replied, "Rudi, it is all true. When you stand out to make a point, innocent victims may be sacrificed for the common good. This is collateral damage. We deeply regret the loss of life, but we must forcefully show the world that the common people will not take it anymore. We'll put an end to exploitation by the ruling classes. Don't you agree?"
"I do agree, but I didn't realize that we may be hurting our own innocent people. Perhaps we should only focus on the corrupt people who are abusing and manipulating us. Maybe plant bombs in their offices and homes, or have snipers take them out�"
Fatima interrupted, "When you cook omelets you have to break the eggs. This is the way the world works. There is no revolution without some bloodshed, and we are the ultimate forces of change. Don't worry about it � you'll see that the end justifies the means." She knew she would have to report the conversation and began to think that Rudolf may soon outlive his usefulness, particularly if they managed to find the hidden nuke. It was a sad thought � she became attached to the man, but the cause and Le Docteur were higher up in her mind than the relationship with Rudi.
* * *
The next day, after having breakfast in the hotel, the foursome drove back to the copse of trees. They parked the car in the area where the density of the trees was low, and Lara assembled the quadcopter and launched it. As she had expected, within a couple of minutes she mastered its handling, and was in full control of its flight path and camera scan. The view of the forest from an altitude of 50 meters was quite different than from ground level. Disturbance of the surface was noted in several places, and these were marked on the screen. After 10 minutes, the small area was surveyed from above, and Lara brought the quadcopter back for a smooth landing.
Le Docteur had noticed that Fatima tried to get his attention during breakfast, so he suggested that they split into two couples. Unlike the previous day, he said that he would team up with Fatima (Fiona, as he called her in Rudolf's presence). They would take the metal detector and focus on the eastern side, while Lara and Rudolf would take the radiation monitor and go to the western side of the clearing.
When they were alone, Fatima told Le Docteur about the conversation she had with Rudolf the previous night. "I am sure that he examined my passport and driver's license and started asking me questions about my childhood and accent. I am glad that he was deceived by the fake documents but am beginning to worry that he is getting restless. He even asked about Lara's boasting that she was a fighter pilot and I managed to find an excuse that it was only in her fantasy and computer games."
"We'll have to consider what to do about him, after we locate the nuke. Meanwhile, let's focus on the search." He pointed to a small mound between the trees, "Here's one of the spots that were marked by the quadcopter." He turned on the switch of the metal detector and waited for the indicator light to turn green. Then he held the device above the soil surface and swept an area a few meters from the suspect mound to get a background reading. After that, he approached the mound and repeated the action. Fatima watched him closely, and from his body language she could tell that nothing was found. They moved on to the next spot that was marked on the screen and followed the same procedure � with the same negative result.
* * *
Lara and Rudolf strolled to the first suspect point that appeared on the screen. Rudolf said, "Lara, I am impressed by the way you flew the quadcopter. Are you really a jet-fighter pilot, as you said yesterday?"
Lara knew that she had made a mistake the previous day, and quickly thought of an excuse, "When I was a young girl, that was my dream � to become a pilot. But, as a woman, I knew that there was little chance of it happening, so, as a substitute, I read about planes, played computer games in which I was an invincible, dare-devil pilot. I mastered using a joy-stick on flight-simulation games, so much so that I could do it in my sleep. So, learning how to operate the quadcopter was a piece of cake."
Rudolf doubted that playing computer games on a flat screen was good training for 3D, real world, flight, "I never thought that these computer games had any benefit in the real world."
Before he could delve any further about her skills, Lara said, "Here's the first spot. Let's see if the radiation monitor registers anything." She turned it on, and like Le Docteur, first took a background reading, and then went to the suspect spot. She excitedly said, "Look, Rudolf, the reading here is higher than in the background. Take the shovel and dig a little deeper and I'll see in the reading continues to increase."
Rudolf bent down and started clearing the soil from the spot. After he had dug a small hole, about 50 cm deep, Lara lowered the monitor and saw that radiation intensity had increased a little. She showed Rudolf the new reading and he smiled, "Perhaps my father was not hallucinating. I'll dig further, and you call the others to come and help."
Lara looked around to see whether Le Docteur and Fatima were visible, but the trees obstructed her line of sight. She took her cellphone and sent an image of a toothy smiley to Fatima's phone. She didn't have to add anything, as instead of a reply she heard shrieks of joy from her friend. A moment later, the other two figures joined Rudolf, who was enthusiastically continuing to dig. Lara took another reading with the radiation monitor and saw that the intensity continued to grow. Le Docteur placed the metal detector on the surface of the freshly dug soil and the device hummed audibly in a tone that would normally have been unpleasant but to the foursome was like angels singing.
Finally, the full size of the wooden box was exposed. The wood's condition was quite good, considering that it had been buried in moist soil for more than two and a half decades. Le Docteur replaced Rudolf, whose back began to ache from the unaccustomed strain of digging and removed the soil from the sides of the box. When the lid was opened, they could see a cylindrical object covered with a tarpaulin. The radiation monitor chirped intensely when it was placed on the tarpaulin and Fatima wondered aloud whether it was safe to hang around with that level of radiation, but Lara assured her that if they kept their distance and limited their time near the nuke, they would suffer no harm.
Le Docteur and Rudolf tried to lift the object out of the box but realized that it was much too heavy. Le Docteur said, "We'll have to return with lifting equipment, and rent a pick-up truck to move the object away. We also need to prepare a suitable space to work on it. I'll try to find an expert, a nuclear scientist or technician, to advise us on how to proceed. I am quite sure that there is no way to detonate it in its current position, so it should be safe to transport it."
They closed the lid and covered the box with the soil they had dug out. They didn't need to mark the spot � it was fixed in their minds. They planned to make the arrangements that Le Docteur mentioned and return to extract the nuke from its hiding place.
* * *
The following day, Le Docteur drove the rented car with Lara by his side, while Rudolf and Fatima followed with the newly rented pick-up truck with the winch. They parked close to the site of the buried box, making sure that their actions were shielded by the parked cars, just in case someone approached. Le Docteur also carried a pistol, as a safety precaution against overly inquisitive unwelcome visitors. He didn't tell the women that he had considered using it to dispose of Rudolf, if the necessity arose.
It took the two men only ten minutes to expose the top of the box, and another half an hour to secure the ropes around its bottom and raise it from the ground with the winch. They carefully placed it on the pick-up's deck and gathered around it, keeping their distance. After Lara took a few measurements of the radiation level and pronounced it safe to approach as long as they didn't spend too much time close to it, they removed the lid and parted the top of the tarpaulin with a sharp knife. The olive colored object, with the distinct marking of radioactivity, were clearly seen. Le Docteur bent down and inspected the item closely, using a magnifying glass. He was glad to see that there were no signs of corrosion on the exterior of the device and said so aloud.
Lara was skeptical, "This is no indication of what is going on inside. After all, this weapon was manufactured half a century ago, and the conventional explosives surrounding the physics package", she was referring to the fissile materials in the core of the nuke, "could be damaged by the radiation emitted from the nuclear materials inside."
Le Docteur shrugged, "As I said yesterday, we'll need a nuclear scientist to dismantle the device and study it." He was thinking that there were two or three possible places to find such an expert who would be willing to help them � a fellow Muslim from Iran or Pakistan, a Muslim scientist from the former Soviet Union, or an engineer from North Korea. Finally, he said, "Give me a couple of weeks to find an able and willing scientist. Meanwhile, we need to find a place to keep the item. Rudolf, do you think we could find an isolated farm or house in the area?"
Rudolf thought about it and said, "I am not familiar with this part of Germany. I think that there may be too many questions if we turn up here. Perhaps we should look for a place where law and order are not as rigidly imposed."
Fatima said, "I once met a guy from Slovakia and spent some time in his family's house. It was not far from the town of Banska Bystrica, on the outskirts of a small village called Krne. I hope I am pronouncing the name correctly. They had a summer house that they rented to tourists. It was well isolated � no immediate neighbors and surrounded by trees. It had a closed two-car garage. I can contact my friend and ask if the house is available for a short-term rent."
Le Docteur liked the idea. The drive from Coburg to that remote part of Slovenia was not too long, about eight and a half hours and crossing from Germany into Austria and then Slovakia was not supposed to be problematic for citizens of the European Union. He had once spent a skiing vacation in the mountains and passed through the town of Banska Bystrica on the way to the ski resort. He nodded his approval and asked Fatima to contact her friend.

Chapter 6

Two weeks later, Krne, Slovakia
The drive from Coburg to Bratislava, the capital of Slovakia was uneventful. Once again, Le Docteur and Lara were in the lead car, followed by Rudolf and Fatima in the second-hand minivan that they purchased in Coburg, after returning the pick-up to the rental company. The nuke was in the back of the minivan, covered by a rug, upon which luggage and household items were piled high. They stopped for the night near Bratislava and Le Docteur drove to the local international airport to pick up Dr. Yuri Bakavlev, the Chechen scientist whom he had recruited for the project.
Bakavlev was well known in anti-Russian circles, and his reputation proceeded him among radical Muslims. He grew up in a small village in Chechnya, that consisted of a collection of five dilapidated houses, that were all owned by members of his extended family. As a boy, his exceptional mathematical talent was recognized by his teachers, and he was sent to study physics in Moscow when he was fifteen. After earning a doctorate in nuclear physics at the age of twenty, in 1980, he was invited to join one of the clandestine atomic cities of the Soviet Union. He had been trained as a specialist in designing and building advanced nuclear weapons. All was well, and he was looking into a brilliant career as a scientist, until three events changed his life. The collapse of the Soviet Union and its grand scientific infrastructure left him without a job. The war in Chechnya showed him that as a Muslim he would always be considered as a second-rate citizen in the Russian Federation and a perpetual suspect of anti-Russian activities. Thirdly, and most importantly, his entire family was burned to ashes in their homes when Russian planes dropped Russian-made incendiary munitions on the village where his family lived.
He was glad when he was contacted by Le Docteur and didn't ask any questions when it was implied that he would get an opportunity to even the score with the murderers of his family. As he cleared the customs at Bratislava and stepped into the crowd waiting to receive the arriving passengers, he saw a man holding a cardboard sign with his name. He approached and identified himself and received a warm embrace from Le Docteur. Le Docteur scrutinized the man. He could tell that the man had suffered a lot in his life, as evident from his stature. He was close to sixty, but despite his unhealthy outward physical appearance there was a glitter in his eyes, that Le Docteur interpreted as a sign of hope to get his revenge. He said, "Dr. Bakavlev, welcome on board. I have a car waiting. Where's your luggage?"
The scientist lifted his small carry-all, "This is all I travel with." He looked cautiously around, "I hope you were not followed. The FSB is still trying to eliminate me." He laughed silently, "They think that I have special skills and knowledge. They don't realize that I have not entered a scientific laboratory in the last two decades, and that whatever I know is probably outdated."
Le Docteur unlocked the car doors, "Don't worry about them, soon you'll give them a real reason to find you�", he saw the question on the scientist's face, and added, "We'll make them pay for all the evils and injustice that they did to your people in Chechnya and to all the Muslims."
On the way to the hotel, Le Docteur told the scientist about the American atomic artillery shell they had found and a little about each member of his team. "Lara is my partner and she has proven herself as a capable, brave and daring member of NEMESIS. You may have heard about the American renegade jet-fighter pilot who stole a plane and bombed a naval base in San Diego." The scientists nodded, and Le Docteur added, "She is also my girl-friend, if I can use the term juveniles call their lovers. Then we have Fiona, whose real name is Fatima. She has carried out daring acts in the name of NEMESIS in France, Portugal and Italy. Finally, we have a German anarchist who doesn't know that we are all Muslim members of NEMESIS set out to seek revenge. He is a bit confused and seeks guidance from us. Fatima keeps him on a short leash and he follows her around like a lost puppy."
Bakavlev shook his head, "He is the weakest link. I don't like Christians, or for that matter any non-Muslims, if we don't need him we should dispose of him. This is an unnecessary risk."
Le Docteur shrugged, "I have often thought about doing it. However, we may still need him for our project. We'll dispose of him when he is no longer an asset."
* * *
They reached the hotel and Le Docteur made the introductions. Bakavlev looked at the two women and the German youth and smiled, "It is a pleasure to meet such fine looking brave anarchists. If I were three or four decades younger I would be honored to take an active part in your group's activities. Now, I can only serve as an advisor."
Le Docteur interrupted, "Yuri, you are a vital part of our group. Without you, we would be able to inflict only minor damage on our enemies � but with your help, we'll teach them a lesson they'll never forget."
Lara smiled, "Le Docteur told us about you. We welcome you with open arms," and she opened her arms and clasped the embarrassed scientist in a warm hug, "I am waiting to learn from you about nuclear weapons."
Rudolf shook hands with the Chechen man, "The Russians are still the evil empire � persecuting innocent people in their country and abroad, spreading their warped policies and exploiting their friends. They deserve whatever's coming to them."
Fatima just smiled at the older man and he smiled at her, liking what he saw. Le Docteur was pleased with the warm reception for the new member of the group. He said, "Let's go to bed. Tomorrow we want an early start, so that we can get to Krne before noon and see the house and explore the neighborhood. We have a noon appointment with the agent of the owners. I don't want him to see all of us, so I suggest that he will meet only with Fiona and Rudolf. Fiona knows the owners' son and Rudolf as a German vacationing in Slovakia will raise no eyebrows."
* * *
Rudolf drove the minivan, with Fatima at his side using the navigating system to reach the cottage. Meanwhile, Le Docteur, Lara and Dr. Bakavlev stopped at a large supermarket on the outskirts of Banska Bystrica and while Lara bought food for the group, the two men sat at a caf� and had coffee. They spoke quietly in English and avoided discussing the project in public. The scientist made a list of the tools he might need for stripping the artillery shell and for disassembling the nuke.
Lara returned with the food products, and proudly showed them the case of beer and the bottles of wine she had purchased and was surprised to see the look of disapproval on the Chechen's face. Le Docteur quickly said, "The alcohol is needed to alleviate the suspicions of the German guy. If we drink alcohol we cannot be Muslim radicals� You can say that you have an allergy to alcohol and avoid the stuff."
The scientist burst out laughing, "You misunderstand. I frowned because I saw no vodka among the beer and wine bottles. Make sure to get some real alcohol � not this pussy stuff."
Le Docteur gave a sigh of relief. "Let's go the hardware store and get the tools. We may have to return for more specific tools after we start working on the item."
The hardware store sold only the very basic tools, but in any case, these were the tools Bakavlev was used to working with. He was glad to see that store had modern digital testing equipment for electronic circuits and not the old-fashioned analogue voltage and current meter that he had used in the Soviet laboratory.
By the time they reached the cottage, the real-estate agent was gone, and Fatima and Rudolf were busy clearing a large space in the two-car garage. They waited for the rest of the group to unload the nuke and place it on the heavy-duty wood table that was positioned in the center of the garage. The tarpaulin was carefully removed, and the elongated cylindrical shaped object was fully revealed.
Fatima was the first to speak, "It is hard to believe that an object of this size," she was referring to the length that was much less than her hands-span, and the diameter that was just a little more than the length of her shoe, "can destroy a small city and kill 100,000 people in an instant."
Le Docteur was cynical, "This is what human ingenuity has achieved after thousands of years of civilization."
The Chechen scientist was even more cynical, "I have seen weapons that are only slightly larger than this that have a hundred times more destructive power."
For the first time, Rudolf realized that they were not playing with matches or hand-grenades, "I cannot believe that we will actually use this and kill a hundred thousand innocent people." He looked at Le Docteur to see whether he was seriously considering it, and when he saw the stone-faced stare, he took a few steps back, "I don't want anything to do with this." He turned to leave the garage.
Le Docteur didn't hesitate, he drew his pistol and shot the young man. Rudolf's head exploded, and blood was splattered where he fell. Fatima's hand flew to her mouth to block her scream, and Lara hurried to hug and comfort her. Bakavlev shrugged, " I have seen many people die around me, so one more will make no difference. From the minute I saw him, I thought that he was an idealist and an arm-chair anarchist, not one of us." He turned to Le Docteur, "Let's dispose of the body while the girls clean up the mess."
Le Docteur turned to Fatima, "I am sorry that it had to end like this, but you knew all along that he posed a risk to our project. He has outlived his usefulness�" He didn't complete the sentence.
Nothing else was said about Rudolf, as the remaining members of the group concentrated on their tasks. The women cleared the mess on the floor of the garage and the men disposed of Rudolf's body by burying it in the forest 50 meters from the cottage.
* * *
The scientist closely inspected the artillery shell. Le Docteur looked at him inquiringly, and the Chechen said, "I am not familiar with the design of this particular device but am sure that it is basically like our Soviet weapons. It must have a fissile core, surrounded by conventional explosives, a trigger and a safety mechanism." He saw the look of concern on Le Docteur's face, "There is no fear that it will suddenly go off. I am sure that it cannot be detonated unless it is fired from the gun � a basic safety mechanism that will prevent it going off before it has travelled some distance from the crew that fires the gun." He started to disassemble the outer casing, humming softly to himself. "Look at this," he pointed to the crumbling pieces of what looked like silly-putty, "the conventional explosives are useless � they were damaged by radiation, corrosion and time. This shell was never meant to remain in storage for half a century, and certainly not to be buried in the ground for a long time."
"Do you mean it is useless?" Le Docteur asked with deep concern.
The scientist laughed, "Have you never heard the adage that 'getting weapon usable nuclear materials is 80�% of the way to creating a nuclear device'? I need to disassemble the casing around the core and see if the fissile material looks usable." He started poking and probing, while keeping one eye glued to the radiation monitor that was positioned near the nuke. He said, "If we are in luck, we'll be able to use the core � the Americans call it 'the pit' � and will only need to manufacture a new triggering mechanism with a new set of conventional explosives. If we are not lucky � and it is quite likely � we'll have to purify the fissile material and construct a new pit. This will require time, money, proper facilities and skilled people. I cannot do this on my own."
Le Docteur followed his every move and silently prayed to Allah. The scientist continued to probe the pit for a while, taking measurements and using his magnifying glass to closely inspect the smoothness of the surface and look for any signs of damage. A long moment later, he lifted his head, "It seems as if we are in luck. The core has not suffered any visible damage. I guess we can use it as is."
Le Docteur was still worried, "Are you sure about this?"
"Well, we cannot test it, can we? So, there is always a chance that there is internal damage. In this case, it could affect the performance of the device."
"What do you mean?"
"Anything from a full yield of 14 kilotons to a fizzle � a complete failure of achieving a nuclear chain reaction � is possible."
"Dr. Bakavlev, how can we make sure that it works properly?"
"Only if we refabricate the core. As I said, this is way beyond my own abilities. We would need to find chemists, metallurgists, machinists and other experts, as well as purchase specialized equipment, build a suitable laboratory and get our hands on several other tools that cannot be obtained on the open market. It will be a very difficult task."
"What do you propose?"
"I think that we should take a chance that the pit will deliver a nuclear explosion. We can reconfigure it in a few weeks and everything we need can be obtained, perhaps some of the things illegally, from known sources who will not ask too many questions if the price is right. I am sure that our brothers will help. For example, I know merchants who deal in all kinds of explosives who will even provide us with the shaped charges we need."
"Can you draw the blueprints for these charges and design a triggering mechanism? I understand that it is crucial to have a simultaneous compression of the fissile core, or else the device will fizzle."
" I am ashamed to admit that I had been doing exactly these things for over a decade, working for the Soviet Union. I'll need a little help from you and the girls, and perhaps we'll need to hire a couple of unskilled guys to do the heavy lifting."
"That's no problem. I can easily find a couple of my men who would willingly help."
"I'll need a computer and some pretty common software packages to prepare the blueprints. Meanwhile, you can get us the two men. However, I have one question � what's the target?"
" Dr. Bakavlev, I am not sure. We are considering a few alternatives. We have so many enemies and only one device�"
The Chechen scientist interrupted, "I would love to see the Kremlin and the center of Moscow disappear amidst an atomic mushroom. Even St. Petersburg will do."
"I like your suggestions. It will even be more effective if the Russians discover that the source of the nuclear material is American. This may trigger a major nuclear confrontation between our two most hated enemies. It's a pity we only have one nuke � I would love to see Tel-Aviv washed by a tsunami arising from the Mediterranean Sea. But, dear partner, let's first have an operational device in our hands and then worry about the target."
"I have some contacts with the Chechnian underground in Russia. They can help us deliver the device to either city."
"Dr. Bakavlev, let's inform the girls about our plans."

Chapter 7

Mossad Headquarters, Tel Aviv
David Avivi was restless. The fact that no one claimed responsibility for the terror acts in Bologna and the unexplained events in Tours were on his mind. Unlike many of his colleagues in the intelligence business who became paranoid and cynical after a few years, he still believed that most people were basically good. He always looked at the events that unfolded with a logical approach � 'there's method in the madness' � and that has served him well in the past when unravelling terrorist plots. True, 'the method' he was looking at, was sometimes designed by the warped mind of a psychopath, but in most cases the culprits could be found by applying psychological analysis. Technically, there were quite a few terror organizations and radical movements who claimed responsibility for the attacks in Bologna, but none of these were credible. The fact that the famous landmark, due tori, and the historic anatomical theater were destroyed didn't necessarily point to any specific terror organization, but the defilement of the mural that depicted Mohammad was a clear indication that an Islamic group was responsible. David sighed, the disappearance of his archenemy, Le Docteur, after the events in Mexico, bothered him. Was the arch-terrorist still alive? Has he given up his vicious and dreadful plans to commit mass murder?
The strange events in Tours were even more of a problem � there was some evidence that French right-wing extremists planted the bomb that exploded in the square near the cathedral, but no one was apprehended. He received information from the French internal security service, the DGSI (Direction Generale de la Securite Interieure), that the bomb's design was quite sophisticated, but they had no explanation why it was detonated in the square, causing little real damage. His instincts told him that the original target was the cathedral and the attack was somehow foiled. Who thwarted the attack, and why, remained mysteries? He decided to call his Mossad team and discuss these issues with them.
The members of David's elite team gathered in the conference room. First to enter was Edna Rieger, an energetic woman in her seventies, whom he viewed as a living database. She knew every terrorist act since the assassination of Tsar Alexander II in 1881 until the latest attacks in Europe, America and Afghanistan. A man in his early forties held the door for her and followed closely. He was the representative of the Israeli Security Agency, ISA, known as 'The Fish' in the intelligence community. He knew more than anyone else about the operations of the radical Islamic movements and their ties with international terror organizations. A slim man slipped into the room, almost without being noticed. Joe was the 'human chameleon' � a man with a thousand faces and almost as many names � and no distinctive features, so he was instantly forgotten by anyone who saw him. The last one to enter was a petite dark-skinned woman known by her nickname Mata, due to her resemblance to Mata Hari. Her real name was Miriam Ellani, and she had been involved in many clandestine operations.
David opened, "Thanks for coming here on such short notice. I have no specific task for you. I just wanted to have an open discussion with all of you about the things that concern me and may have implications on our national security." He looked around the table and saw that they were all focused on his words. "Three terrorist attacks were carried out almost simultaneously in Bologna. Two of them targeted symbolic landmarks � the due tori and the anatomical theater. Both represent the achievements of Italian, one might even say European or Western, science and technology. The third attack was on a mural in the Basilica San Petronio, that depicted the Medieval Christian view of heaven and hell. This mural has, or I should say, had, only one distinctive feature that separated it from hundreds of similar murals all over the Christian world � Mohammad was portrayed as being devoured live by a monster in hell."
Edna was the first to speak, "This last item is well within the modus operandi of Islamic terrorist groups. One well known example is the demolition of the two large Buddha statues of Bamiyan, that were built in the 6th Century, before Islam was even created, by the Taliban in 2001. Another more recent case is the destruction of the 2000 years old temples and buildings in Palmyra, Syria by the Islamic State vandals in 2015. These are part of an effort by Islamic radicals to annihilate prominent symbols of other cultures. Those are two examples of obliterating such symbols that were constructed before Islam was founded. They have a strong incentive, as we have seen by the recent acts of NEMESIS in Paris, to destroy and obliterate anything that is not Islamic. I am not sure which organization is responsible for the attacks in Bologna � but I would focus on radical Islam. I believe that the other two acts were both for revenge and diversion."
All the participants nodded their approval. 'The Fish' said, "These acts are way above the level of Palestinian terror organizations. They focus on Israeli targets, or sometimes on countries which support Israel. Italy's current administration is not a great ally of Israel, although they do not like Muslim refugees and immigrants, as they have shown by their attempts to turn away the boats that carry the refugees from Africa before embarking on Italian soil. I think that the terrorist acts were carried out by an international Islamic movement, like NEMESIS, ISIS or Al Qaeda."
David asked the million-dollar question, "Are these attacks connected to Israel's interests and security?"
Once again, Edna was the first to speak, "If Islamic organizations are involved, then sooner or later the repercussions will concern us."
David saw that everyone else seemed to agree. "So, what should we do about this? Should we play an active part and offer our help to the Italians and French security organizations?"
They unanimously agreed that Mossad should assist the Europeans. David summarized, "I'll speak to the Mossad Chief."
He called Haim Shimony and told him about the meeting. The Mossad Chief wanted to keep a low profile, "David, this must be an unofficial project, between the intelligence organizations, without official foreign office and government involvement. I'll send a directive to the administration to open a special budget for this." Then, as an afterthought he added, "Why don't you contact your friend at the NNSA?" He was referring to Dr. Eugene Powers, a high-ranking official in the US National Nuclear Security Administration, with whom David Avivi had worked in the past on cases that involved nuclear terrorism.
David answered, "I'll gladly discuss the issue with Eugene, although I doubt that there is anything related to nuclear terrorism."
The NNSA Headquarters, Washington, DC
Dr. Eugene Powers was glad to hear from his old friend. "David, it's been a long time. What are you guys up to?"
David answered cautiously, "Chasing the bad guys all over the globe, as usual."
Eugene laughed, "There are strong rumors that you not only chase them but also catch some, and then they suffer mysterious accidents."
"You know, Mossad is tired of accepting the blame, or taking the credit, for any misfortune which befalls terrorists across the globe. Their dangerous occupation makes them accident prone, so their mortality-rate is above average, and their life-expectancy is lower than that of their colleagues who work as accountants in air-conditioned offices."
Both men recognized this understatement for what it was, and the secure line was silent for a moment. Then Eugene said, "I'm going to tell you something that may not be related to your current project, and you didn't hear this from me. About 30 years ago, we discovered that one of our small nukes was missing. It was last seen in an army base near Coburg, in Germany�"
David interrupted, "What do you mean 'a small nuke?"
Eugene didn't like the interruption, "Let me finish, and then I'll answer that. It appears that it must have been stolen in the late-1970s, at the time the Baader-Meinhof gang was active in Germany, as well as in other places in Europe. The theft was discovered only when the US army closed the base, after the unification of West and East Germany. Because the theft was discovered after such a long time, there are no details of the theft. The general who was the base-commander and the officer in charge of security were court-martialed quietly. The whole incident and the trial were kept secret. The only reason I am telling you about this is because the nuke may still be on European soil."
"Once again, what's 'a small nuke'? Nukes are like poisonous animals � even a small scorpion or spider can kill a grown-up adult."
"Sorry, compared to the megaton-nukes we now have it was small, but could still easily wipe out a small town or a few city blocks. Specifically, it was an artillery shell with a 14-kiloton fission device that was designed to be fired from a 280-mm cannon. It was intended for use as a tactical weapon � to stop an invasion of Soviet ground forces and tanks."
"Eugene, is it like the legendary 'suitcase bombs' that the Soviets developed, and supposedly 'misplaced' a dozen of them?"
Eugene laughed quietly, "These 'suitcase bombs' were supposed to weigh about 30 kg and could be, according to the legend, packed inside a standard 30" suitcase. No, we are talking about something that actually existed, or perhaps still exists, that weighs about 350 kg. It is much too large to be carried around in a suitcase but could fit into the trunk of a compact car and be driven into any city without raising suspicion."
David concluded the conversation by thanking Eugene and promising to be in touch if anything came up. Eugene wrote a report of the phone-call, and sent a memo to the Secretary of Energy, saying that he hoped Mossad would be able to track the missing nuke, and succeed where the US intelligence agencies had failed miserably. He knew the risk he was taking � if Mossad found the nuke his boss would accept the credit, but if Mossad failed then he may be put on trial for treason and the unauthorized disclosure of classified information.
Headquarters of AISI, Rome, Italy
David Avivi was ushered into the small conference room that served the AISI, the Italian internal information and security agency, for holding unofficial meetings. The head of AISI, General Benito Benini, known by his nicknames Double Ben, or Benben, rose to greet him. "It is an honor to receive assistance from the man who almost single-handedly foiled some of the most dangerous acts by nuclear terrorists. Do you think that the recent attacks in Bologna are related to nuclear terror?"
David was surprised that the general was so direct. He had expected the usual footsy games, "General Benini, we have no proof that those attacks were anything more than meets the eye. The only thing that raises an alarm is the desecration of the mural depicting Mohammad being devoured by a monster in hell. If a sophisticated, Islamic terrorist organization, used these attacks to create a diversion and score some points with the radical believers, then they may be preparing a more serious attack. As you know, in the past, Islamic terrorists have tried to manufacture their own atom bomb on Italian soil, in Padova, not far from Bologna. They have also tried to steal irradiated nuclear fuel and make a nuclear bomb in Germany. They obtained two suitcase bombs from Pakistani collaborators and in another case, a bomb from North Korea. They even used nuclear fuel from an old Russian icebreaker ship to manufacture an atom bomb and detonate it in the center of London. Not to mention the ongoing efforts of the Iranian regime to manufacture their own nuclear weapons and the rockets to deliver them to any major city in Europe. We believe that the combination of Islamic terror and nuclear weapons is bad news for the world, not just Israel, so we take extra precautions whenever we suspect that there may be a connection between the two."
"As far as we know, there is no evidence that nuclear materials were involved in the attacks in Bologna. There are no nuclear facilities in the area, and no work with significant quantities of fissile materials anywhere in Italy."
David responded, "I am not trying to imply that Italy is the target, only that this could be an indication that an Islamic terrorist organization is active here in Italy. It could be a new organization or one of the gangs we already know about � Al Qaeda, Islamic State or NEMESIS, to mention three of the more active ones. This could be like cancer � a few small, aggressive cells can spread the disease throughout the entire body."
"You know that it is not politically correct to compare people to cancer." He saw David blush, and added, "Don't worry about being PC with me. You know that Italy does not like serving as the stepping stone for African and Arab refugees on their way to the prosperous countries of northern Europe. Our government's policy is to discourage them from setting foot on Italian soil, not to mention settling in Italy. If you can prove that these terror acts were carried out by Muslims then we can justify taking strong measures, perhaps considered by some as inhumane measures, to prevent their ingress onto Italian soil."
This was much more than David intended. He wanted to take no part in Italian politics, "General, I am only looking for a terrorist cell that may be Islamic and may be trying to acquire nuclear materials. I would be grateful if your people would help me follow the tracks of the perpetrators of these terrorist attacks in Bologna and see where they lead."
General Benini rose from his seat, shook David's hand and said, "You'll get all the help we can give you. Remember, this conversation never took place."
David gave the called-for standard reply, "What conversation?" and left the room.
Bologna, Italy
David took the fast train from Rome to Bologna. He was greeted by the head of the local AISI office, Julietta Pilati. The tall woman looked more like a Scandinavian movie star than a member of the Italian security service � nothing for him to complain about, David thought. She was very direct, probably after receiving orders from General Benini, "Would you like to freshen up or go straight to the sites of the terrorist attacks?"
"First, I would like to see the Basilica San Petronio, because I believe this is the only direct link to Islamic terrorists."
She solemnly said, "Well, you cannot miss the two other sites as they are very close to the basilica." She raised her hand to summon the police car that was parked nearby. "Mr. Avivi, get in the back seat, please. It's just a short drive from the railway station to the basilica." David nodded, entered the car and placed his small trolley suitcase on the backseat next to him.
As the police car drove down Via Dell'Indipendenza and turned into Via Francesco Rizzoli, David saw the huge pile of rubble where the dui tori had stood for centuries until they were brought down by the terrorist bomb. Julietta turned her head to the backseat and said, "The city council is debating whether to reconstruct the towers that are the landmark of Bologna or build a modern high-rise with a hundred apartments. Some council members have even proposed to leave the rubble in its place as a reminder of vandalism perpetrated by modern savages."
David shrugged, after all it was none of his business, "I am sure that whatever they decide will raise a strong opposition and there will be many people against the decision. This is always the case with such matters."
The police car entered Piazza Maggiore and pulled to a stop at the foot of the wide stairs leading to the basilica's entrance. One of the policemen on duty, gave a fancy salute to the head of the AISI office, but the other one tried to impress her with his diligence and instructed her to open her bag for inspection. She complied without a word, but the look she gave him clearly showed that she was not happy with his behavior. David, who knew a lot about human nature, suppressed a smile. He reckoned that she would be vindictive, and that this policeman will soon find himself on the night shift in some crime-ridden area.
She led him to a small enclave that was covered by a large screen. She pulled the screen to one side, and pointed, "Mr. Avivi, look at the desecrated mural. The restoration experts from the Vatican reckon that it would take at least a year to restore the mural. Meanwhile, they will reconstruct the image of the mural on screen like this one and place it over the original mural. They will do the restoration work behind the screen, so visitors to the basilica will be able to easily visualize what the original looked like."
David replied, somewhat cynically, "I am sure that the publicity the basilica received after the defilement of the mural, will make it the number one tourist attraction in the city. It will serve as a constant reminder that the barbarians are once again at the gates. It will give a strong rise in popularity to the political factions that oppose Muslims and immigrants. Thus, it may achieve the opposite of what the terrorists want."
Julietta looked at him appreciatively, "I hadn't thought of that. You may be right about this. Let me show you the photographic equipment that was left at this site. We believe that it was used to smuggle the spray paint and glue into the basilica. The policemen who were on duty at the time of the attack could only vaguely recall that an attractive woman entered the basilica with a large bag full of photographic equipment. We plan to try hypnosis to refresh their memory and get a description of the woman. So far, all they gave us were conflicting reports about her age, clothes, hair color and height. Quite frustrating."
David asked, "Don't you have surveillance and security cameras installed near these tourist attractions?"
"I am ashamed to say that they have been in disrepair." She didn't want to admit that the contractor who was paid for installing the cameras had substituted real cameras for plastic look-alikes that recorded nothing. It was part of a scheme between a local Mafia gang and a corrupt city-councilman.
David saw her hesitation and gathered that there was more to her lame excuse. He said, "Can we go to the site of the third attack?"
"The anatomical theater is nearby." They exited the basilica and turned right and walked the short distance to the Palazzo dell Archiginnasio. David was impressed by the old building and the arcaded courtyard. He followed Julietta up the stairs to the second floor, through the corridor that was completely covered by the paintings of the shields of rich and noble families from all over Europe. He was even more impressed by Julietta's lithe figure as she climbed the steps ahead of him.
She entered the anatomical theater. "This has been fully restored, except that we had to replace some of the original statues that decorated the walls. The damage was not excessive � probably only a small charge was used here to create a diversion. You can still smell the odor of the explosives � it has permeated the wood panels. I am told by the experts that it will probably persist for quite a while."
David sniffed the air, "I think that it was an improvised explosive, not a standard military grade one. We have seen several terror attacks in Israel which used the same type of home-made explosives. Do you know what type of detonator was used?"
Julietta said, "We found the remains of a small backpack and pieces of a cheap cellphone. Before you ask, we couldn't find any parts and pieces of the triggering device from the large bomb that brought down the two towers. We only know that military C4 explosives were used."
"How easy is it to obtain C4 in Italy?"
"Unfortunately, there is quite a lot of the stuff lying around. Criminals like it and it has been used in many Mafia-related crimes, but we believe that it can also be purchased on the internet, the so-called 'darknet'. Of course, any country that supports Islamic terror can use the diplomatic pouch to bring it into Italy, or any of the neighboring countries and then drive it over the open borders."
David said, "Julietta, I would like to go to my hotel and write my report. There are some other details I would like to discuss with you. Can we have dinner together and talk about it?"
Julietta looked at the handsome man, and laughed, "I expected something more original from a sophisticated Mossad agent. Of course, I'd be glad to have dinner with you and introduce you to some of the delicacies of Emilia-Romagna cuisine." She didn't say whether those delicacies were confined to the local wines and kitchen.
* * *
Julietta arrived at David's hotel, fashionably 10 minutes late. David was sitting at the hotel's bar, tasting a glass of red wine, and reading the latest news on his cellphone. When he noticed that the bar's cheerful background chatter suddenly fell silent he lifted his head from the small screen to see what had caused the change. He saw a tall, lithe woman, dressed in a tight pants-suit and nothing else, as his experienced eye could tell, gliding through the crowded room and stopping by his table. As he rose to greet Julietta he could almost hear the collective sigh from all the other men in the bar. He stretched out his hand to shake hands, but Julietta opened her arms for a hug and a peck on the cheek and appeared to be in no hurry to release him from her embrace. David silently thanked the bartender for keeping the lighting at a low level, so his flushed face was not evident to anyone except Julietta who seemed to enjoy his discomfort.
She kidded him, "David, I can tell that you are really happy to see me."
David looked down at the front of his pants, saw nothing out of the ordinary, and said, "Sure I am." When he saw her face splitting smile, he added, "Stop kidding me. I am glad you are here. Would you like something to drink before we go out for dinner?"
"I'll have what you are having. I have made reservations at a restaurant that specializes in local cuisine. We have plenty of time for a drink and catching up on our business, but you must promise me that once we enter the restaurant you won't say another word about work."
David placed his right hand on his heart, and in a serious tone said, "I solemnly swear to refrain from talking about work during dinner."
She laughed mischievously, "Not good enough. Swear that once we step away from this bar you will focus on the present company."
David was beginning to feel intimidated by this extraordinary woman. While he was waiting for her to arrive he had searched the internet, trying to learn more about his date. He saw that she had won a special recommendation, and promotion to Head of the AISI office in Bologna, in recognition of a daring operation she had carried out. Apparently, she had posed as an actress who was addicted to recreational drugs and infiltrated the Mafia gang which supplied drugs to the high society in Florence. At one stage, she was trapped in a nightclub that served as the hub for drug distribution, with three gangsters who had discovered her identity and intended to murder her after having their way with her. She managed to neutralize all three with a series of quick karate chops and well-placed kicks and called the police for back-up. When the police arrived, they found the gorgeous blonde sitting on a bar-stool sipping a cocktail, while the three men were lying on the filthy floor, trussed like turkeys and cursing her and her ancestry. Despite threats by the Mafia, and corrupt politicians who were in the Mafia's pocket, she gathered evidence that, with the help of a brave judge, was sufficient to send two dozen politicians and gangsters to extended prison sentences. However, she was forced to leave Florence, for fear of revenge.
Julietta said, "Tomorrow, an expert hypnotist will try to bring the two guards who were stationed at the basilica back to the time the suspect perpetrator arrived with her photographic equipment. If you wish, you can sit in the adjacent room and watch the process on closed circuit TV."
"I'd like that, although I don't understand Italian. I have seen this in the past and can tell you it's an effective tool, if the procedure is properly conducted."
"I can sit with you and translate. Perhaps you'll have some insights that elude us."
"Julietta, I am bothered by the fact that no one credible has claimed responsibility for the terror attacks in Bologna. They could have been carried out by any political group or terrorist organization that wishes to instigate unrest and show that the government is weak and helpless and that it cannot guarantee the safety of the citizens or protect the historical cultural sites. This would superficially be on the agenda of many political and terrorist groups. But the apparently pointless desecration of the mural in the basilica fits only one type of terrorists � Islamic terror organizations."
"Do you have any specific group who could do it?"
"Well, you must know that Jihadist groups usually boast that their members are willing to die for the cause of Islamic world domination and like to use suicide bombers or operate in a way that would lead to a shoot-out with police or army forces. This was true for Al Qaeda and ISIS, to name two of the larger Islamic terror organizations. There was one group that was always proud to announce that it does not send its members to their untimely death � NEMESIS. If that is the case, then we may be facing a grave conspiracy because its aim was to obtain a nuclear weapon. I do not believe that they have changed their strategy although they may have set new targets."
"David, if that's the case, then these attacks are only the tip of the iceberg. I have read your file, that was sent over by General Benini. I know that you have spent years chasing extremist Islamic terrorists and have succeeded in foiling their plans. I believe in your gut instincts, so we'll do our utmost to get to the bottom of the attacks here."
"Julietta, it's getting late � let's head to the restaurant. No more shop-talk. I always wondered whether spaghetti Bolognaise, the favorite comfort food, originated here."
"Let me be your guide in the marvels of Bologna's best cuisine. First, never, I repeat, never, order spaghetti Bolognaise here."
"What? I thought it would be the best place for this dish."
"No one in Bologna eats spaghetti Bolognaise. They eat ragu � a meat sauce usually served with pasta, but not necessarily spaghetti."
"This is new to me. On second thought, I guess that Hollandaise sauce had nothing to do with the Netherlands and that the thousand-island dressing was not invented in Ontario."
She interrupted, "Don't get carried away. Parmesan cheese comes from Parma, Philly cheese cake comes from Philadelphia, and�"
"OK, I get it. Ragu it is."
When they reached the restaurant Julietta said, "I'll order the food. You can select the wine."
She called the waitress and in rapid Italian ordered some of the fine local dishes, while David struggled with wine-list until the helpful waitress recommended a bottle of Barolo from Piedmont, explaining that it was made from Nebbiolo grapes. She hastened to get a bottle from the wine-cellar, open it and poured some for David to taste. He swirled it in the glass, sniffed and inhaled the intoxicating aroma, tasted it gingerly and smacked his lips. Julietta watched him and barely contained her laughter when he made a face and nodded in approval. While the waitress went to fetch a decanter, he whispered, "I hope the wine is good, because I am no expert."
"I gathered that. Don't worry, the price of this wine is the guarantee of its quality."
The waitress returned with the largest decanter David had ever seen and then proceeded to swirl the red liquid for several long minutes. Julietta and David watched and just as he was about to ask the waitress to stop and pour the damn thing, she smiled, "Now, it's ready."
Meanwhile, a plate of cured meats and cheeses was brought to the table. The plate included pieces of Parma ham, Mortadella, Culatello, Parmigiano cheese and, of course, balsamic-vinegar from Modena that was quite sweet, olive oil and Crescentine sticks. Next, the first course, primi piatti in Italian, arrived. Julietta explained that the Tortellini, small rings of pasta stuffed with meat or cheese, were handmade by the grandmother of the restaurant's owner. By the time the main course, secondi piatti, arrived David was quite full, but the odor of the steaming small meatballs in tomato sauce � Polpette alla bolognese � was appetizing so that he ate them with a drooling mouth. He leaned back and unbuckled his belt, but Julietta didn't stop. She made sure that the waitress placed the plate of Dulci, or sweets, in front of David and explained that Zuppa Inglese was sponge cake soaked in liquor with custard and cocoa powder on top. David said, "Here's another dish with a completely inappropriate name � Zuppa. Isn't this soup?"
Julietta laughed, "How about some appropriately named coffee and a nice diegestif?" She ordered espresso and grappa. "You know that the real dessert will not be served in the restaurant", she smiled suggestively.
David started to feel like a sex-toy but liked the not-so-little girl who would be playing with the toy.
* * *
The next morning, David woke up when the enticing aroma of freshly brewed coffee drifted into the bedroom and flooded his brain with memories of the previous evening. He opened his eyes and it took him a short moment to realize that he was in Julietta's apartment. He heard her singing to herself in the kitchen and smiled contentedly. Once again, the feeling that he was merely a sex-toy crossed his mind. He stretched his long limbs and wondered if children's toys also enjoyed being played with as he did.
"David, get out of bed. Do you want to be present when the memory of the two guards is refreshed under hypnosis? We need to be at the police station in half an hour."
"Just give me a sip of the wonderful coffee and I'll take a quick shower."
Julietta smiled, "You have earned it." She watched him struggling to pull his pants on, "Don't bother to dress, yet. Let's see you in daylight." She ogled him, "I have always had a fantasy about Israeli men. Thanks for fulfilling it."
David had a fleeting thought that he should start his own #MeToo protest of men being sexually abused by women. Then, he saw the big smile of Julietta's face and grasped that she was only teasing him. "I have heard about liberated Italian women who are sick and tired of the Mama's boys who live with their parents until they are 40 years old." He said, referring to the trend that many Italian men refused to leave their mother's home cooking and start a family.
* * *
When they arrived at the police station, David was introduced to the psychiatrist who would try to stimulate the memory of the policemen who stood guard at the basilica at the time of the attack on the murals. The psychiatrist shook hands with David, "I am Dr. Paolo Donizetti. I hope the session is productive, because a lot depends on the attitude and cooperation of the people being hypnotized. People who strongly resist, especially if they think that they may held accountable for negligence, are not good subjects." He turned to Julietta, "You have to persuade them that they will not be punished, and make sure that they understand that their cooperation is vital. Even promise them that they will be rewarded if they provide a good description of the terrorist."
"I'll talk to them", she said, "and prepare them for the session."
David intervened, "Doctor, it would be very helpful if you can get them to create an artist's facial composite, in addition to a verbal description."
Julietta talked to the two guards and assured them that they would not be answerable for any misdeed, and on the contrary, would be awarded if they could supply useful information on the suspected female terrorist. David studied the faces of the two guards while Julietta was talking to them, and although he didn't understand a word she was saying, realized that they were not convinced by her promises.
When they stepped into the room that afforded a view of the session being held by the psychiatrist, David expressed his reservations about the degree of cooperation from the two guards. Julietta shrugged but didn't answer. Then, a new thought occurred to him, "Julietta, when we visited the basilica, I saw that one needed a ticket to enter the alcove where the murals were and a special permit to take photographs. I noticed that the permit was in the form of a paper bracelet that was placed on the wrist of the photographer. The terrorist must have obtained the ticket and permit from the woman at the counter, near the alcove. She probably got a good look at the terrorist and may have even touched her hand when she placed the bracelet on her wrist. If the guards will not be forthcoming, as I suspect, then we should get hold of the woman."
"It's a good idea. I'll get the local police to find her and bring her here. The good doctor can then try his hypnotic tricks on her too."
As David had predicted, the psychiatrist couldn't get any useful information from the two guards. He told them to take a break and then tried again, once more without success. When the second session ended, Dr. Donizetti entered the room in which Julietta and David were sitting. "I am sorry, but the two men actively resisted my attempts to bring them back to the time of the terrorist attack. I could get nothing from them. I'll write my report and then go back to Florence."
Julietta said, "Please, stay a little while. We may have another witness who will be more knowledgeable and certainly more cooperative." She then explained the role the woman must have played and the fact that she had spoken directly with the perpetrator.
Meanwhile, an elderly woman, Rosa Cortese, was brought to the police station, and was introduced as the woman who sold the tickets and photography permits, on the day of the attack. Julietta asked her, "Signora Cortese, I am sure that you were shocked by the heinous terrorist attacks on our cultural heritage, as we all were. You have seen and spoken with one of the terrorists, the one responsible for the sacrilege committed in the basilica. Although this has not resulted in death or injury to people, it is an insult to our religion and culture. Our ability to apprehend the murderous perpetrators depends on your ability to help us."
The old lady crossed herself and answered, "I know that, but I cannot recall anything that happened on that day. I was interviewed by the police after the attacks but couldn't remember a single thing. It was as if my brain was wiped clean�"
Julietta interrupted her, "Signora Cortese, we understand this, and that is why we brought Dr. Donizetti here to help you. If you agree, and we hope you do, he will induce a pleasant hypnotic trance and help you remember the woman whom we suspect damaged the mural."
Signora Cortese looked a bit tense when she heard this. Dr. Donizetti smiled at the woman, "Signora, you have nothing to fear. I can assure you that you'll feel much better afterwards. A heavy burden will be lifted from your shoulders."
* * *
Julietta and David watched the psychiatrist bring the elderly lady back to the day of the attacks. The session went very smoothly as Signora Cortese was a very good subject for hypnosis and wholeheartedly wanted to be cooperative and helpful. "On the day of the attacks, I arrived early at the basilica and spent half an hour praying to San Petronio and the Holy Virgin. When the doors opened, the crowds of tourists and local people entered the basilica. Some tourists wanted to get a closer look at the mural and purchased tickets to enter the alcove. Others just wanted to buy a permit to take photographs inside the basilica. You know that photography without a permit isn't allowed, although many people cheat and take photos with their cellphones, thinking that we cannot see them."
The psychiatrist gently tried to bring her to the point, "Signora Cortese, one of the tourists carried a large bag with photographic equipment and bought a ticket for the alcove and a permit to take pictures. You placed the paper bracelet on her wrist. Can you describe her?"
"She was quite young, probably in her early thirties, and seemed to have no trouble carrying the large bag that must have been quite heavy. She was slim and although I didn't look closely at her face, I can remember she had pleasant features."
"What language did she speak?"
"She spoke to me in English. I don't speak the language but understood what she wanted. I think she spoke like Americans not like British people."
"You must have placed the bracelet on her wrist. Was there anything you can say about her hand?"
"Now that you mention it, I remember her hand was not soft, although her skin was smooth. I could tell that she was in good physical condition. I just remember one thing that was a bit odd � although she was an American her complexion was more like an Italian or a Greek, not pure white like many Scandinavians or Germans."
The psychiatrist said, "Signora Cortese, now try to focus on her facial features � the color of her eyes, her hair, her nose and chin, or any distinctive marks. Then, with the help of artists, we'll try to make a composite image of her face." He beckoned for the police artist to enter the room. "Signora, this is very important, this will be of great help."
The police artists started to draw a round face with puffed cheeks, but Signora Cortese, shook her head, "She had high cheekbones and a narrow, pointed chin." The artists complied, and she nodded her approval. Then he drew slanted brown eyes, and once again she shook her head, "No, her eyes were hazel brown with perhaps some green tint but were not slanted." He made the necessary corrections and she approved. He then drew thick, bushy eyebrows, but when he saw her shaking her head he changed the thick line into a thinner more delicate line and she nodded.
In the other room, David said, "Julietta, eyebrows are the most distinctive facial feature, and many face-recognition algorithms use this to identify people who wear disguises." He looked at the emerging image, "You know, I have a strange feeling that I have seen this face." He was deep in thought trying to recall where and when he might have seen this face that looked vaguely familiar, and then it hit him like a ton of bricks. He drew out his cellphone, "I need to access my files." Julietta just looked at him as he started working with his cellphone like a man possessed. After a couple of minutes, he showed her a photo of a young woman, "Please take this to the room and ask the woman if this looks like the suspect."
Julietta entered the room and told Dr. Donizetti what she wanted. He said, "Let's wait until the artist finishes composing the image. We don't want to bias her in any way."
The session with the police artist drew to conclusion. Julietta asked the artist to leave the room and waited for the psychiatrist to show Signora Cortese the photo, but he said, "Let's give her a few minutes to rest. These sessions are quite strenuous because they deal with traumatic experiences. I can say that the artists image does look a lot like the photograph on the cellphone, but we need the signora to confirm this."
Julietta scanned both images and saw the resemblance. She grew impatient, "Doctor, this is very important. Get on with it, please."
"Signora Cortese, could you please look at the photo and tell me if it looks like the woman?"
The elderly lady almost jumped out of her chair when she saw the photo, "Yes, that's her."
"I'll count to ten, and when I reach ten you'll wake up. You'll feel relaxed and content. You have helped us a great deal." He counted to ten, and when Signora Cortese stretched her limbs and smiled shyly.
She turned to Julietta, "Did I help you at all? I feel good, as if I had been asleep and had pleasant dreams."
Julietta smiled at her, "Signora Cortese, you have been of great help. Thank you."
* * *
Julietta returned to David, gave him his cellphone and demanded, "Who is this woman?"
David told her to sit down and drink some water. "She is one of the most wanted terrorists in the world. Her original name is Layla Maysun Mayor, which may not sound familiar. But she is better known as Captain Lara Wayne, formerly a jet-fighter pilot in the United States Air Force, and a member of NEMESIS. Everyone thought she died in a plane crash near Bermuda, with the head of NEMESIS and its founder, the infamous arch-terrorist known as Le Docteur. If she survived and carried out the attacks in Bologna, then he is probably with her. This is bad news on a grand-scale. Please, give me a few minutes to think about the repercussions of this and we can decide what to do with the information."
They looked at each other, and each could see the expression of apprehension and shock on the other's face. They sat quietly for several minutes, before she spoke, " This is way above my pay-grade. I'll have to report this to General Benini."
David said, "This is no longer a local matter of terrorist attacks in Bologna, or even in Italy � it is a global affair now. We know that Le Docteur and his gang have operated all over Europe as well as in the United States and Mexico, and perhaps also in other places. If the world press gets information about the involvement of NEMESIS in these attacks � it will make the headlines and send the perpetrators into hiding. Our only chance of catching them is by surprise, when they think that they can operate safely with impunity. I suggest that you meet with General Benini discretely and update him personally. I'll do the same with my Chief. We'll let our bosses decide how to play this � whether to divulge the information to other friendly intelligence services or not. I hope that they refrain from involving politicians because they are not any good at keeping secrets. From my experience, they will only try to capitalize on this by sharing the information with the media in return for friendly coverage."
"Does this mean you have to return to Israel?" She said, hoping that he would stay a little while longer in Italy.
"Julietta, I need to leave immediately, but will return here because we need to pick up the trail of the NEMESIS people. In view of the success of the hypnosis techniques, perhaps you can find the tour-guide who led the group to the anatomical theater and try to refresh her memory of the suspect. Let's go to Dr. Donizetti and congratulate him on the success of his session with Signora Cortese."
"Good idea. This will also ensure his goodwill with the tour guide and boost his confidence in his professional skills."
The two intelligence agents approached the psychiatrist and thanked him for his contribution, adding that there was more work to do.
David managed to board a flight back to Israel later that evening, while Julietta tracked the tour guide and got her to agree to participate in a hypnosis session. However, despite her cooperation she had no useful information � the suspect was just another face in the crowd of tourists.

Chapter 8

Mossad Headquarters, Tel Aviv
David's elite team gathered in the conference room and took their usual seats around the table. Haim Shimony, Mossad chief, walked in and sat opposite David, at the head of the table. David gave a brief report of the events in Bologna, naturally omitting the part of his affair with Julietta that he deemed as irrelevant. He concluded, "If we have correctly identified Lara, this means that NEMESIS is back in Europe. We all know that their final objective is to impose the rule of Islam and the Sharia law on the Western world. The technological means they have tried to deploy in the past, ultimately involved using nuclear devices to precipitate a global war, not just destroy a city and murder a hundred thousand innocent people. I am sure that they have not changed their goal, only the means of achieving it."
Shimony nodded, "So, what do you propose?"
David looked around the table, "I want the team to accompany me to Bologna and, with the help of the local police and AISI, pick up the trail of the NEMESIS members. I am sure that Lara didn't work alone and doubt if only the two women were responsible for the three attacks � at the historic due tori, the anatomical theater and the basilica. They must have had some support."
Edna Rieger interrupted, "Do you think they are still in Bologna?" When everyone at the table shook their heads, she continued, "Perhaps we should look at the problem from the other side." She saw the inquisitive expressions, "I mean, assuming they are still trying to lay their hands on a nuclear device � where could they go to find one?"
David said, "Normally, I don't believe in coincidences, but this may be an exception. I have recently heard from my colleague, Dr. Eugene Powers of the NNSA, that a small, tactical nuke had gone missing from the stocks of the American forces in Germany during the Cold War. The incident may have occurred in the 1970s but was discovered only a decade or two later. It is still missing. Perhaps, and here I am taking a huge leap of imagination, NEMESIS people got word of it and are trying to locate it."
'The Fish' said with a tone of incredibility, "David, what kind of nuke can go missing? We are not talking about a sock that lost its pair in the laundry."
"It is an atomic artillery shell that was part of the arsenal of tactical nuclear weapons the Americans kept on German soil during the period of the Cold War. It is less than a meter and a half long and has a diameter of 28 centimeters", he held his hand to demonstrate the size, "but it weighs about 350 kg, so it couldn't be carried around even by four men. On the other hand, with some lifting tools it could easily be placed in the trunk of a car or a small pick-up truck."
Joe, the human chameleon asked, "Have your American colleagues told you if it is still operational? Can it be detonated by whoever has it?"
"Eugene gave me no classified information. I can only assume that it has some safety features implemented, which will prevent accidental triggering. He implied that the fissile material could be retrieved from the casing of the artillery shell and used to manufacture an improvised nuclear device, an IND. According to the internet, and you must take the information with a grain of salt, the yield of the nuke is about 14 kilotons � about the size of the bomb dropped on Hiroshima. In other words, enough to obliterate a small town or a considerable section of a large city."
Everyone fell quiet, considering David's words. Mata was the first to speak, "Did Eugene tell you how easy, or difficult, it is to use the nuclear material in an IND? Does one need special skills or special facilities?"
David answered, "He believes that this can be done in a garage, provided that an expert nuclear scientist supervises the operation. The perpetrators do not need a sophisticated laboratory or extensive chemical processing."
Shimony intervened, demanding some practical answers, "David, what's your plan?"
"I want to send part of the team to Germany to find out whatever they can about the missing artillery shell, Edna will be the leader of that group. They will start in Coburg and try to see what's left of the US army base from which the nuke was stolen. Hopefully, Eugene will provide us with all the information the NNSA has on the missing nuke. I'll go to Bologna with 'The Fish' and work with the Italian authorities, trying to discover whatever we can about Lara's activities, contacts and supporters."
The Mossad chief approved of the plan. "No one else here needs to know about the connection of NEMESIS. I'll prepare a short factual report for the Prime Minister, without any speculations about the perpetrators. Good luck to all of you."
Bologna, Italy
'The Fish' had been to Italy before, but never to Bologna, and more importantly, never to a historic site that had been turned to rubble by a terrorist attack. David showed him photos of the two towers before they were demolished and explained their cultural and historic significance. He was quite shocked by what a relatively small bomb could do to buildings that were constructed several centuries earlier and were famous landmarks. As an Israeli who believed in the importance of tradition, and a person who was familiar with the Biblical story about the tower of Babylon, he couldn't but wonder if that was part of the motivation of the Islamic radicals to destroy this symbol of the technological superiority of Western civilization. Before he could discuss these thoughts with David, he saw an attractive blonde woman approach them, accompanied by two uniformed policemen.
David formally shook hands with the woman and introduced her to 'The Fish' as Julietta Pilati, the head of the Bologna branch of the Italian intelligence services, and the person in charge of the investigation of the terrorist attacks.
Julietta said, "I have met with General Benini and he has authorized me to continue the investigation. He directed me to focus on discovering where Lara had stayed in Bologna and with whom she had contact. I have sent policemen with her photo to all hotels, guesthouses and bed and breakfast locations, including apartments that were on the market for short time rentals. They have just found the owner of an apartment who identified the woman. Let's go and interview him."
She led the way down Via Zamboni. They had to take quite a large detour to get around the huge pile of rubble that had been the due tori and was still being cleared by workers of the city council of Bologna. However, life on the street was as vibrant as it had been before the attacks. Young people were hanging around Piazza Verdi and the caf�s and restaurants were doing brisk business, as usual. When they were near the end of the street, Julietta signaled to one of the uniformed policemen to ring the owner of the apartment and tell him to wait for them at the entrance to the apartment building.
She introduced the owner, "Signor Salvatore Marino is the owner of the apartment on the second floor and has identified the woman from the photo we showed him. He speaks excellent English, so you can ask him about the woman." She then turned to the owner, "These are investigators from Israel, who have a special interest in the woman. We greatly appreciate your help."
Signor Marino shook hands with the two Israelis, "The apartment had been rented for several weeks to two women � the one in the photo and her female friend. They said they were here to study the architecture and the culture of Bologna."
David asked, "How did they make the rental arrangements?"
"My apartment is advertised on several websites and the woman used one of them to contact me. At first, she wrote that she wanted to rent the apartment for two weeks, but after seeing it, and of course liking it, she wished to extend her stay in Bologna. So, as I had no other reservations for the next month, I was glad to agree. I even gave them the usual discount for long-term rentals."
"Signor Marino, did they use a credit card to pay you?"
"No, I cannot accept payment by credit card, so I only accept cash or bank account transfers. But, when they arrived I took a photo of their passports with my cellphone, as I always do." He showed them the photos. David asked him to e-mail the photos to his own cellphone. One passport looked like a standard issue from the Principality of Andorra, as the landlocked microstate was officially called. Like most people in the world, none of them had ever seen an Andorran passport, and had no idea if it was genuine or not. 'The Fish' thought that it was probably a fake document and appreciated the sophisticated touch by the terrorists. The other passport was from the Republic of Ireland, and looked genuine, or like a good copy. However, the photos of the two women and their physical descriptions were interesting.
One of the women, had a slight resemblance to the infamous terrorist whom David identified as Lara Wayne, or more correctly as Layla Maysun Mayor. Her hair color was listed as auburn, although in the photo it looked much lighter, more like blonde. Her eye color was listed as brown and looked brown in the photo, although that could be altered by contact lenses. According to the passport she was 35 years old � probably not too far from her real age.
The other woman's name, according to her Irish passport, was Fiona Robertson. 'The Fish' took one look at the photo of the young woman and said, "She looks like an Arab woman, or possibly like someone originally North African, certainly not like a typical Irish woman." Her hair color and eye color were listed as black and appeared so in the photo.
Julietta studied the photos in the passports and said she would check with the passport control officials if they were used to enter Italy. David doubted if these passports would appear on any Italian database but didn't say anything to Julietta. He addressed the owner, "Did you speak with the women?"
"I only saw them twice. When they first arrived, I met them outside the building and led them in. I showed them how to open the door to the building and then gave them a tour of the apartment. They just looked and nodded, without saying much. The second time I saw them was when they called me and asked to extend their visit. I came over and collected the additional rental fees."
"How did they contact you? Did they use a cellphone? Do you have the number?"
"Here's the number."
Julietta looked at the record of the incoming calls on Marino's cellphone. "It is an Italian number � probably a local SIM card that was purchased here. I'll have it checked because some vendors require registration and documentation."
David said, "They'd probably use the same fake passport to register the phone."
Just before leaving, David asked the owner, "Did they have any guests? Did you see any signs that other people used the apartment?"
Signor Marino was getting impatient, "I told you I only saw them twice. My wife comes in once a week to change the sheets and towels and clean a little. Our policy is not to interfere with the privacy of our guests."
Julietta adopted an official tone, "Signor Marino, we'd like to talk to your wife. Please call her and tell her to come here immediately. Don't explain why we need to talk to her. Pronto, please."
The owner shrugged and gave the AISI agent the finger � behind his back, ascertaining she didn't see it � and called his wife. Fifteen minutes later, the woman arrived. Before anyone could say a thing, she addressed her husband. In rapid Italian, she said something that didn't need translation, because the references to his dubious ancestry � the words Mama and Papa were repeatedly shouted � were clearly articulated. David suppressed a smile and asked Julietta to question the distraught woman about any evidence that there were other guests. A few sentences were exchanged between the two women, and finally Julietta switched to English and said, "Signora Marino says that during the first week there were no signs that anyone else was present in the apartment. But later, there were more towels used, and she saw signs of what she described as 'happy love-making' in one of the beds. During the final rental period, similar signs were also seen in the other bed, and the number of used towels increased dramatically. She also said that the washing machine must have been used extensively because all the detergent tablets were gone."
David said, "Does she remember seeing any men's clothes in the closets?"
Signora Marino's expression left no doubt that she was offended by the question, and the decisive head-shake clearly signified her negative answer. 'The Fish' who had done more than his share of interrogating terror suspects, drew Julietta aside, and said quietly, "Please assure her that no harm will come her way and that she'll be rewarded for any useful information. We'll all leave the room and leave the two of you alone. I believe that she is holding something back and is probably hesitant to speak up in front of her husband and the policemen."
Julietta asked all the men to leave the room and closed the door. She spoke quietly to Signora Marino for several minutes and then opened the door. "Gentlemen, our business here is done. I wish to thank Signora Marino and her husband for their cooperation." She led the way out of the apartment, trailed by the two Italian policemen and the Israeli Mossad agents. When they were back on Via Zamboni she sent the policemen back to the station and announced she desperately needed a cup of coffee.
* * *
The two Israelis followed Julietta to a small caf� on Largo Respighi and they sat down at a corner table. They all ordered double espressos and once the waitress served them and left their table, Julietta said, "You were right. She didn't want to admit that she went through the drawers and closets. She said she was just curious to see what kind of men cohabited with the two women. She said that in the master bedroom there were high-end men's clothes that were tidily hanging in the closet and underwear neatly arranged in the drawers. There were fancy shaving utensils and a bottle of expensive aftershave lotion in the bathroom that was connected to the master bedroom. In the other bedroom there were just a few cheap clothes � blue jeans and T-shirts. When I asked her about the size of the clothes she said that in both rooms they were extra-large. When I asked if she saw any photos of the men or women she said that there were none. She had nothing else to say about the residents of the apartment except that there were several empty bottles of expensive wine in the trash can and a couple of unopened bottles in the kitchen."
David said, "This only proves that two men joined the women a few days after the terror attacks. It also means that the Lara and Fiona, if we use this name for the unidentified woman, were not afraid of being caught. On second thought, perhaps this was a wise move because their sudden disappearance after the attacks may have raised suspicion, especially if two foreign women were suspected as the perpetrators. Based on what we know about Lara, there is a good chance that her partner, and lover I may add, was the infamous Le Docteur."
He was interrupted by 'The Fish', "The testimony from Signora Marino indicates that he joined them only after the attacks. I wonder what could have attracted him to the scene of the crime?"
"He is a devious operator. He must have had some huge incentive to place himself in the heart of an extensive manhunt, or should I say, woman-hunt."
Julietta showed that she didn't appreciate David's witticism. "Let's try to identify the other man, Fiona's boyfriend. If the two women stayed at the apartment for a few weeks and spent some time viewing the targets and preparing the attacks, they must have passed through Via Zamboni dozens of times. There is one place where people who have nothing to do like to hang around for hours every day � that's Piazza Verdi. I propose that we show the photos of the two women to the people on the square and see if any remember the women."
'The Fish' said, "As a rule, street-people do not cooperate with the police. I suggest we pose as concerned family members looking for our long-lost sister, because our mother is on her dying bed, or some such story that will raise sympathy and avoid suspicion. It is best if David and I do it � we are obviously foreigners, like the women. Italians, particularly from the police force, will not seem credible."
Julietta looked at him, "You are right. The two of you can start immediately after we finish our coffee. I would like the two of you to join me for dinner. David, we can go to the same place we went to last time."
David recalled the evening they had spent together a few days earlier, that started off at the Antica Osteria le Mura and ended the next morning in her bedroom. "I don't think 'The Fish' will like the food there."
The lurid smile of the face of the 'The Fish' implied his nonverbal approval.
* * *
David wished that Joe, the human chameleon, was also with them in Bologna, because he was an expert in extracting information from strangers but had to do his best with 'The Fish' at his side. The two Israeli agents strolled slowly down Largo Respighi until they reached Piazza Giuseppe Verdi. They surveyed the people who were sitting in the middle of the square and looked at those leaning their backs against the walls of the buildings surrounding it. Some of the youngsters looked like they were just enjoying a short break from their classes at the university � taking in the sun and fresh air before returning to the stuffy ancient buildings that housed the university classrooms. Others looked like they were permanent residents of the square � they were seated on decrepit rugs, with a small cart, probably taken from a mini-market, with all their earthly belongings in it. Some were napping, others were nursing a bottle of beer and a few had a bedraggled pet dog at their feet.
David pointed at one of the street-people who looked a little more alert than the others. 'The Fish' nodded and went into a small store with the quite improbable name of Global Alimentari and purchased some bottles of beer. He then joined David who was trying to chat up the disheveled looking man. He crouched in front of the seated man and offered a bottle of beer. The man hesitated before accepting it, and then took a long gulp that drained the bottle dry. 'The Fish' offered another bottle that was readily accepted, and the cool liquid followed its predecessor down the man's throat. The man smiled and stretched his hand toward the third bottle. Finally, he said, "Grazie" and added something in Italian.
David said, "Prego. Do you speak English? What's your name?"
The man nodded, "A little. My name is Fernando. Habla Espanol?"
"Sorry, Fernando, I don't speak Spanish." He took out the photos of Lara and Fiona, "Have you seen these women?"
Fernando studied the photos for a moment, then shrewdly said, "Perhaps, I see them."
David drew a brown 50 Euro note from his pocket and held it in front of Fernando, "This will be yours if you tell us about them."
The man smiled, exposing the vacant places where his premolars had once been, "I need more dineros."
David drew out another 50 Euro note, watched Fernando shake his head and then added couple more notes. Fernando said, "The one woman", he pointed at Fiona's photo, "took Rudi from the street and dressed him up nice. Then he disappeared."
The two Israeli agents exchanged a glance, "Who's Rudi?"
Fernando stretched his hand and opened his palm, then rubbed his fingers in a clear sign that more banknotes were needed for the additional information. David sighed, pulled out another two bills and held them a couple of inches from Fernando's hand. "Rudi is a large German guy. For some reason the dark girl took pity on him and enticed him away from here."
A few more bills exchanged hands until David had a more detailed description of the young German. Before parting, he asked Fernando, "Would you agree to spend some of your precious time with an artist and make a composite image of Rudi? I'll double your fee."
Fernando didn't think twice before agreeing. David told him to use his newly earned money and take a shower and promised to bring the artist to him the next morning.
* * *
David's dinner with Julietta was more intimate this time. Both knew where and how the evening would end, and both looked forward to it. Julietta congratulated David on finding out so quickly who the mysterious man was and made a couple of phone calls to make sure the police artist would be available in the morning. They didn't give a second thought to 'The Fish', who dined alone and then watched a football game on TV before turning in.
The next morning, David's nostrils sensed the intoxicating aroma of freshly brewed coffee and when he opened his eyes he was greeted by the sight of Julietta's nude body slipping into the bed beside him, after placing two cups of steaming coffee on the side-table. David faced a real dilemma � hot coffee or a hot woman � and the obvious answer came to him � coffee could be reheated.
By the time they were ready to leave her apartment, they had to hurry to the office of the AISI to meet the police artist. 'The Fish' was already there, waiting patiently for his boss and friend. The artist arrived, and they made their way to Piazza Verdi to find Fernando seated at his usual spot. David held out a bunch of green 100 Euro bills and showed them to Fernando. Like in a silent movie, Fernando stretched his hand to grab the notes and David shook his head and pointed at the artist who was already holding his drawing block in one hand and a pencil in the other. The artist and Fernando had a short exchange of words in a mixture of Spanish and Italian and after 15 minutes a sketch depicting a young man with unkempt blond hair and blue eyes was drawn. A verbal physical description was also written by the police artist. David paid the man and thanked him for his help.
Now, they had a new mission � find out who Rudi was and where he came from. This time they didn't have a real photo, only an artist's composite image � making the task a little harder. Julietta said that she would enlist the help of the local police force to do the leg-work.
A few hours later, Julietta's people had gathered some information about Rudi. He was his mid-twenties, searching for a meaning in his life. He was a social misfit and tended to hang around known anarchists, according to the police. One of the street-dwellers mentioned that Rudi had been mugged a few times � apparently, the muggers erroneously thought that all Germans were rich and that he would have money stashed away. The same man said that Rudi once told him that his interests in life were women, sun, alcohol and recreational drugs and that he spent whatever money he could lay his hands on, on those things. He cynically added that when Rudi had first arrived in Bologna, the sun was free, and women liked his blond good-looks and flocked to him, and he had enough money for alcohol and drugs. However, during the last few months, alcohol was the only thing that interested him, and women lost interest in him. He said that Rudi's luck changed when a dark-haired woman took a fancy to him and after that he disappeared from his spot at Piazza Verdi. He didn't know Rudi's full name or where in Germany he grew up.
David said that this information was not much to go on, but there were no more tracks left to follow in Bologna. He asked Julietta to try and find out what means of transportation Le Docteur and his gang used to leave Bologna. She promised to send her people to the bus and train stations, to the airport, and car rental agencies, with the photos and artist's composite image.
David and Julietta spent one more unforgettable night at her apartment, but when David awoke in the morning there was no steaming coffee by his bedside, only a note from Julietta that said that she would be glad if he contacted her whenever he came to Bologna.
Coburg, Germany
Edna Rieger was frustrated. The three Mossad agents � Edna, Joe and Mata � had wandered all over the area where the US army base had been. The residents were not cooperative � they didn't like to be reminded of the time when uncouth American GIs behaved as if they were masters of the land and acted as if the Germans should be grateful for saving them from the communists in the east. The residents particularly resented the fact that the Americans, especially the African-American soldiers, dated their young Frauleins, drank huge amounts of cheap German beer and treated the German men as servants. When some foreigners started asking questions about an old army base they became hard of hearing and understanding and ignored the strangers. The Mossad team was not making any headway. Edna called the Mossad Chief and complained about the lack of collaboration and asked him to intervene, but Shimony refused to officially involve his German counterparts in what he considered as a wild goose chase. He said, "I understand that David is on his way to join forces with you. He has some local contacts who may be of assistance. Let's give him a chance to work his magic." He hung up and started pacing the room and thinking if Mossad should be involved in what appeared to be an attack by Islamic extremists on Western targets. He believed that the world would come to see the dangers radical Islam posed to Western society only after terrorist attacks on the scale of 9/11. He wondered, not for the first time, why lessons of history were never learnt until it was too late.
David and 'The Fish' were greeted by Edna and her small team. Her report was brief, "All the people we interviewed claimed that they know nothing about an American base in the area. So, we couldn't even ask if they knew what weapons were stored on site, and certainly said nothing about missing nukes�"
David said, "We now have something that may help", and he took out the photos of the two women and Le Docteur and the artist's image of Rudi, the young German man. "Some of the locals may remember them. Our only chance of finding them is based on an educated guess that they have returned to this area to pick up the stolen nuke."
Edna said, "This certainly involves quite a leap of faith, or in case of a cynic like you, David, a great deal of speculation. What's the basis of your scenario?"
"I agree that it's a wild guess. Let's assume that the terrorist attacks in Bologna were carried out by Lara and Fiona. Lara is a known member of NEMESIS and is strongly associated with Le Docteur. He may well be the man who shared her bed in the apartment in Bologna. We also know for a fact, that the other woman, Fiona, adopted � if that's the correct term � Rudi, a young German guy. Furthermore, according to the testimony of the owner's wife, Signora Marino, at first the two women were alone in the apartment and were joined by the men later. It could well be, and I admit that here I am being very speculative, that they found out something from Rudi that made them bring Le Docteur to the scene. We know, and here I am standing on solid ground again, that the arch-terrorist's main interest is to obtain a nuclear device and use it on a target that represents vengeance against the repressors of Islam. He tried to do that in London and probably also on the Eastern Board of the US."
Edna interrupted, "You have built a scenario that is as full of holes as Swiss cheese, but continue, please."
"I agree it's hypothetical but bear with me a little longer. Now, the foursome leaves Bologna to an unknown destination. The Italian AISI is still trying to trace their means of transportation. If Rudi is somehow connected to the missing nuke � and this is another leap of imagination � then they would probably head to this area. It's not far from the now defunct US army base. My colleague from the NNSA, Eugene Powers who some of you have met, is quite certain the missing nuke is probably still in the area. He believes that it must have been abandoned, or forgotten, or else word of this nuke would have leaked out." He saw the skeptical expressions on the faces of all his elite team members, "I know this is farfetched, but I suggest we use this as a working hypothesis, unless someone can come up with a better theory." David had a doctorate in nuclear physics and was used to consider ideas and theories and attempt to refute them, and if there was no contradictory evidence, they could be treated as axioms. None of the Mossad agents had another theory. David concluded, "Now, we should try to use the photos and information we have to try and pick up the trail left by Le Docteur and his group of terrorists."

Chapter 9

The cottage, near Krne, Slovakia
Nine hundred kilometers to the south-east from the Mossad team in Coburn, Le Docteur and his colleagues, Lara, Fatima and Dr. Yuri Bakavlev, the Chechen scientist, were making progress in constructing their own improvised nuclear device. Under the direction of the Chechen scientist, the old 280 mm atomic artillery shell was dismantled, and the arrays of conventional explosives were examined. The meticulous inspection showed that the originally carefully shaped charges, explosive lenses as they were called by nuclear scientists, had started to crumble. Literally, 'crumbs' of the material were scattered when the external metal casing of the shell was removed. One didn't have to be an expert on nukes to know that the shell could not be used in its current condition.
Le Docteur said, "Yuri, what do you propose?"
The Chechen answered, "We can take the fissile materials from the core of the weapon, reshape them and construct a completely new nuclear weapon. This would require special facilities for safely handling the dangerous materials and specialized equipment to melt down and reshape the core. I have most of the knowledge and experience needed to do this, but it is inevitable that we'll lose some of the material doing these chemical, physical and metallurgical processes. This may leave us with an insufficient amount of fissile material, a subcritical quantity, and will prevent us from getting a working nuke." He saw the concerned look on the faces of Le Docteur and the two women. He added, "However, we can do something else." He paused to build up the tension, "We can leave the core intact � it looks as if it has not been damaged � and only fabricate new explosive lenses." He saw the look of relief on the faces of his colleagues, "This is not as easy as it sounds, because we'll need to obtain the proper type of high-explosives and then form them precisely, I emphasize, precisely, in the proper shapes and reassemble the nuclear device."
Le Docteur said, "If you can specify what type of explosives you need, I can get my network to obtain them. What else do you need?"
"We'll need a furnace to melt the explosives and molds to get the crude forms. Then we'll need tools, a lathe and such things, to manufacture the exact shape of the explosive lenses. Until we get the materials and equipment, I'll redesign the triggering mechanism and leave out the safety features that were installed in the artillery shell." He addressed Le Docteur, "Do you know how you want to use the nuke? Will it be delivered from a plane, a ship, a surface vehicle? Do you want to use a timer to assure that we can get away from the point of the explosion or will you have some suicide bomber to pull the trigger?"
"It is too early to tell what the target will be or even the means of delivery. I think we can rule out the option of dropping it from a plane." He looked at Lara and saw that she nodded emphatically. They both recalled what had happened on their flight from Bermuda to Washington with a nuke in the light-plane.
The Chechen scientist replied, "This makes it easier to design, but I can tell you that detonating a nuke a few hundred meters above the target is the most efficient way to cause the maximum damage. Remember Hiroshima and Nagasaki�" He didn't need to finish the sentence.
Le Docteur concluded the conversation, "Yuri, write down exactly what types of high-explosives you need, and the quantities required. Also, make a list of the equipment you need to shape the charges. Please note which items are easy to acquire and which ones have to be purchased clandestinely."
Fatima walked up to the scientist, who had become her lover since the demise of Rudolf and hugged him warmly. "Let's go out to a good restaurant and celebrate." Lara and Le Docteur gave their approval, and the foursome got into the car and drove to the village of Detva in which there was a small selection of restaurants and bars.
Coburg, Germany
The Mossad team must have covered hundreds of kilometers on foot, interviewed dozens of people and got nowhere closer to tracing the whereabouts of the NEMESIS terrorist gang. The mounting pressure from Mossad Chief made David call his team for a final meeting. He opened, "Friends, Shimony has given us another 24 hours. If there is no progress, we'll have to give up the chase and return to other assignments in Tel Aviv." The team members knew that this was coming, and none of them said anything for a moment or two.
Joe, who had been very quiet all the time, spoke up, "David, if your hypothesis is correct. Namely, they searched for the old artillery shell and found it and it weighs 350 kg, then they'll need lifting apparatus to move it. I am sure that there are not many stores in the town that sell this type of equipment. Let's spend the day tomorrow on a last-ditch effort to find the culprits." Edna took out her laptop and plotted all the hardware stores Coburg and the surrounding area. She raised her head from the screen and lifted five fingers, indicating there were only five stores that advertised portable winches.
The next day the Mossad team spread out to survey the five possible stores. One of them looked particularly probable, so David sent Joe and Mata to question the proprietor about the recent sale of a portable winch. They decided to use the 'damsel in distress' approach, that was so effective when Mata played the part of the poor helpless lass and Joe posed as the obstinate husband. They entered the store, supposedly whilst in the middle of a vocal argument. Mata said, "These is no way you can do it yourself. You need help. Here, ask this nice gentleman," she pointed at the middle-aged proprietor, "if you can lift the old motor yourself, or even with Hermann and Richard."
The proprietor saw the pretty dark-skinned woman. Her excitement made her face turn red and her disproportionately ample bosom was rising and falling with each deep breath she took, exposing a fair amount of cleavage. He said, "Fraulein, can I be of help?" totally ignoring the man who was with her.
Joe said, "Frau Schmidt, not Fraulein. She is my wife and doesn't believe that I can raise the motor from the old Volkswagen and replace it with the help of my two brothers. Tell her that we can easily improvise a lifting apparatus, with a little German engineering ingenuity." He appeared as if he was having trouble restraining his right hand from giving a Nazi salute.
The proprietor regarded him with disapproval. He pointed to an item in a colorful catalogue, "It is German engineering ingenuity that invented this portable winch. With it, even a little boy can raise a car engine." He purposely used the term 'little boy' in a derogatory fashion to show what he thought about Herr Schmidt.
Mata smiled at him, and said to Joe, "You see, the good man knows what he's talking about." She then leaned toward the proprietor, making sure that he got a good view of her breasts, "Do you have this wonderful winch in stock?"
The proprietor sadly shook his head, "No, Frau Schmidt, but I can order it and have it here within 24-hours." When he saw the skeptical looks that the couple gave him, he added, "Just a week ago, I had a customer who ordered this very same item and I delivered it to him the next day."
Joe said, "I don't understand. If you sell many of these, like one every week, why don't you have it in your stock?"
The proprietor smiled, "I am glad if I sell one every year. That's why I don't keep any in my stock. Selling two in a week is unheard of here. Do you want me to order one for you?"
Joe stood straight up and emphatically said, "Nein, I'll show the woman what I can do with my two brothers."
Mata addressed the proprietor, "Sir, don't worry. After he hurts his back and fails to raise the disgusting motor out of the car, he'll come back here on his knees to buy this portable winch." She gave him a huge smile and walked out of the store knowing that he was closely watching the lithe movement of her backside. Joe followed suit with his head bowed as if he'd just been offended by his wife.
David and the other members of the team were waiting in a parked car around the corner from the hardware store. When they heard the report from Mata and Joe they were now convinced that they were on the right track, but it got them no closer to Le Docteur.
They knew that by that time the NEMESIS people could be hundreds, if not thousands, of kilometers from Coburg, with the nuke in their hands. David thought it best to return to Tel Aviv and deploy more conventional means, like border control offices and CCD cameras, for finding the culprits.
A month later, The cottage, near Krne, Slovakia
After a month of intensive work, the redesigned nuke was ready. Without the external metal casing it was a little smaller and much lighter than the original artillery shell. It was still much heavier than a single man could carry, but it could easily fit in to a large trunk, of the type that used to be popular with travelers in the era of steamboats. However, after some discussion, Le Docteur and his team decided to disguise it in a coffin. The coffin had to be reinforced to handle the extra weight without falling apart. At the suggestion of the Chechen scientist, they added a thin layer of lead around the core's position, to reduce the amount of gamma and X-ray radiation emitted from the fissile materials. This would not prevent detection by a sophisticated radiation monitoring system but would increase the chance of slipping through the standard screening procedures used at most border-crossings and maritime ports.
During the month that the NEMESIS gang worked on the nuke, there were several developments. Yuri and Fatima became inseparable. She admired his experience and wisdom, as well as his determination to get back at the Russians who were responsible for the murder of his entire family and the destruction of his homeland. He had been told by Le Docteur about the attacks she led in Paris and Coimbra and about her courage, and no longer regarded her just as an empty headed good-looking young woman, but as someone who was ready to die, and kill, for the cause of Islam.
The relationship between Le Docteur and Lara, that was strong to begin with, deepened. They could almost read each-other's mind without the need for verbal communication, so when the question of selecting the target for their next attack came up, they were ready to present their suggestion. Le Docteur spoke, "In the past, NEMESIS has hit some of the major strongholds, you could say the shrines, of Western society. We have installed fear in the hearts of the infidels in Europe and America. We have used conventional explosives and bombs to destroy landmarks that were symbols of the distorted cultural achievements of the Crusaders and colonialists. We have used a radioactive dispersion device, a 'dirty bomb', in the center of the banking district of the capitalist city of Zurich. We have used a modified biological agent to selectively annihilate alcoholic infidels, as well as Muslims who forgot to behave like true believers." He neglected to mention that the four of them had consumed alcohol like a whole platoon of thirsty American soldiers in the Iraqi desert. "We have used a supposedly innocuous chemical gas to send the passengers and crew of an aircraft � laughing all the way � to their untimely death. I think it is time to show the Communists in Russia that the Muslims will no longer be led like sheep to the slaughter in Chechnya and the other Islamic republics which were under the repressive usurpation of the Soviet Union for decades."
Dr. Yuri Bakavlev was nodding ardently, and Fatima smiled at her man's enthusiasm. He said, "I have hoped that this would be your choice of a target. There is nothing I would like more than to see the Kremlin and Red Square disappearing from the face of the earth with a radioactive mushroom over Moscow."
Le Docteur shook his head, "Moscow is a difficult target. We've thought about it", he pointed at Lara, "and selected St. Petersburg. This is where communism started just over one hundred years ago, and more importantly, this is the hometown of the modern Russian Czar, Vladimir Putin. It is well known that he pays regular visits to his hometown and we'll prepare a special welcome for him."
The expression on the Chechen scientist's face left no doubt that he was happy with the choice of the target, although Moscow was ruled out. "I am willing to pull the trigger myself, knowing that atoms from my body would mingle with atoms of the new Czar." He looked at Fatima and waited in vain for her to say that she, too, would like to be there.
Le Docteur said, "This answers the question about the triggering mechanism. If you, Yuri, are willing to do the honors it will greatly simplify the plan and reduce the risk of getting discovered prematurely." As an afterthought he added, "Then it's settled. St. Petersburg when Putin visits the city. Let's celebrate." Lara stood up, entered the kitchen and brought a bottle of chilled pink champagne from the refrigerator, while Fatima brought four glasses and a can of Beluga caviar. They all raised their full glasses and Le Docteur gave a toast, "Here's to the end of Russian decadence."
NNSA Headquarters, Washington, DC
Dr. Eugene Powers was summoned to the office of the head of the National Nuclear Security Administration, who was one of several political appointees of POTUS, the President of the United States of America. Like the President, Manfred J. Hartman was a German-American, meaning that he was of German ancestry, which according to Wikipedia (surprise, surprise) is the largest ethnic ancestry group in the United States comprising 17�% of the population. Hartman was one of the biggest contributors to the successful election campaign and was rewarded with a high-ranking and a high-profile job in Washington, DC. This enabled him to continue to run his commercial empire by appointing his only son as CEO and formally withdrawing from its management, without any apparent conflict of interest. In fact, one of the firms that belonged to MJH Enterprises, as the empire was called, won a government contract to dismantle the outdated nuclear weapons, and convert the highly enriched uranium and weapon-grade plutonium into fuel for nuclear power plants that produced electricity for civilian purposes.
Hartman pointed at a low chair opposite his large mahogany desk and Eugene sat down. Hartman stared at the scientist for a long moment that made him feel uncomfortable, as if trying to assess the man. "Dr. Powers, thank you for coming on such short notice. I have been informed that you have divulged classified information to a foreign agent, without being authorized to do so." He watched Eugene squirm in his chair, and added, "The US government and this administration," it wasn't clear if he was referring to the NNSA or the present administration of the United States, "cannot afford to be embarrassed by an incident that occurred thirty or forty years ago. You have grossly overstepped your authority by telling an Israeli Mossad agent about the missing nuclear artillery shell. Before taking disciplinary action, I would like to know your reason for doing this."
Eugene didn't know how to react. On the one hand, he knew that Hartman could send him to a long-term prison sentence for treason, but on the other hand he wondered why he wanted a one-on-one meeting. He probably had a deal of some kind on his mind. "Sir, I have known David Avivi for many years and we have worked together on several cases to prevent the spread of improvised nuclear devices and their use in terrorist attacks against the United States and its Western allies. I thought that Mossad, with its network of agents in Europe and particularly in Germany, could pick up the cold trail and track the missing nuke. Once it is found and recovered, the US and the West will be safer. Sir, can you imagine a scenario in which the nuke is used by terrorists to blow up London or Paris and the US is blamed for neglecting to keep track of its nuclear weapons?" As an afterthought he added, "What if it is still in Germany and detonated in Berlin?" This, he believed, was sure to get the attention of the man, whose affection to Germany, and all things German, was no secret.
"Dr. Powers," he spat the man's academic credential as if it was a dirty word, "Why didn't you let our own intelligence agencies do the work?"
"Sir, they have known about the missing nuke since the early 1990s and haven't come up with any evidence about its whereabouts. I thought that a fresh investigation by a capable agency would be effective. This missing nuke will remain hanging over our head as a potential threat to our national security until we can recover it."
"Dr. Powers, I'll give you a month to prove that you acted wisely, albeit completely out of place. If your Mossad friends come up with the nuke, the whole thing will be forgotten and wiped off your record. If they cannot do it, then you can expect a long term in prison without seeing or speaking to a human soul. Complete isolation."
Hartman took a stack of papers from his desk and ignored Powers. Eugene rose slowly from his chair, wondering if he should thank his boss for the opportunity to redeem himself, and then walked out of the office without saying a word.
He returned to his own office and placed a call to David in Tel Aviv. He said, "The shit has hit the fan. I am on my way to Israel. Will send you travel information."
Mossad Headquarters, Tel Aviv
Dr. Eugene Powers was driven straight from Ben Gurion Airport near Tel Aviv to Mossad headquarters, where he was greeted by David Avivi. The two men headed to the conference room that was used for meetings with foreign visitors � not that there were many who were allowed into the building. Haim Shimony, Chief of Mossad, stepped in to shake hands with Eugene and welcome him, but then excused himself saying that he had some urgent business to attend to. The members of David's elite team were already seated around the large table, and when Eugene entered they all rose from their seats and greeted him like an old friend. Strangely, Eugene felt more at home with this group of Israelis than with his colleagues at the NNSA headquarters. David opened the meeting, "Eugene, as always it is a pleasure to meet you. We have done our best to track down the nuke you told us was missing and that had been lost for decades." He then described in detail what they had discovered in Bologna and Coburg, and added, "I am sad to report that the information we have gathered is of great concern. We believe that it may have fallen into the hands of NEMESIS and the arch-terrorist we know as Le Docteur is involved. Admittedly, this is highly speculative, but it is our working hypothesis. In view of his past operations, we fear that he intends to refurbish the nuke � probably remove the fissile core from the artillery shell � and use it. Again, based on his previous attempts to instigate a global confrontation between the West and its enemies, we suspect that his intention is not just to detonate it in some major city, but to do so in a way that will have catastrophic implications."
Eugene was astounded. After recovering he said, "David, it is as if you have shared my worst nightmares � an American nuke that is used against a friendly nation."
David interrupted, "Eugene, don't limit yourself to friendly nations. They could use it in China or Russia and the blame would fall on the US. The nuclear forensic evidence would leave no doubt that American fissile materials were used. At best, the current US administration will be held responsible for negligence, but it is more likely, considering the conspiracy theories and 'fake news' that your President will be held accountable, and then all hell may break lose."
Eugene hadn't considered this aspect. "I don't know what to say. If the US will admit that one of its nukes is missing, and hadn't been recovered after forty years, it will look incompetent and stupid." He saw the expressions on the faces of the Israeli agents, "I know, I know that you think this is nothing new. But, the present administration doesn't believe in global warming despite the convincing evidence, so do you really expect them to admit negligence or stupidity that cannot even be blamed on the previous administration? I hate to think what would happen to whoever is the first to recognize in public that we have done nothing to find the missing nuke, or that it had taken twenty years to discover one of our nukes has disappeared." After a pause, he concluded, "Our only option is to find it and disarm it."
David said, "Eugene, as much as we would like you to join us in this wild goose chase, I think that you could be more effective by returning to Washington and getting as much inside information as possible."
Eugene laughed bitterly, "I guess that I am already at risk of standing trial for treason, so leaking more classified information to you won't change my fate if we fail to apprehend the terrorists and retrieve the nuke."
The cottage, near Krne, Slovakia
The owner of the cottage had received a request for a long-term rental from a high-tech company from Bratislava which was looking for a quiet place to send its employees for working vacations. The head of the human resources department had read that productivity and creativity flourished when a group of employees were sequestered together, in an unfamiliar setting, for a couple of weeks. The theory was that after they got to know each other better, in an isolated place, they would start bonding socially and be more supportive of each other. If proper guidance was provided, they would perform better as a team solving problems that were presented to them by the representative of the management.
The owner of the cottage didn't know anything about this theory and in any case wouldn't have cared about it. He was glad that someone wanted to rent the property after the previous group had left. So, he drove to the cottage to check whether it was clean and if the furniture, utilities and property were in good shape. As always, he took his two dogs with him, to give them a chance to run around the countryside.
When he approached the cottage, everything looked in order � the driveway was clear, the cottage was clean, and the garden was in good condition. He set the dogs free and entered the garage. He saw immediately that his things had been moved around and there appeared to be several new tools, including a portable winch and a lathe. He wondered what the tenants had been doing with these tools, but his thought process was interrupted by loud barks. He rushed out of the garage to see what excited the dogs. At first, he couldn't see them, but their barking had intensified, and he saw that one of them was digging the soil with his hind legs, while the other dog whined loudly. As he got closer, a nauseous odor made him grip his nose with his hand and start breathing shallowly through his mouth. Then he saw the source of the odor � something that had the shape of a human body covered with an old rug. He withdrew from the site, pulling the two dogs away from the body and called the local police. He returned to the house and waited for the police to arrive.
Within 30 minutes the only police car from the town of Detva arrived. The police sergeant stepped out of the car and joined the owner of the cottage who excitedly pointed to the spot where he had found the body. The sergeant had seen several dead bodies during his service, but in most cases, they had been dead only for hours. He had never had to deal with a human cadaver which was in advanced stages of decomposition. Only because he didn't want to embarrass himself in front of the owner did he manage to overcome his urge to throw-up.
He called for help and an hour later a unit of police forensic investigators arrived from Zvolen. The coroner donned a face mask, and with the help of two other investigators exhumed the remains of what was once a fine, tall, blond man. The cause of death was obvious � the man's head had been hit by a couple of bullets, and the coroner could tell, even without performing an autopsy, that they were fired at close range. He knew that identifying the person would require advanced forensic techniques, and he sighed when he thought that he would have to send the corpse to Bratislava. There were not many professional challenges for someone of his experience in this quiet part of Slovakia, so he hoped that he would be invited to participate in the post-mortem. After taking several photos of the body and the surroundings, he instructed his assistants to wrap the cadaver in a double body-bag, to reduce the stench. He had identified the dominant odors as rising from two particularly bad-smelling biogenic amines � cadaverine and putrescine, both appropriately named after the putrid cadaver from which they emanated.
* * *
The fingerprints and dental X-rays which were obtained during the extensive post-mortem in Bratislava didn't match those of any missing person reported in Slovakia, so they were sent to Interpol headquarters in Paris. They were then distributed to all countries which belonged to the organization. The fact that the man had been tall and blond � features commonly found among the population of Scandinavia and northern Europe � indicated that it was likely that he had come from one of those countries. The German police found a match � the dead man was identified as Rudolf Auerbach, a German citizen with no known current address. His fingerprints were on file because as a teenager he had been arrested for a minor drug offense that didn't lead to a prison sentence. Even though Rudolf was murdered, the German police didn't bother to open an investigation, probably because his body was found in a foreign country. There was no next of kin and the deceased could be buried in Slovakia. 'Good riddance' was the reaction of the officer in charge of the case. The German authorities agreed to reimburse the Slovakian authorities for the burial expenses, and that was the end of the story as far as they were concerned.
Paris, Tel Aviv and Bratislava
Interpol officials were glad that for once they had been instrumental in solving a crime � or in this case, in identifying a body. This great achievement widely publicized by the press officer of the organization as an example of the contribution of the organization to the improvement of international cooperation in fighting crime. It would have gone unnoticed, like most other press releases, were it not for the alertness of Edna Rieger, Mossad's living database. She saw the photo of the deceased, depicting him as a teenager, which was downloaded from the files of the German police, and the name Rudolf rang a bell. She checked the scant details which accompanied the announcement and was almost certain that this was the same Rudolf they were trying to locate in Bologna and later in Coburg. She called David, and excitedly said, "I think we have a lead." She went on to tell him about the body of the blond man found in Slovakia and identified by the German police as belonging to Rudolf Auerbach. David said that he would contact the Slovakian authorities.
David Avivi called the officer responsible for international liaison in the Slovakian intelligence service, Anton Mitrik. Although its official name Slovenska informacna sluzba was translated as the Slovak Information Service (SIS) it was one of the three full-fledged intelligence services which were established in 1993 after Slovakia separated from the Czech Republic. After quite a long conversation, David decided that he had to see the cottage where the body was found with his own eyes. Anton was aware of Mossad's reputation and thought that the SIS could benefit from the cooperation with the prominent Israeli intelligence service, so told David that he would be welcome and promised that he would personally accompany him on his visit.
The cottage, near Krne, Slovakia
David and Anton met with the owner of the cottage, who felt that he was honored by the summons from the SIS in Bratislava. He showed them where the body was found and said that the stench of the rotting body had not completely evaporated despite his efforts to clean up the site. He then took them to the garage and told them about the strange objects and tools which were left in the cottage after the former residents left. David asked him to describe the equipment in detail and was soon convinced that the gang had used it to dismantle the nuke. He didn't say anything about radioactive materials, but surreptitiously used the radiation monitor concealed in his watch, which looked like a regular wrist watch, to take a few readings of the radiation level in the garage. He managed to disguise his reaction when the monitor showed irregular radiation levels near the large wood table and on the lathe which the owner kept.
David made no comments about these findings and indicated to Anton that he had seen everything he needed. The two intelligence officers thanked the owner for his cooperation and returned to Bratislava. Anton dropped David off at the airport and he caught a flight to Vienna and back to Tel Aviv.
Mossad Headquarters, Tel Aviv
David updated his elite team and added, "So, now we have incontrovertible evidence that the NEMESIS group have fissile materials which they had probably removed from the nuclear artillery shell. We know they worked on it in this isolated cottage in Slovakia, and we can assume that they got rid of the outer metal casing of the shell somewhere, and that they now have a more compact, smaller and lighter nuke. We have no idea where they have taken it, but my guess would be that it could now be anywhere in Europe. I don't believe that they would dare to transport it by air, because there are radiation monitors at all major airports."
'The Fish' asked, "Have you consulted with our people at the Israel Atomic Energy Commission to find out what can be done with the nuke?"
David answered, "Of course, I had consulted with them. In their opinion, a terrorist group which does not have facilities to handle fissile materials would probably dismantle the artillery shell but not mess with the core of the atomic weapon. They believe that the terrorists would use the core in its original configuration, but would want to redesign, and possibly replace, the high explosives that are needed to trigger the nuclear chain reaction." He added, "Therefore, we should try to trace any purchases of the type of high explosives that can be used for such a device."
Edna Rieger said, "This will be a formidable task, because the quantities needed are small. Furthermore, they could buy a dozen kilograms here, two dozen there and easily accumulate the required amount without attracting too much attention. I understand that there are different combinations that can be used, and that some of these high explosives are commonly used for civilian and military purposes."
David said, "I fully agree that tracing sales of explosives would be difficult. Let's approach this problem from the other end. What are the likely targets of a nuclear terrorist attack by NEMESIS?"
Mata spoke up, "We know that in the past they have attempted to set-off a nuke in London and possibly to fly one to a large city on the Eastern Board of the United States. We also know that other Islamic terrorist groups, namely the Islamic State, had tried to launch a rocket with a nuclear warhead on Tehran to instigate an all-out war with Israel. There have been other attempts by ISIS to smuggle an improvised nuclear device to the heart of the Old City of Jerusalem, or to Tel Aviv and to a shopping mall in California. Fortunately, none of those plots were successful � some, thanks to our efforts and some due to sheer luck. I don't know if they would try again at one of those sites or seek a new one. Psychologically, the impact would be bigger if another target was chosen."
The team thought about these words, and no one spoke for a while. Finally, Joe, who had been characteristically quiet, said, "NEMESIS has vowed to fight against the Crusaders, Colonialists, Communists and enemies of Islam, that included the Jews and capitalists. The operations that Mata just mentioned were against everyone but the communists." He saw that Edna was about to intervene, so he clarified, "The Shiite regime in Iran is also considered by NEMESIS as an enemy of the true Islam, even though they, too, are Muslims."
David said, "Joe, are you implying that the next target will be somewhere that is under a communist regime?"
Joe nodded. David looked around the conference table and saw that some members of the team were skeptical about the analysis, but no one came up with a better idea. "OK, let's assume that the target is in Russia. I would bet that Moscow or St. Petersburg would be selected for maximum impact."
'The Fish' said, "If we rule out aerial transportation, then we are left with two options: ground transport and naval transport. Getting through hundreds of kilometers of a police state like the Russian Republic with a nuke, using ground transportation is practically impossible. My gut instinct tells me that it would much easier to transport the modified nuke in a shipping container to St. Petersburg."
Everyone silently agreed with this analysis. David cautioned, "This is correct if indeed the target is in Russia. However, we must consider that a shipping container can be sent anywhere in the world by ship or anywhere in Europe and even Asia by truck. Let's not limit ourselves to a shipping container or to Russia."

Chapter 10

Kiel, Germany
Wolfgang Scheiner, the captain of the cruise ship Baltic Queen had seen many things in his days as a sea-going sailor. However, when he was told by the Chief Steward that a group of tourists wanted to load a coffin on board his ship he was shocked. He wondered, "A coffin on board a cruise ship? During an eleven-day pleasure cruise?" He asked the Chief Steward to bring these passengers for an interview and was surprised to see a group of four people who didn't seem to fit together.
The speaker of the group, a distinguished looking French-Canadian man in his early forties, presented himself as Professor Jacque Deleau, a historian and researcher of political science. The young woman accompanying him carried an Andorran passport with the name of Lora Martina-Fonti. Captain Scheiner had never seen an Andorran passport before, but the comely woman openly admitted to him she was originally American, but her husband was an Andorran businessman. She didn't bother to explain where her husband was or why she was travelling with the Canadian professor and the captain was discreet enough not to ask any questions which may embarrass his passengers. The other young woman carried an Irish passport which gave her name as Fiona Robertson. She didn't look or sound Irish and didn't add anything about her background. The fourth member of the group was an elderly Russian man, who looked quite haggard. His name, according to his Uzbekistan passport was Bogdan Borisovitch Basov, and according to it he was 59 years old, although in the captain's eyes he must have been closer to 70 than to 60. He said that the coffin contained the remains of his beloved wife, who wanted to be buried in St. Petersburg beside their only daughter who had died of cancer. He presented the proper documentation, issued by the German authorities of the town of Coburg, to support his statement that the deceased was his wife, a Russian woman. The captain couldn't figure what young Fiona Robertson was doing with this old man but refrained from being rude and intrusive.
The captain was satisfied that the foursome had valid and legitimate travel documents and that the coffin had the proper certification. He only asked, "Have you made the arrangements for her burial in St. Petersburg? I don't want to carry this coffin all over the Baltic Sea and back to Kiel."
Bogdan Basov assured him that everything was in order. The captain added, "The coffin will be stored in the hold of the ship and you won't have access to it until it is unloaded at the port of St. Petersburg." When he saw the elderly Russian nod, he signaled to the Chief Steward to show the foursome to their cabins.
On board the cruise ship Baltic Queen
Le Docteur and Lara surveyed their cabin which was advertised as a verandah cabin. While Le Docteur stepped out of the cabin and stood on the tiny verandah, Lara went into the bathroom. She thought that the term 'bathroom' was something of an exaggeration � a sink, a toilet and a shower were crammed in the small space, and of course there was no bath-tub. The shower was enclosed by shower curtains and not by doors, and worse yet, the curtains were of the type she truly detested � those that tended to cling to your body when the downpour of the water created a suction effect. She returned to the cabin just as Le Docteur entered the room from the verandah and pointed at the bathroom door, "No sex in the shower on this voyage."
He laughed, "Well, we always can do it on the verandah, if the waves are not too high", and then hugged her. "My Andorran love, let's enjoy the cruise. The music is supposed to be outstanding, the food is plentiful and varied, and the bars are well stocked to cater to every taste � from cheap beer, to expensive cognac and the best French and Italian wines. We can afford it, so forget about the clinging shower curtains."
Their conversation was interrupted by a knock on the door. Le Docteur opened it cautiously and saw Fatima and Yuri standing there with large smiles. Yuri said, "If this is my last voyage on the face of the planet, then it is certainly the way I would like to join my family in heaven."
Fatima added, "Yuri had seen the choice of restaurants on board and their specialties. He wants to go to a different one every day, perhaps even two a day if we have lunch and dinner on board."
Lara, always practical, jokingly said, "I hate to disappoint you, but according to the itinerary we have seven days before we reach St. Petersburg, so you may have to return to the same restaurant twice." In a serious tone she added, "Our next stop after leaving Kiel is Klaipeda, that used to be called by its German name, Memel, and is the third largest city in Lithuania although few people outside that country have ever heard of it. Then we stop at the small town of Visby, on the island of Gotland, Sweden. Our next two stops are at the capital cities of the two remaining Baltic states � Riga in Latvia and Tallinn in Estonia. After St. Petersburg the ship will call at the ports of Helsinki and Stockholm before returning to Kiel. If you look at the map, you'll see that this is zig-zagging across the Baltic Sea, but the organizers claim in their ads that the ship visits seven countries, including four capital cities in eleven days."
Le Docteur cynically said, "I am sure that most of the passengers won't know, and probably won't care, which country they are visiting. When the ship docks, they will disembark, get on a bus with the other passengers and be driven from site to site, and told they are in one country or another. The only difference will be the language on the road signs, because they will speak in English or German to the people they meet � mainly in the tourist stores they are taken to and will use their credit cards to pay for whatever tourist knick-knacks they buy. Then their credit cards will be charged in Euros or dollars and they won't be able to figure what they bought and where."
Lara said, "Don't be so cynical. They will have their passports stamped in seven countries and will proudly show their grandchildren what world travelers they are. Have you seen the other passengers? It looks as if they were brought here straight from the old-age homes to which they were sent to spend their last days. The only young people I have seen are the caretakers of the older passengers."
Yuri said, "Now, you are both being nasty. It's not true. I have always dreamt of going on a cruise like this and I think it appropriate that it will be my last trip in this life." Fatima hugged him fondly and patted his head gently.
She said, "I don't know what your plans are, but Yuri and I are heading straight to the Chocolate Bar. Come, Yuri, let's gorge ourselves on something good and sweet, before having some other good and sweet things in our cabin."
They all enjoyed the luxurious treats the cruise ship offered. Music and dancing in the evenings, good food all day � starting with a breakfast fit for kings, continuing with lunch and having a great meal with plenty of wine for dinner. In between meals they spent hours sitting and chatting in the bars. None of them wanted to join the herds of elderly passengers in the bingo games or participate in the shore-trips which were offered by the cruise line.
Lara participated in the music lesson that were accessible to the passengers, and to everyone's surprise, including her own, showed great musical talent with the guitar. Le Docteur went to a couple of drum lessons but felt that he was making a fool of himself when he kept dropping the sticks, so he quit the course. Fatima and Yuri left their cabin only to eat and drink. They made sure to visit the Chocolate Bar at least once a day. They both put on some weight, of course, but while the excess weight made Fatima look overweight, not to say fat, Yuri's hollow cheeks were filled out and he looked younger and younger every day. Fatima could tell that his libido must have received its fair share of the energy provided by the chocolate, which doubled their incentive to go directly from the Chocolate Bar to the cabin.
On the sixth evening of the cruise, the foursome gathered in Le Docteur's verandah cabin to discuss the final details of the plan. Yuri and Fatima were holding hands, when Le Docteur said, "Tomorrow is the big day. Our original plan was, as you recall, for Yuri to disembark and leave the cruise ship. He will make sure that the coffin is unloaded and that the friendly customs inspector, whom we have paid handsomely for his services, allows it to leave the docks area in the hearse that has been arranged. It will be taken to the funeral parlor and stored there until the day the ship leaves St. Petersburg on its way to its next port of call, Helsinki. Then Yuri will take the coffin to the famous Tikhvin Cemetery and have it buried there in a shallow grave. This is one of the landmarks of St. Petersburg and in it many of the most famous Russian poets, authors and composers are buried. Among them are Fyodor Dostoyevsky, Pyotr Tchaikovsky, Nikolay Rimsky-Korsakov, Modest Mussorgsky, and of course right nearby is the Alexander Nevsky Monastery. Seeing this symbol of Russian pre-communist culture going up in a mushroom cloud, together with the entire center of the city will be a resounding demonstration of our power."
Yuri said, "Let's not forget that St. Petersburg, or Leningrad as it was called after the 1917 Communist Revolution, is Putin's hometown. I'll take up residence in the city until the time of Putin's next visit. Then I'll travel to the cemetery and set off our little device. The atoms from my body will thus mingle with atoms from the remains of all the famous Russian luminaries you mentioned, as well as with the modern Czar of Russia, Vladimir Putin."
Le Docteur said, "Yuri, I hope you will get early notice about Putin's visit. Timing is everything if we want to get the reaction from Putin's successors, whoever they will be. This is beyond our control and we can only hope for the best results."
Lara added, "Perhaps we can leak information that the fissile materials were manufactured by the United States. This will point the Russians in the direction we want and start a nuclear war."
"Lara, you are right, but releasing this information prematurely could expose our hand. We must do this shortly after the explosion � not a minute before."
Yuri looked at Fatima and said, "Would you like to join me? I know this isn't the plan, but I would very much like to spend some more time with you. You can accompany me when I set off the nuke, or, if you wish, you can leave the city hours before and be at a safe place to watch the mushroom cloud from a distance."
Fatima was taken aback, "I haven't thought of this option. Let me sleep on it." She saw that Le Docteur and Lara were watching her closely without indicating what they thought about Yuri's proposal. She added, "This is a surprise and I need to think about it."
St. Petersburg, Russia
The next day the cruise ship arrived at the port of St. Petersburg. Almost all the passengers went on one of the shore-trips offered by the cruise-line company. Many selected the tour of the State Hermitage Museum and were then divided into sub-groups of 25 or 30 people. Some of the groups, especially the true art lovers, intended to spend the whole day in the museum, but most of them just wanted to get a glimpse of the museum, and mark it in their diaries and tell their grandchildren that they, too, must visit the Hermitage. These were ushered directly into the museum, ahead of the 'regular' tourists who had to stand in line for over an hour before being admitted. The cruise-ship groups had priority tickets, for which they paid handsomely, of course, because their time was more valuable, and more expensive, than that of the 'regulars'. Each group was steered through the rooms which displayed the highlights, by a museum guide holding a small flag on a thin pole. The guides spoke English or German, or in some cases French or Spanish, and worked on a tightly controlled schedule, knowing exactly how much time to spend in each room. The elderly tourists, started to lose interest after 30 minutes, or the first five rooms, and the art treasures soon became a blur of impressions. They knew they had seen some of the greatest paintings and sculptures that had been created by some of the greatest artists of all times, as well as some of the finest ornaments and high-ceiling ballrooms ever constructed.
Other tourist-buses headed for a quick tour of the landmarks of St. Petersburg. One of the most prominent sites was the Church of the Savior on Spilled Blood that was built at the site where Czar Alexander II was fatally wounded by a political nihilist in 1881. Aficionados of the ironies of history would appreciate the resemblance between this assassination and that of the Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria which precipitated the First World War in 1914. In both cases, the initial assassination attempts by throwing a bomb or a grenade at the carriage, or car, of the royal luminary failed. Czar Alexander got out of the carriage to confront the perpetrator and was mortally wounded by another bomb thrown by a second anarchist. In 1914, the archduke was unharmed by the bomb thrown at his car, but then his confused driver lost his way in the streets of Sarajevo, and passed right by Gavrilo Princip, one of the six assassins who were members of the Black Hand secret society. The assassin thanked his good fortune and drew his pistol to mortally wound the archduke and his wife.
From this colorful edifice, the tourists were driven to the less famous, and less fancy, Cathedral of St. Isaacs. A short walk away from there, stood the grand statue of the Bronze Horseman commemorating Peter the Great, after whom the city he founded was named. The square on which the statue stands is now called the Senate Square (or Peter Square), but between 1925 and 2008 was named by the communist regime as the Decembrists Square to memorialize the revolt against the Czar which took place in December 1825. These name changes were in tune with the city itself, which had its name changed from St. Petersburg to Leningrad and back to St. Petersburg, according to the indoctrination of the rulers of Russia.
Those tourists interested in churches and cathedrals could spend days going from one church to the next, and encounter a variety of colors, architectural styles and art treasures. From the Naval Cathedral of Saint Nicolas in Kronstadt, to the Chapel of St. Xenia, to the Peter and Paul Fortress, to the Smolny Cathedral. There were even a Grand Choral Synagogue and a Great Mosque for the people of Jewish or Muslim persuasion, as well as many other religious and secular sites.
More adventurous tourists who preferred to see the city from a different point of view took one of the canal cruises. The small boats sailed through the waterways and under the bridges, affording the passengers the same views that travelers saw hundreds of years previously from the same canals.
For obvious reasons, Le Docteur, Lara and Fatima were more interested in cemeteries. They took a taxi to the Holy Trinity of Alexander Nevskiy Lavra Monastery and visited the cemetery where many of Russia's greatest cultural figures are buried. They wanted to see with their own eyes what the future Ground Zero looked like. They wandered through the cemetery stopping every now and then to study the impressive tombstones that were erected over some of the graves.
* * *
While his friends were playing at being tourists, Dr. Yuri Bakavlev was trying to unload the coffin with its modified nuke. As a physicist he knew a lot about friction forces, and that they could be greatly reduced with the proper lubricant. In St. Petersburg's docks this lubricant had a green color and was made of a special kind of paper. The green bills with the $100 denomination were particularly effective. So, with the right amount of bills, delivered covertly to the right people, the coffin was duly unloaded from the hold of the cruise ship and placed in a black hearse that was driven by a solemn looking driver wearing a black suit and a black cap. Yuri sat by his side and when he was sure that they were alone said, "Salam Aleikum" in Arabic. The driver grinned and lifted his hand in a welcome salute and said that for business purposes his name was Ilya Yashin but among friends and family he was called Ali Yashar.
Ali drove to the funeral house in which he worked, "Doctor, do you know what I like about my job?" Yuri looked at him, and he continued, "Every trip I make takes another infidel straight to hell. Great job satisfaction, isn't it?" He went on to explain that he, too, was originally from Chechnya, and was a descendent of a family who exiled from Chechnya to Siberia by Stalin in the 1930s. His grandparents managed to get out of Siberia after Stalin's death, pretended that they were no longer Muslims and outwardly assimilated among the residents of St. Petersburg. However, they made sure that their only son married a Chechen woman from a good Muslim family and that their three grandchildren also remained secretly loyal to the Prophet Mohammad and the Faith of Islam. Ali had been recruited to NEMESIS several years earlier and had anxiously awaited his chance to get back at the Russian communists who massacred his people and continued to persecute them and their religion.
Dr. Yuri Bakavlev smiled, "Ali, your service to the cause is invaluable. I want you to take your family and return to Chechnya as soon as we have the coffin interred at Tikhvin Cemetery." Ali gave him a strange look, and wanted to argue with him, so the scientist added, "I cannot explain why I am asking you to leave everything you have worked for and return to our poor homeland, but before long you will thank me for the advice." He saw that Ali was still hesitant, "This is a direct order from Le Docteur."
Ali nodded and pointed at the grey building, "This is the funeral parlor. Do you want to have the body of your wife cleaned before being sent to burial?"
"No, this will not be necessary. It is best if no one opens the coffin. Can you make sure that no one does try?"
Ali grinned, "I am only joking. Do you think I am a fool? I don't know exactly what you have inside the coffin, but I know that one should keep his distance from it."
Yuri shrugged, "Then it's settled. Let's unload the coffin and have it stored overnight. Tomorrow morning we'll have a short service, grieve over my wife's untimely death and bury the coffin in the cemetery."
* * *
The next morning, Yuri, Ali and a handful of people attended the short service that was held in the funeral parlor in Russian Orthodox tradition. Yuri's grief was apparent to all participants, although only Ali knew that it was a sham. The coffin was then placed in the hearse and driven to Tikhvin Cemetery. It was quite an unusual sight � the cemetery had not been active for years � but a large sum of money changed hands and an exception was made for Yuri's wife. Yuri thought about the food chain for bribes and was impressed by Le Docteur's funds and connections. He wondered how far up the totem pole the corruption went and whether high-ranking government and church officials were also paid to approve the burial.
After the coffin was buried in a shallow grave, Yuri handed generous tips to the laborers at the cemetery. When the manager of the cemetery asked him about the tombstone, he said that the unique tombstone would be ready the following month. He added that it would have his wife's face carved in basalt stone and over it there would be a mushroom shaped white cloud, commemorating her love of wild mushrooms. The manager thought that it was strange, but was paid to keep his mouth closed, so remained silent. Yuri laughed quietly at his little joke � he knew the mushroom shaped cloud would rise from the center of St. Petersburg directly to the heavens above.
* * *
While these events were taking place, Fatima told Le Docteur and Lara that she decided to continue with the cruise and not join Yuri on his suicide mission. Lara wasn't surprised, after seeing Fatima's hesitation to accept Yuri's invitation she had expected this decision. She wondered what she would do if a similar situation arose with Le Docteur and remembered her hesitation about taking the fateful flight from Bermuda to Washington. In fact, she thought, perhaps Yuri could also save himself by arranging a different type of triggering mechanism for the nuke. She didn't speak. She hugged Fatima and said that sacrificing herself wouldn't help the cause and that it would be better if she lived to fight another day. Fatima thanked her and restrained herself from crying over the expected fate of her latest lover. She envied Lara and Le Docteur for their relationship and thought that she stood to lose her second lover less than two months after losing Rudi.
Moscow, Russia
President Vladimir Putin was getting restless. He was sick and tired of the Kremlin and the political manipulations he had to practice reining in his opponents. Some of them were muzzled by long-term prison sentences, other were permanently silenced by 'traffic accidents', mysterious house fires, drowning incidents in swimming pools, random mugging, or blatantly by 'execution style' with a couple of small caliber bullets to the back of their heads. The dacha in Crimea was an ideal spot to escape the cold winters of Moscow, but every visit aroused political repercussions from his domestic opponents and the foreign press. In summer, his favorite place was St. Petersburg. Being there evoked pleasant childhood memories and he was always welcome by the residents of the city who treated him like their local hero, as well as by the officials who owed him their appointments.
He needed to take care of some business before going on vacation. First, he had to demonstrate to the world, especially to the clown in Washington, who was the real boss in Syria. Russia's interests in the region were served by a modern naval base in Tartus and by the large Khmeimim air base, in western Syria, south-east of the city of Latakia. The Tartus facility was Russia's only Mediterranean port and could simultaneously accommodate several small or medium sized warships for repairs and replenishment. There were plans to expand the facility so that Russia's largest ships, including Kirov class aircraft carriers, could be serviced there. This was vital for Russia's ability to project its naval force without having to go to the Black Sea � a maneuver that could be risky in times of strife as the ships had to pass through the two choke-point, the Dardanelles and Bosphorus straits. Russia had sent several of its Sukhoi Su-57, its most advanced fifth generation stealth fighter planes, to Khmeimim air base. These planes have advanced avionics that enable them to face the top of the line of US fighter planes, the F-22 and F-35, in aerial combat. From their base in Syria, the Su-57 can strike any target within range and provide ground and maritime defenses. Putin was proud of the fact that his aggressive policy resulted in a victory for Russia in the race against the United States to establish military bases in Syria.
He considered going to Syria before taking his long-overdue vacation in St. Petersburg. This would give him great photo-opportunities with Russian aviators standing next to the latest Su-57 planes, and naval officers posing on their battleships. In addition, this would be another chance to remind President Assad of Syria to whom he owed his presidency and, most certainly, his life. His advisors told him that it would bring pride to the patriotic citizens of Russia who were tired of being told that their economic crisis would soon be over. A visit to Syria didn�t have the drawbacks that trips to Chechnya or the Crimean Peninsula had, where demonstrations against Putin and Russia were to be expected. Furthermore, Assad would surely arrange large crowds to welcome him and praise the Russian President for his support. The more he thought about it, the more he liked the idea of paying a short visit to Syria before returning to his favorite city, St. Petersburg.

Chapter 11

St. Petersburg, Russia
David Avivi and his small elite team arrived in St. Petersburg, posing as tourists. The Russian Federal Security Service (FSB according to its acronym in Russian) was aware of the presence of a group of Mossad agents, and assigned their own agents to follow the Israelis around. David had expected to be followed but didn't worry because they had no intention of doing anything illegal. On the contrary, Haim Shimony had instructed him to share whatever information his team could dig up, with the Russian authorities. David knew that Joe, the human chameleon, could easily evade anyone trying to follow him, and decided to use Joe's exceptional talents of disappearing right in front of his followers' eyes, when the necessity arose. In the meantime, the Mossad group visited all the regular tourist sites, but spent extra time observing the activities in the docks area.
Apparently, there were several maritime ports in the city. One was designated as the sea fishing port and David ruled that one out. The sea port of St. Petersburg, sometimes called the 'big port' was the busiest as it catered to cargo ships arriving mainly from harbors in Western Europe. The maritime traffic from the ports of Germany and Holland, was particularly heavy. Numerous shipping containers were unloaded every day and the security arrangement couldn't cope with the increased volume of merchandize arriving at the port of St. Petersburg, so containers were selected at random for a more thorough examination, while most were just given a cursory check. Through unofficial channels the Israelis had alerted the local authorities that radioactive materials may be delivered to the city, so the port authorities were trying to install additional radiation monitoring portals, but the process was slow. David assigned 'The Fish' and Mata to observe the way the unloaded containers were inspected and to report any unusual events.
The line of trucks carrying shipping containers waiting for their turn to go through the radiation detector portals was very long. From their observation point at the docks-side, the two Mossad agents noticed that some trucks completely circumvented the portals, usually after the driver opened his window to enable a custom's-inspector to step up and accept the stuffed envelope that quickly changed hands. They later told David that with a few extra dollars anyone could smuggle the entire nuclear arsenal of the United States through the lapse security system.
Joe was sent to watch the cruise ship terminal, just in case the culprits would try to avoid detection of their nuke by dodging the cargo terminal. Joe told David that the security arrangements at this terminal were practically nonexistent. The he added, "I saw something strange, today. It had nothing to do with shipping containers, but I think it's worth mentioning." David waited for him to continue. "You know the large cruise ships that visit the ports of the Baltic Sea?" It was a rhetorical question, and David clearly showed that he was getting impatient. Joe continued, "After about two thousand tourists got off this ship, the Baltic Queen, and boarded the fleet of buses and taxis waiting for them, a coffin was unloaded from the ship. It was accompanied by an old man and he was met by a black hearse. The driver helped him load the coffin in the hearse."
David commented, "This may be a bit unusual, but nothing suspicious."
"The strange thing was that the old man also got in the hearse and sat beside the driver. They seemed to be chatting amiably."
"Joe, perhaps he didn't want to sit by himself in the back, close to the coffin."
"I still think this is irregular. I can give you a description of the passenger. He was quite old and stooped. To me he looked like a person who came from one of the Asian republics of the former Soviet Union, not like a Nordic type that we see so many of in St. Petersburg."
David said, "Look around you and see the diversity of the population. There are all kinds of people here, especially in the harbor area."
Joe insisted, "I wrote down the license plate number of the hearse. I want to see which funeral parlor it belongs to. With your permission, of course."
David shrugged, "Joe, keep a low profile. We don't want to get in trouble with the FSB people." He looked to his right and saw a stocky man openly staring at them. "Don't look now, but my tail is watching us closely. We can talk freely, but I don't want him or his buddies to follow you when you check the car and funeral parlor. Let's go and have a drink and then we'll split."
They sat in a corner of the dimly lit bar and nursed a tepid bottle of a local brand of what passed in Russia as beer. Joe said, "This makes our own beer taste like nectar of the gods. We should have ordered vodka � that's something they surely know how to make."
David placed his half full beer mug on the table, "I'll leave the table now and go to the restroom. Then, I'll walk slowly out of the bar and pretend that I must meet someone clandestinely. When you see my FSB tail follow me, leave quietly and take evasive action to lose anyone who may be following you before you sniff around the funeral parlor."
David rose from the table and went into the men's room. He opened the window, which brought in fresh air that helped dilute the unpleasant odors and could also create a temporary diversion. He entered one of the stalls and stood in front of the toilet and waited until he heard the door open and two men talking excitedly in hushed voices. Although he didn't understand the words, he knew that they were looking for him and were worried by the open window. He flushed the toilet and nonchalantly exited the stall and went to the rusty sink to wash his hands. One of the men was trying to peek out of the window while the other was checking the stalls. The two men were obviously relieved when they saw him. David looked at them nodded pleasantly, and then left the restroom and exited the bar. From the corner of his eye he noticed that one of the men followed him on foot while the other flagged a car that was parked up the street and jumped in as the driver stopped for him.
David flagged a passing taxi that took him from the Vasileostrovsky District, the small island on which the cruise ship terminal was located, back to his hotel. Every time he set eyes on the two buildings that comprised the Corinthia hotel, he silently thanked Mossad's administrative staff, who managed to get rooms in the fancy hotel for half the nominal price. It was located right on Nevsky Prospect, the city's main boulevard, and close to some of the museums and central railway station. He was quite sure that the rooms assigned to his team were equipped with surveillance cameras and voice recorders and that all internet correspondence was regularly monitored. However, his experienced team would refrain from doing anything that could be used to blackmail them or even cause a minor embarrassment. They all knew the stories about very important guests being captured on camera doing things that wouldn't wash well with their voters or family members. The Mossad agents were clever enough not do fall in any 'honey traps' or similar primitive manipulations. David's 'shadows' followed the taxi to the hotel but didn't enter it. David saw that and knew that the responsibility for tailing him was transferred to the permanent FSB staff who monitored the hotel guests � the beautiful young blonde at the reception desk, the room cleaning staff and the matron who supervised them, and finally, the hotel security team.
* * *
David entered his room and used the internal telephone system to summon his team to the hotel's bar, for a drink before going out for dinner. They all arrived on time, except Joe who was still busy surveying the funeral parlor, and they took their seats in the corner booth. David noticed the FSB people who entered the bar after him and naturally occupied the booth adjoining his own. He took this as a good sign � the corner booth was probably not bugged, although it was most certainly monitored on the closed-circuit TV. In rapid Hebrew, he updated the team members about Joe's suspicion, using words like sarcophagus to describe the coffin or meat-wagon for the hearse. In fact, he didn't really mind if the Russian intelligence services also got word of Joe's suspicions about the strange connection between the driver of the hearse and the supposedly bereaved old man who accompanied the coffin.
The team members indicated that they understood what he was referring to. After finishing their drinks, the Mossad team strolled along Nevsky Prospect until they found a suitable restaurant. There were two hints that showed that it was not a 'tourist trap' � the menu was only in Russian and the clientele was entirely made up of local people. When the small group of foreigners entered the restaurant, everybody stopped talking and looked at the strangers, but after the Israelis seated themselves at the only vacant table, all conversations were resumed, and the noise level was restored. A sour-faced waitress, wearing an apron that had seen better days came to take their order. Edna Rieger spoke Russian, one of the six languages she was fluent in, and ordered the simple house specialties for all the group, and a bottle of vodka. The chilled vodka arrived quickly, and before long a second bottle arrived with the food.
They opened with shchi � cabbage soup and a meat broth, served with sour cream and rye bread. The main course was Beef Stroganoff, and the Israelis found that the small pieces of beef in sour cream created a uniquely delicious flavor they were unaccustomed to, because in most Israeli restaurant meat dishes and dairy products were not served together. For dessert they had sweet pirogh with aromatic apples and coffee. While enjoying the food and vodka, David said that they were free to spend the evening and would meet for breakfast and hear Joe's report. When they returned to the Corinthia hotel they saw that the dining room offered the same dishes they had eaten, but at a price that was fivefold higher, and the authenticity was probably fivefold lower.
* * *
Joe returned to the hotel close to midnight and knocked lightly on David's door. David was reading a thriller by his favorite author about a group of Islamic radicals trying to plant a nuclear device in the heart of London. He kept laughing to himself, because reality, as he knew it, surpassed the imaginary events described in the book. He opened the door and let Joe in, "Welcome, I was just planning to go to the bar for a drink. I need some more alcohol in my system to fall asleep." He placed his index finger over his mouth � the universal sign to keep quiet. Joe didn't need the warning � like all Mossad agents, or for that matter, all intelligent intelligence agents, he was aware of the Russians obsessive habit to photograph and record everything.
The two men took the elevator down to the bar, talking about the wonderful tourist sites of St. Petersburg. Joe, who had been on several secret missions to the city, even before the fall of the communist regime, noted that the city had received an exhaustive facelift for its 400th anniversary in 2003. David said that this was his first visit to the famous city � not exactly true, as he had visited the place under an assumed identity a couple of years earlier � and was impressed by the restoration of the old buildings. They continued to exchange small anecdotes until they were comfortably seated in the same corner booth that David had used earlier in the evening and felt reasonably assured that it was not bugged.
David's 'shadow' entered the bar after them and took the adjacent booth, without even trying to make it look like an innocent move. They ordered White Russian cocktails, just as a joke, to spite the FSB agent who was listening to them. After the drinks which comprised vodka, kahlua and cream on the rocks, arrived, Joe spoke quietly, hiding his mouth with his hand in case there were lip-readers observing them on camera (not that the FSB had many lip-readers who could decipher Hebrew conversations). "The funeral parlor is a respectable institution, well-known in the city. They have a small fleet of four hearses, including the one I saw. The hearses are parked overnight in an enclosed garage and there is a night watchman, although I must say that in other countries no sane thief would steal a hearse. Perhaps things are different here." David took a sip from his cocktail and made a face � maybe this White Russian cocktail was not such a great idea close to midnight � but encouraged Joe to continue. "So, David, I chatted up the bored watchman and told him I needed to see the level of maintenance of the hearses as I need to bring my uncle's body from Novgorod for burial in St. Petersburg. It's about 200 km from here and I said that I didn't want the hearse to break down on the way. Naturally, he realized that this was nonsense, but when I slipped five $20 bills, he nodded and let me in. I gave him another five bills and asked him to go out for a few minutes and smoke a cigarette. I gave him a fresh packet of American cigarettes that are popular, but expensive and hard to get in Russia. I closely examined the hearse I had seen, but there was nothing unusual about it. Just to be on the safe side, I planted a tracking device under the back-fender and left the garage. As I was leaving, the night watchman winked and said that I was welcome any time he would be on duty."
"Did you take any radiation level measurements with your watch?"
"Of course, but there was nothing above background level. I wanted to ask the watchman to let me into the refrigerated room where the bodies were stored but thought that would be too much to ask for."
"Good decision. This could have got you into trouble if he called the police. We'll keep an eye on the hearse. By the way, did you ask the watchman about the driver you saw?"
"No, this would have blown my story to bits."
"Joe, you did well. Do you want to finish my cocktail? I see you like it."
"Thanks. Look out, two women have just entered the bar, and they are probably trying to offer their services to potential clients."
Two tall women, looking like top-models, except that they were not modeling too many clothes, approached their table. The blonde one smiled at them and in near-perfect English said, "Are you gentlemen going to buy us a drink?"
David thought that she looked a lot like his favorite Italian AISI agent, Julietta, and wondered if this was just a coincidence. "Thank you, ladies, but we are just getting ready for bed" and he started to rise from the table.
"Do you mind if we join you?" the blonde said without missing a beat. "Perhaps, you fancy my friend? She comes highly recommended." It was obvious that her choice of the verb was not accidental.
Despite himself, David had to acknowledge her professional approach. "Thanks for the offer. Maybe tomorrow night, at an earlier hour?" He wanted to ascertain whether they were just hookers or trained FSB agents. The blonde looked disappointed, even slightly unsettled, and shrugged, making sure that the Israelis saw that there was nothing underneath the form-hugging dress she was wearing. She motioned to her colleague and both women left the bar. David whispered to Joe, "Have you heard the new term for this type of espionage?" and after a pause he answered his own question, "It's now called sexpionage."
Joe laughed and then caught a glimpse of the FSB agent in the adjacent booth and saw that he was smiling in appreciation of the professional behavior and attitude of the hookers and the response of the Israeli agents. Joe exchanged a quick knowing smile with the FSB agent and figured that the Russian man had a sense of humor.
* * *
The next morning, the Mossad group met for breakfast in the hotel's dining room. It was a buffet-style affair, with an impressive assortment of cheeses, meats, eggs and even a few vegetables, as well as coffee and tea. After they filled their plates, the Israelis sat at one of the round tables. They didn't want to discuss Joe's findings in the dining room, so talked about the cultural treasures of St. Petersburg, and their restoration after the fall of the communist regime.
'The Fish' said, "Do you know that the first 'all you can eat' restaurant was opened in Moscow shortly after communism officially ended?" They all stared at him, not knowing what he was getting at, so he continued, "You had to wait in line for half an hour and when you finally entered and paid your 10 rubles you were given a slice of bread and were told 'that's all you can eat'." No one laughed � they knew that the suffering of the people and food shortage were not a joking matter. 'The Fish' was embarrassed by the lack of reaction, so as they were leaving the dining-room he decided to change the subject. He said, "I know we shouldn't talk about this here, but I am troubled by something we may have missed." David held up his hand as a signal to stop talking.
They Mossad group followed David to Dmitrovskiy Skver, just down the road from the hotel. David found a bench that was slightly isolated and motioned for his team to sit down. He gestured for 'The Fish' to continue speaking. "If Joe is right, and the coffin contains the item we are looking for, then the culprits we are seeking must also be here. Joe only told us about the old man he saw, but I guess that Le Docteur and the two women are not too far. Perhaps they were also on board the same cruise ship. We have their photos and copies of the passports the women, Fiona and Lara, were using in Bologna. Maybe it's time to ask for assistance from the FSB and local police."
David considered this for a moment. "You are right. We cannot conduct a wide-spread search under the nose of the FSB." He unobtrusively pointed at the husky men that were watching them, "We don't have to go very far to find them." Then he got up from the bench and did something that no intelligence agent would normally do � he walked straight up to his 'shadow' and faced him. The Russian man's shock showed on his face and he froze. David asked him, "Do you speak English?" The FSB agent said something in Russian and tried to walk away. David motioned for Edna Rieger to join him.
She addressed the FSB man in Russian, and in a stern tone said, "Take us to your headquarters."
The FSB agent said something, that to the other Israeli agents sounded like 'I don't know what you are talking about'. Edna persisted and finally the Russian shrugged, called his two buddies who were watching the situation from a safe distance. The entire group of FSB men and Israeli agents headed to the FSB main office in the city. The FSB people used their unmarked car and the Israelis took a taxi. While all this was going on, Joe quietly slipped away unnoticed and headed back to the funeral parlor.
* * *
The taxi driver paled when he heard the address, but one look from the FSB agent was enough to make him comply. The St. Petersburg headquarters of the Federal Security Service of Russia, was in building called Bolshoy Dom, literally translated as the Big House. It was in the Central District of the city, just one block south of the Neva River. Edna, who had a special interest in pre-revolutionary Russian architecture, appreciated the history of the main building that had replaced the Imperial Armory Building that was burned down in 1917. Since then it had served as the headquarters of the different secret-police organizations of the Soviet Union and retained the same role in the post-communist era. Its adjacent prison gained notoriety during Stalin's purges, and even in present time still projected an intimidating image. Edna nudged David, "Are you sure you want to enter this building?"
David bit his lip, "We need the Russians to stop whatever Le Docteur is up to. In times of need, we cannot be too picky about our friends."
They got out of the taxi and saw the driver take off in hurry, even without counting the money they paid him. The FSB team was waiting for them on the sidewalk. The chief 'shadow' motioned for them to follow him into the building. He said something in Russian and Edna translated that they were to wait while he fetched the head of the bureau.
Mata looked around and thought that she had never seen so many grim-faced people in one place, except at a funeral. She didn't even see a hint of a smile on anyone's face and wondered if it was due to the building's history or that perhaps evil emanated from the stone-walls and pervaded the atmosphere. She shivered, and it suddenly occurred to her that they may not be let out of the building. She quietly said, "I feel like a fly invited to a party by a spider and being told that the main course will soon be served."
'The Fish' didn't smile, "I don't know how they manage to intimidate people so severely without saying a word. Perhaps the Israeli Security Agency should ask the FSB for architectural advice. It would help us interrogate terrorists without even touching them physically."
Edna commented, "These walls have heard so many people cry in agony, have seen so much blood spilled, have witnessed so many men and women turn against their own families. Thankfully, we don't have anything similar or even remotely close."
David stopped the small talk. "This building gives me the creeps, too. Let's focus on the case on hand, here comes our 'shadow' with someone who is obviously the boss." He pointed to a tall, thin woman.
She said in American accented English, "I am glad to meet you all, unofficially, of course. Dr. David Avivi, we have heard so much about you and your team and have long wanted to thank you for chasing the perpetrators who caused the plane crash near the village of Kurtsevo. We were trying to understand what you were after, here in St. Petersburg, and have assigned a few of our best men to protect you in case you got into trouble. I hope you enjoyed your dinner last night."
David said, "Touch�, indeed we did. I guess you know why we are here." She shook her head, so he continued, "Perhaps we should go to a more private place. I was told that the walls here have eyes and ears."
She laughed, "They shut their eyes and close their ears on demand. But let's go to our VIP conference room." She added, "Please leave your cellphones and all other electronic media at the desk here." The Mossad agents reluctantly placed their phones in the box, suspecting that the contents' phone directory, e-mails, etc. would be downloaded by the FSB. 'The Fish' worried that the Russians would plant spyware in the phones, so said, "David, perhaps, I should stay here with the electronic equipment. You don't really need me in the conference room."
David understood what he was implying and readily agreed. The FSB colonel didn't understand the Hebrew exchange but figured what they were talking about when 'The Fish' stayed behind holding the box with the cellphones. She nodded � as one professional spy would appreciate another.
* * *
David, Mata and Edna followed the Russian colonel through the maze of corridors, and down two flights of stairs. Three burly FSB agents brought up in the rear, but only one of them entered the conference room, while the other two stood guard at the door. The FSB Station Chief introduced herself, formally, "I am Colonel Natasha Alexandrova, and head of the FSB office in St. Petersburg. In case you wonder about my English � I have spent five years at the Residentura office in Washington, DC. So, I think it's time to do away with the niceties and cut to the chase. Tell me what made you come to me, today, after being here for some time."
David gave a summary of the events in Bologna and the suspicion that NEMESIS was accountable for the acts of terror, although they had not accepted responsibility nor claimed credit. He then described the wild-goose chase in the area surrounding Coburg, and finally got to the cottage in Slovakia. Natasha listened patiently and commented, "So, you are quite convinced that these terrorists have managed to obtain an old nuke, that the Americans had 'forgotten' or 'misplaced' in Germany, three or four decades ago. Typical capitalist negligence and incompetence. What makes you think that it is here?"
David ignored her comment about the Americans' carelessness � in part he agreed with the colonel � and said, "This is where we are not sure about our conclusions. Based on the history of Le Docteur and NEMESIS, we strongly suspect that St. Petersburg is the target of a nuclear attack. Think about it � they have consistently claimed that communism was one of the dire enemies of Islam. If they can detonate an improvised nuclear device in this city, with fissile material that was made in the United States, as your nuclear forensics laboratory will easily find out, then the Russian Federation will surely respond in kind. Your leader, Mr. Putin, will assuredly make demands to the US for compensation, and probably also to take out New York or Washington, to even the score. The US will refuse, correctly saying that no US personnel were involved, but that would hardly placate Putin. From then on, it's anyone's guess what could happen�" He stopped talking, noting the grim face of the Russian FSB colonel.
"You have made not just one jump ahead of yourself, but several leaps. First, you must prove that the nuke is in St. Petersburg and that it will be detonated here. Everything else is innuendo � assumptions that the Russian Federation will react in the way you have speculated and that the US president, as unpredictable that he is, will respond aggressively, and so on� I cannot start a citywide manhunt based on your theory. I need specific evidence that the terrorists are here and that the nuke is here and that they intend to detonate it here."
She started to rise from the table, but David held his hand up, "Our colleague, Joe, has spotted something strange in the cruise ship port." He elucidated the story about the coffin, the hearse and the funeral parlor, and concluded, "As we are speaking, Joe is keeping an eye on the funeral parlor, watching if the coffin is removed by the driver and the old man. Perhaps you could bring in the people who operate the funeral parlor and question them."
The colonel nodded, "We can do this discreetly, without alerting the whole city and causing mass panic among the population." She issued a few orders in rapid Russian and the FSB agent rushed out of the room. The colonel added, "Let's have some tea while we wait for the manager of the funeral parlor to accept our invitation and kindly join us."
* * *
Joe was seated in a caf�, watching the entrance to funeral parlor's garage. He saw the driver carefully backing out of the garage. The signal from the tracking device he had placed on the hearse the previous evening was strong and stationary. For a moment, Joe didn't understand what he was seeing, but then he understood that the driver was using a different hearse � not the one that he had used the previous day. Joe quickly jumped up from the table, left some money on the table and rushed out to get a taxi to follow the hearse. However, as there was no taxi in the small alley, he rushed to one of the main streets but by the time he got a taxi the hearse was out of sight. He called David's cellphone and was surprised when 'The Fish' answered. He quickly reported that the driver and coffin had slipped away and that he had lost them. 'The Fish' asked if he had noted the license plate number of the new hearse and was relieved to hear that Joe had it.
'The Fish' tried to explain to the FSB officer manning the desk that he needed to urgently speak to David, but the officer said something that sounded quite rude. 'The Fish' indicated that he didn't understand, and the officer raised his voice and repeated what he had said previously. Like many other people who spoke to a foreigner, he thought that shouting would make his message understood. 'The Fish' made gestures that left no doubt that he was in a hurry to get to speak to his colleagues and finally the FSB officer gave in, picked up the phone and spoke to someone on the other side. After a couple of terse words, he handed the phone over to 'The Fish'. When David came on line, 'The Fish' told him about Joe's call.
David turned to the FSB colonel and explained the situation. She nodded, "I hope your man knows what he's talking about. I'll instruct the police to stop all black hearses and question the drivers and detain anyone from that funeral parlor. After all, there aren't too many hearses on the streets of our city. Would you like to wait here or join your man?"
David considered the question, "I think we should pick him up and be ready to question the driver of the hearse once he is stopped. Could you assign one of your cars for us?"
Colonel Alexandrova looked at the Mossad team, "If this whole thing turns out to be wild-goose chase, you'll be in deep trouble. You could be charged for wasting the time and money of the security service, for conducting an illegal operation without permission, as well as trying to cause mass panic by spreading false rumors about nuclear threats. If this happens, you'll be fortunate if you are deported from the Russian Federation and warned never to show your face here again." After a short pause, she said, "Do you know that this building is the tallest building in St. Petersburg?" When the Israeli agents made a show of being surprised, she smiled mischievously, "Because from the basement of this building you can see Siberia�" The Mossad team had heard this one before, related to the KGB headquarters on Lubyanka Square in Moscow. They didn't find the colonel's comment to be very funny.
* * *
Two black unmarked cars, the infamous 'black ravens' as the Soviet citizens called the black Volga or Chaika cars favored by the old KGB, waited outside the Bolshoy Dom. The Israeli agents tried to pile into one of them, but two FSB goons separated the women. Mata and Edna Rieger were ushered into the lead car with one of the FSB men, while David and 'The Fish' were directed into the other car with two FSB men. The two cars recklessly pulled away from the curb, forcing passing drivers to make a dead-stop, and with flashing headlights made their way to the alley where Joe was waiting. Colonel Alexandrova followed in an official police car with its siren blasting and red and blue lights flashing.
Joe saw the small convoy rapidly approaching his position, and for a short minute panicked and considered trying to run away, but before he could react the first car pulled up by his side. Mata made room for him, and he joined her and Edna on the back seat of the unmarked car. He explained what he had seen and in which direction the hearse had headed, and Edna gave the driver instructions in Russian. They headed south, in the general direction Joe had last seen the hearse.

Chapter 12

St. Petersburg
The driver of the hearse, Ali Yashar, was unaware that he had been under surveillance by a Mossad agent. The switching of the hearse was unplanned and purely accidental � the original hearse, the one he used to transport the coffin from the cruise ship port, was due for scheduled maintenance. He loaded the coffin onto the new hearse and drove it, as prearranged, to the side gate of Tikhvin Cemetery, where the Chechen scientist was waiting. That gate was normally shut, as the tourists who wanted to see the cemetery had to buy tickets at the kiosk near the main gate, and hand them over to the old caretaker who was seated near the gate. Ali parked the hearse at the side gate of the cemetery, and two burly men placed the heavy coffin on a trolley and wheeled it to the freshly dug grave-site. It was lowered unceremoniously into the shallow grave and covered with soil. The Chechen man tipped the grave-diggers, who were members of a local street-gang and not employees of the cemetery. They thanked him and disappeared down the road, searching for the closest bar. Bakavlev pulled Ali aside for a private conversation. He said, "Ali, as I told you yesterday, take your family as far away from St. Petersburg as quickly as possible."
The driver said, "They have already packed everything they can carry, but I don't have a car."
Dr. Yuri Bakavlev pointed to the hearse, "What's wrong with this? Nobody would stop a hearse�" He saw that Ali hesitated, so added, "Ali, I can assure you that the owner of the funeral parlor will not come after you. He'll have bigger problems to deal with."
Ali nodded, "I'll take it to my apartment and leave. What will you do?"
"It's best that you don't know. You'll hear about it soon enough. Don't waste any more time. Go, and don't stop for anything."
Ali got back into the hearse and drove off in a hurry. The Chechen scientist headed to the Metro station and took a train back to the small hotel in which he had passed the night and had an open booking.
* * *
St. Petersburg police were out in force. They were under strict orders to stop all hearses at any cost and search them. If the hearse belonged to the suspected funeral parlor they were to apprehend the driver for questioning.
Ali turned on his radio, inserted an underground cassette and listened intently to a fiery sermon delivered by the ultra-extremist Sheikh Abdirahman advocating rising against the neo-communist regime. He was completely absorbed in the sermon and in a hurry to pick up his family and leave the city, per Dr. Bakavlev's instructions. He was speeding � something very rarely seen with a black funeral hearse � and didn't notice the improvised roadblock the city police had set up. As he tried to pass without stopping, the FSB officer who supervised the city police, drew out his pistol and fired a warning shot. Ali was totally focused on the Sheikh's agitation and continued driving, as he didn't hear the warning shot. The officer levelled his pistol and fired three rapid shots at the speeding hearse. One of the shots hit Ali's head, that exploded like a huge ripe tomato. The hearse skidded out of control and rammed into the crowd of pedestrians waiting to cross the street. Two women were killed instantly, and several more people suffered light wounds.
The incident was reported on the police radio, and the Mossad agents heard about it. Their unmarked FSB cars rushed to the scene of the accident and Joe confirmed that it was the hearse he had spotted leaving the funeral parlor. There was no coffin on board and the driver was dead. Colonel Alexandrova arrived a moment later and was told what had happened. She said, "David, it looks as if we are at a dead-end. Pun intended. We'll question the owner of the funeral parlor, but I doubt that he will be able to enlighten us. I have a feeling the driver was operating independently."
David said, "Can we find out the coffin's destination?"
The colonel answered, "We'll do our best. There are not that many cemeteries around here."
* * *
Colonel Alexandrova sent FSB agents, accompanied by the city police, to all nearby cemeteries to question the employees about a recently delivered coffin. One of the unmarked cars arrived at Tikhvin Cemetery. The FSB agent in charge approached the ticket office and the caretaker at the main gate. The caretaker stated that no coffin was delivered to the cemetery as it had had been inactive for years. The FSB man persisted but the old man repeated that no coffin had been delivered through the gate on his watch. The agent was still unconvinced and decided to bring the old man to Bolshoy Dom for a thorough interrogation. He returned to the ticket kiosk and told the woman that the cemetery was closed by police orders. She was glad to have half the day off and shut the kiosk's window, much to the disappointment of the tourists who wanted to see the tombs of Russia's great poets, writers and composers. She exchanged a worried glance with the old caretaker who was unceremoniously led to the waiting black Chaika. The old man was trembling � he had known many people who were taken into Bolshoy Dom never to be heard from again. He didn't think that this has changed so much even though Stalin died more than six decades earlier, or since the city was once again named St. Petersburg after almost a century of being called Leningrad.
Similar scenes took place at other cemeteries in the city. There, too, the FSB agents preferred to err on the side of caution, rather than leave any stone unturned. So, the FSB staff at Bolshoy Dom was quite busy interrogating the caretakers from all the cemeteries in the grand city of St. Petersburg. Despite the physical and psychological pressure, none of the caretakers admitted seeing a hearse delivering a coffin to their cemetery.
* * *
The identity of the dead driver was revealed after an intensive investigation. The owner of the funeral parlor, Yevgeni Karnikov, who had already been interrogated said that Ilya Yashin had been a model employee. He was always on time, never turned up drunk for work and was very respectful to the deceased and their families. He didn't believe the interrogator when he was told the man was from a Chechen Muslim family and that his name was Ali Yashar. David and Edna had watched the interrogation of the owner on a closed-circuit camera. David was convinced that the man was not putting on a show, when Edna translated the questions and answers.
Colonel Alexandrova had to concede that there was no lead regarding the whereabouts of the coffin. David said, "This link to a Chechen Muslim is very troubling. It supports our worst-case scenario that the NEMESIS terrorists are involved here. We must find Le Docteur and the women and stop them."
On board Baltic Queen
Le Docteur, Lara and Fatima were back on board the cruise ship, waiting for it to leave the port of St. Petersburg and make its way due west, to Helsinki. They had spent the previous night on board the ship, that had remained two nights berthed in the port. No one took notice that the fourth member of their small party, Dr. Yuri Bakavlev, had not returned to the ship after the coffin was unloaded in St. Petersburg. In case anyone asked about his absence, they would say that he stayed in the city to arrange the burial of his wife and was delayed by the entangled Russian bureaucracy.
Lara was closely watching Fatima's reaction to the loss of yet another lover � first, Rudi and now Yuri. However, her friend appeared to be quite cheerful. Fatima saw their faces and said, "I know that I should be mourning Yuri, but the knowledge that he is sacrificing himself for the cause is some consolation." With an impish smile she continued, "Did you see the elegant Algerian man that seemed to follow me around the ship?"
Lara exchanged a glance with Le Docteur, and said, "Fatima, what are you talking about? Why didn't you ever mention this? It could be a problem."
"He tried to chat with me whenever Yuri was not around. He even offered to buy me a drink when he thought that none of you were watching." She saw the surprised expression on their faces, "He said that he couldn't figure why a beautiful and attractive young woman like me was spending her time with an old man like Yuri. He blatantly suggested that I would have more fun with him and although I rejected his advances he persisted."
Lara said, "Fatima, you should have told us about this. It could have driven Yuri out of his mind and dissuaded him from carrying out the mission. This was irresponsible behavior."
Fatima shrugged, "I think that this Algerian man, Karim, recognized me a Muslim, and that's why he tried to befriend me. Perhaps, we can recruit him�"
Le Docteur didn't like Fatima's unauthorized initiative. "Fatima, as Lara said, your behavior could have put us all, and the mission, at risk. When did you get away from Yuri and have time to chat with this Karim?"
"Yuri tried to make love to me every night. He was desperate to enjoy his last days� But, he's an old man and fell asleep immediately afterwards, and sometimes even during the act. Many times, I felt that I needed a cigarette to calm myself and silently slipped out of the cabin to have a smoke on the deck. That's where I came across Karim, who was also smoking and enjoying the fresh air. Once, he even offered me a 'special cigarette' and it was indeed quality stuff."
"Fatima, do you mean you smoked pot with a strange man?" Lara asked. "You must have been out of your mind. Please, tell me that's all you did with this Karim."
Fatima looked embarrassed, "I may have gone a little further. After all, I was quite frustrated by Yuri falling asleep so quickly. So, I allowed Karim to console me�"
Le Docteur almost blew his top, "What do you mean 'console'? Are you saying you had sex with Karim?"
Fatima blushed, "After the second 'special cigarette', we were both a little excited and went to his cabin. Don't worry, Yuri was still fast asleep when I returned to our cabin."
Lara and Le Docteur were besides themselves with rage. Finally, Lara said, "Fatima, it looks as if you are deeply involved with this man. Now, we must either recruit him or make him meet with an unfortunate accident. It's up to you�"
After Fatima left the room, Le Docteur said, "I don't like this. We may need to do something about Fatima."
Lara answered, "A lot depends on the schedule of Putin's visit to St. Petersburg."
* * *
Practically all the passengers were back on board after spending two days sight-seeing in St. Petersburg. All the dining-rooms were crowded, and some of the passengers, including the three members of NEMESIS, had to wait for the first shift of diners to leave the place and give the staff time to clear the tables and reset them. Le Docteur and the two women were sipping aperitifs at the bar, adjacent to the dining room, when the Algerian man approached them. He smiled at Fatima expectantly and she introduced him to her colleagues. "Lara and Le Docteur, this is Karim. Karim, please meet my friends."
Lara saw a tall, handsome man, who was probably in his late thirties, and played the polite hostess, "Karim, pleased to meet you. Would you like to join us for a drink before dinner?"
Le Docteur was more direct, "Karim? Is this an Arabic name?"
Karim said, "Thanks for inviting me to join you. I am honored to meet Fiona's friends", he used the name in Fatima's passport, so Le Docteur and Lara knew that she hadn't revealed her identity to him. "I am an Algerian, but you are right, Karim in Arabic means generous or noble. You have probably heard devout Muslims saying Allah el-Karim that is one of the 99 names of Allah."
Lara asked, "Are you a devout Muslim?"
Karim blushed, "I am a Muslim, but not very devout. As a businessman who deals with many Christian clients, I drink alcohol, as you can see, but unobtrusively try to avoid eating pork products. I say that I am allergic, which is not inaccurate. Something in my upbringing does really make me react adversely to pork. You could say that it is a kind of psychological allergy."
The Chief-Steward entered the bar and announced that the dining-room was now ready for the next shift. The NEMESIS people rose from the bar, and Karim tagged along without an explicit invitation to join them. Before sitting down, he looked inquiringly at Le Docteur, who was obviously their leader, and sat down at the table when the man nodded. He said, "Thanks for inviting me to join you. I'll order a bottle of good Algerian wine to celebrate." However, the wine list had no Algerian wines, so they settled for a good 2009 vintage red Bordeaux.
They chatted about the cruise and the museums of St. Petersburg and exchanged gossip about the passengers dining at the other tables. After having dessert, they returned to the bar for a digestif. When Lara and Fatima excused themselves and went to the ladies- restroom, Le Docteur asked, "Karim, you seem to be a man of the world. Tell me a little about yourself."
Karim said, "Do you want the short version or the full story?" Le Docteur didn't answer and let the man decide how much to reveal about himself. "I think that you have deduced that I am not a businessman and perhaps that I am not even Algerian originally. I know who you are and what you have done, or at least part of that. I have not tried to follow you, but when I saw your little group on board this cruise ship, I decided to keep an eye on you, and that's why I tried to befriend Fiona � I doubt that's really her name. I saw your colleague, the older man who must have been from Chechnya, disembark with his strange coffin and figured you were up to something."
Le Docteur was getting very uncomfortable. He had no doubt that Karim was an agent of some intelligence organization or clandestine group, although he didn't know which one. Obviously, he was not hostile to NEMESIS or else they would have been under arrest, or worse. He said, "So who are working for?"
Karim said, "Here come the women. Perhaps we should all go to a more private place." He stood up, "How about a nightcap in my cabin?", and without waiting for an answer led the way to one of the large suites. Le Docteur signaled to Lara and Fatima to follow and the four of them entered the suite that that was on one of the upper decks.
* * *
Karim went to the minibar and took out two snifters and two wine glasses and removed a bottle of cognac from the bedside table. He poured the cognac and said, "I apologize that there are only two snifters." He handed the snifters to the ladies and a wine glass to Le Docteur and poured the cognac. He raised his glass and said, "Here's to a successful mission � whatever it is."
Lara and Fatima exchanged troubled glances with Le Docteur, and he said, "Don't worry, Karim is a friend. He'll tell us all a little more about himself."
Karim said, "I am the head of the Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps in Europe. We like to use the name the Islamic Revolutionary Guards because we are fighting the for the entire Ummah � the Nation of Islam � not only for Iran. I know that you are Sunni Muslims and not Shiites like myself and my organization, but in the struggle against our common enemies these are minor differences."
Le Docteur was bothered, "But the Russians are your staunch allies. As you must have figured, St. Petersburg is our target."
Fatima didn't like Karim's smile, "If whatever you are planning can be blamed on the Big Satan, America, or the Little Satan, Israel, then we are happy. If you can guarantee that it is not attributed to an Islamic group, then it is fine. True, the Russian Federation is fighting on Assad's side in Syria, as we are, but it is restricting us from using advanced, unconventional weapon systems. Worse than that, they are pressuring Assad to deny us a naval base on the Mediterranean and the Russians are not giving us access to their airfields. It would be nice to see these neo-communists suffer a little for what suffering they have inflicted on our people in Chechnya and the other Islamic Republics that were exploited by them for centuries. These infidels are no better than the Crusaders and Colonialists."
Le Docteur said, "You speak like a true member of NEMESIS."
Karim shrugged, "Great minds think alike. We, at the IRG, have long sought to level the score with the Russians. They have provided us with advanced anti-aircraft missiles, the S-300 and S-400 systems, that deter the Israeli air force from attacking us in Iran, but they refuse to defend our IRG forces in Syria with these systems. The Israelis attack our troops by firing air-to-ground missiles from their own airspace, or even use the Lebanese airspace. Then the Israelis claim that they have not violated the Syrian airspace. The Russians can easily stop these dastardly attacks against our defenseless forces but refuse to do so. In fact, they have formed an alliance with the Little Satan at our expense. Seeing them punished will be good for the morale of our troops in Syria." He took a long sip from his cognac, and offered a refill, that was gladly accepted by all.
Fatima sheepishly asked, "So you knew who I was when you approached me?"
"I wasn't sure who you were, but I figured that you belonged to NEMESIS." He saw the disappointment on her face, "I am glad I did it. You turned out to be an exceptional woman, and my respect to you has increased since hearing you were an active member of NEMESIS."
Fatima was placated. She raised her snifter, "Karim, I am glad you did. Here's to a new Sunni-Shiite cooperation." She gulped down the cognac, "I think that Karim and I need some time in private to strengthen this alliance."
Lara and Le Docteur downed their cognac and rose to leave the suite. Lara laughed, "Don't do anything that I wouldn't do. You know I would do everything�"
St. Petersburg
The Mossad team discovered that the cruise ship had left St. Petersburg and was due in Helsinki the next day. They thought of catching a plane to wait for it there, but David said that they should remain in St. Petersburg and try find the nuke. He figured that Le Docteur and the two women accompanying him would continue the cruise and probably disembark in Kiel. By then the German BND, who cooperated closely with Mossad, would be persuaded to prepare an appropriate welcome party and apprehend the NEMESIS people. Mata and the others wondered if he was not giving them a chance to disappear in one of the ports of call, but he explained that in Finland and Sweden the intelligence services prefer to keep their eyes shut when asked to detain Muslims terror suspects, before committing a crime. Edna supported David, quoting several incidents, mainly in Sweden, where hate crimes that involved Muslims were not investigated properly and the culprits were never brought to justice.
Colonel Alexandrova was now more cooperative. She understood that the only leads they had � the driver of the hearse and the coffin � were dead-ends. Therefore, the search for the Chechen man was intensified. His identity was not known and the only description they had was provided by Joe. She didn't think of sending an agent to Helsinki to question the captain of the cruise ship, because Russians in general were not welcome in Finland. The history of conflicts between the two countries was centuries old and had intensified since the Winter War, the surprise attack of the USSR on Finland in November 1939, that ended in March 1940. This illegal attack ended only with the signing of the Moscow Peace Treaty which forced Finland to cede more than a tenth of its land and a third of its economy to the USSR, despite the fact the Russian casualties were fivefold higher than the Finnish ones.
Joe was invited to the dreaded Bolshoy Dom to work with the FSB artist to create an image of the Chechen man he had seen in the port, before he entered the waiting hearse. When the portrait was completed, the FSB matched it with the copies of the passports of all the passengers who disembarked in St. Petersburg, and finally the details of the man's passport were available. According to the passport he was from Uzbekistan, his name was Bogdan Borisovitch Basov and he was born in Tashkent in 1953. No one knew if the passport was genuine or if any of the details were correct, but his photo resembled the image made by the FSB artist.
After consulting with David Avivi, Colonel Alexandrova decided to have the photo posted in all police stations and shown on all local television stations. The photo was accompanied with an explanation that the man was wanted for murder and a warning that he may be armed and dangerous. David asked if a reward was offered, but the colonel stonily said, "It is the duty of every citizen to report criminals, therefore no reward is given for fulfilling one's duty." David realized that capitalism has not yet overcome decades of communist brainwashing.
He asked, "Are there any sections of the city in which there is a large Muslim population? This is probably where he could get assistance and keep a low profile."
Colonel Alexandrova looked at him, "St. Petersburg has attracted people from all parts of the former Soviet Union. There are many Muslims among them. I cannot say which part of the city they favor because they are all around. We even have some FSB agents of Muslim origin as well as many informers."
"So, where do we start?"
"David, you are impatient. We'll wait for citizens to respond to the posted photos and TV notice. I fear that there will be many false alarms � but we have explicitly warned people from reporting anything unless they are certain that they have identified the suspect."
The red phone on the desk of Colonel Alexandrova started chirping. She picked up the receiver and listened. David saw from her body language that she was getting instructions from a person who must have been very high up the totem pole of the Russian Federation. The colonel sat straight up, her backbone stiffened and to David it looked as she was having trouble controlling her right hand, as if trying not to salute. She said one word, "Da" and replaced the receiver.
She maintained the stiff posture she had adopted, and after a long period said, "David, I have just received notice that the President of the Russian Federation will visit St. Petersburg next week. It will be a private visit, meaning that he will not attend any official state affairs. There will be no live coverage of the visit by the press and TV channels. They will get permission to report the visit only after President Vladimir Putin leaves the city. I am sharing this confidential information with you because I think that the visit may be related to the activity we are investigating." She hesitated before continuing, "You must understand my delicate position. If I report that we suspect that radical Muslims are preparing an attack in the city and cause a lot of panic, and then nothing happens, I'll lose my job, as well as being punished for spreading 'fake news' and 'false rumors'. If we don't do anything and an attack takes place while Putin is visiting the city, then I'll be put on a public trial for treason and my whole family will 'disappear'. I must apprehend this Chechen terrorist or find this coffin and neutralize the threat." She was now perspiring profusely, and her face was so pale that David feared that she was having a heart attack.
He said, "Colonel Alexandrova, we still have a few days. I suggest that you postpone sounding an alarm until the last minute. Will you have the schedule of the visit?"
"The schedule is kept secret. I'll be notified only before he arrives. The security system of the Russian Federation has changed its approach to safeguarding the President. If he goes on a state-visit then they send an advance-team and prepare 'sterile areas' around the places he will be visiting. They screen the crowds, make sure that all military personnel and police forces are not armed with live ammunition. Only the elite bodyguards have weapons that can fire." David, like every Israeli and Egyptian, knew how the Egyptian president Saadat was assassinated on October 6th, 1981 by armed soldiers who participated in the parade celebrating the opening of the 1973 War. "The security service's new policy is that it is safer if no one knows where and when the President will be. Of course, they have a lot of trustworthy security personnel going undercover in the immediate vicinity, but they are deployed shortly ahead of the President's entourage."
David thought about the extra security arrangements each time the Israeli Prime Minister appeared in public. He recalled the assassination of Prime Minister Rabin by a lone Jewish, right-wing, assassin and the lax security that enabled it to occur despite being forewarned. He cynically thought that the lessons were learned too late, just as the murder of Czar Alexander II in St. Petersburg in 1881 did not help prevent the assassination of Grand Duke Ferdinand in 1914. He said, "I am worried that there is a security leak somewhere among President Putin's closest circle. Will you be able to make last minute changes in the schedule?"
The sight of the colonel's smirk made David uneasy, "David, you are so na�ve. How can I, the head of the FSB in Russia's second largest city, change a decision made by the President of the Russian Federation? Even his most trusted advisors in Moscow are afraid to say anything that may contradict his word. Do you know how many of his closest advisors have lost their jobs, their freedom or their lives?" She paused for a moment, and then a more genuine smile replaced the cynical smirk, "At least when the close advisors of the American President lose favor with him, they only lose their jobs, not their lives or freedom." In a more relaxed tone, "I must cease the cooperation with your team. If word gets out that Mossad was involved the repercussions could be catastrophic for your country, as well as my organization."
David shrugged. He decided that his team would conduct their own investigation. "Colonel Alexandrova, this meeting never took place. The FSB had never heard of a Mossad team operating in St. Petersburg."
The tough colonel smiled and gave the trite answer, "What meeting?"
David thought that she winked at him but wasn't sure if she was just chasing away a bug that landed on her right eyelash. He rose, shook hands with the FSB colonel and left the room.
Stockholm, Sweden
Le Docteur and his entourage, that now included Karim, the Iranian agent, joined one of the tour-buses that headed to the famous Vasa Museum. This was a museum favored by radical Muslims and anyone else who wanted to belittle the achievements of Western technology. The Vasa was a warship that was the pride of the Swedish fleet in the 17th Century. Alas, it capsized and sank to the sea-bed of Stockholm harbor on her maiden voyage in 1628. It was discovered and salvaged in prime condition in the 20th Century. It turned out that the saline waters prevented the deterioration of the wooden parts. After an extensive preservation effort, the ship was placed in a museum specially created for it. The Vasa Museum that is the most visited museum in all the Scandinavian countries. The NEMESIS group stood in line with the other tourists and followed the crowd through the ship. Le Docteur pointed at the heavy cannons that were blamed for causing the ship to capsize, and whispered, "Artillery guns and shells can sometimes cause more damage to the side that uses them than to the enemy."
Lara poked his ribs with her elbow, "You'd better not joke about this. Cannons like these have inflicted pain and death on our people."
Karim was getting impatient, he wasn't used to playing the part of an innocent tourist. "Are we going to skip ship here? This is the last port of call before returning to Kiel."
Le Docteur answered, "Karim, my friend. Have you ever heard the expression favored by old Jewish housewives, that can be freely translated as 'don't grab hot noodles'. It's a way of saying that you should be patient and not rush things or else you'll be burned. We'll return to the ship with the tour bus, take whatever we need from our cabin and get off the ship when most of the tourists go out to spend the evening in Stockholm. We'll leave the rest of our stuff in the cabin and our absence won't be noticed until the end of the cruise when the ship reaches Kiel. This will only happen the day after tomorrow because the ship will be cruising overnight today and tomorrow night. By then we'll be far away from the Baltic Sea." This was not true, but the Iranian didn't need to know that.
Karim asked, "Where will we be?"
Le Docteur laughed, "I cannot tell you." He saw the offended expression on the Iranian's face, and added, "It's not that I don't trust you", both men knew that was an understatement of the lack of trust, "but the arrangements by our man in Sweden have not been finalized."
Lara saw that this could lead to an argument, "Let's join the group, they are returning to the bus." She walked ahead of the men, with Fatima in tow, and the two men followed without saying another word.

Chapter 13

St. Petersburg
Dr. Yuri Bakavlev watched the local news and was horrified to see a copy of the front page of his Uzbekistan passport that belonged to Bogdan Borisovitch Basov and his photograph. The comely blonde narrator said that Basov was wanted for murder and that he was dangerous and armed. She appealed to anyone who recognized the man or saw him or knew his whereabouts to notify the police. Although Yuri had altered his appearance since placing the coffin in Tikhvin Cemetery he was worried that someone might identify him or disclose the coffin's location. He had heard about the shooting incident and had no doubt that the driver of the hearse, Ali Yashar, was dead. In a way, he felt relieved now that the only man in the city who knew something about his plan was silenced for good.
As a precaution, he had left the small hotel in which he had stayed the first night, and in which he had booked himself as Bogdan Borisovitch Basov, and after disposing of the coffin, moved to another section of the city. In fact, it was Ali who found him a place to stay with the family of one of the members of the Chechen community in St. Petersburg. The owner was an old woman, partly blind and totally deaf, who was glad to make a little extra cash by subletting her bedroom while she moved to the small living room and slept on the sofa. She had an old black-and-white TV set and allowed Yuri to watch the news. She didn't hear the announcer asking for help in finding the murder suspect and only saw a blurred picture when Basov's passport was shown. She didn't know that this saved her life, because Yuri was ready to kill her if there was a chance that she'd be able to identify him and report him.
Yuri had been given instructions by Le Docteur to call a certain number in Moscow every evening at exactly eight pm. He was told to let the phone ring four times and if no one answered to hang up. Le Docteur also told him to use a different phone-box each time and not to use his cellphone, which he been turned off and removed the battery. Le Docteur had explained that no answer meant that there was no information on Putin's visit to St. Petersburg, so the contact would only answer the call when he had the specific date of the visit. Le Docteur had also instructed Yuri not to worry about Putin's exact schedule because the powerful nuke would destroy most of the city and kill everyone within a radius of a few kilometers, so Putin's death was assured wherever he would be in the city when the bomb exploded. Yuri, who knew more than Le Docteur about the effects of nuclear explosions, wasn't sure that was the case and decided to time the detonation when Putin's location would assure his demise. Meanwhile, he stayed away from public places and didn't leave his room except for making the scheduled phone-calls and shopping for some items to change his appearance. In an antique shop, he bought a hollow metal cane with a hidden sword that could be drawn by pulling on the handle, and at another shop near the theater he purchased a wig with gray hair to cover his bald head. He also stopped shaving and let his beard grow � its color matched that of his wig. His landlady didn't notice the difference, or if she did, she didn't care about it and made no comment.
* * *
After seeing the appeal for information on the TV, the owner of the small hotel in which Bogdan Borisovitch Basov had stayed reported the fact to the FSB. The owner said that the man kept to himself and left after one night. He added that he didn't believe that the guest was really from Uzbekistan but had no proof of that. When Colonel Alexandrova heard this, she ordered that the hotel owner should be arrested for withholding vital information from the authorities. The poor owner protested that at the time there was no public warning that the man was wanted but this did not impress the FSB colonel. After three days in the cold basement and some sessions in which his left hand was dipped in scalding water, he was ready to admit that he had killed Jesus, Czar Alexander and Trotsky. However, this didn't help the police and FSB to locate the man posing as Bogdan Borisovitch Basov.
* * *
The Mossad team split into two groups. David sent Edna Rieger and 'The Fish' to Kiel, to coordinate with the German intelligence service, the BND, to board the cruise ship when it docked in port at the end of its cruise. They were to make sure that Le Docteur and the women were apprehended for questioning, and possibly for extradition to the United States where Le Docteur and Lara were still on top of the FBI's 'most wanted' list. They were also supposed to question the captain of the ship about the coffin and the passenger who unloaded it in St. Petersburg.
David, with Mata and Joe, remained in St. Petersburg, and began an independent search for the man posing as Bogdan Borisovitch Basov who was seen by Joe riding in the hearse. David was quite sure that he was a Muslim and that he would seek refuge in a part of the city which had a large Muslim community. Although Colonel Alexandrova told him that there were many areas in the city in which Muslims resided, David thought it best to start near the mosques and Islamic Cultural Centers.
The building of the Great Mosque of St. Petersburg at 7 Kronverkskiy Prospekt had begun a decade before the communist revolution and it officially opened in 1913. At the time, the mosque was the largest mosque in Europe (outside Turkey) and could accommodate 5000 worshippers, almost the entire Muslim population of the city at that time. Its impressive twin minarets were 49 meters high, just 10 meters higher than the dome. Surprisingly, the communist regime allowed it to operate until 1940, when it was closed by the authorities. It was reopened in 1956 and was soon found to be too small for the rapidly growing Muslim population of the city.
The three Mossad agents were impressed by the building and especially by the decorative main entrance which reminded them of the Omar Mosque in Jerusalem. Joe, the human chameleon, posed as a Muslim worshipper and entered the mosque, while David and Mata strolled around the area. Posing as tourists, they took several photos of the mosque and the surrounding buildings. They focused their attention on the building at No' 5, Kronverkskiy Prospekt, adjacent to the mosque that was at No' 7. The building looked in need of renovation and several hand-drawn 'For Rent' signs were posted on both sides of the wrought iron gate. Mata proposed that they rent a third-floor apartment that had a window facing the side door of the mosque. David said that he doubted if the culprit would dare enter the mosque at all. He cursed himself for sending Edna, the only member of their small group that spoke Russian fluently, to Kiel. He could have used her linguistical skills to negotiate the rental. Mata told him not to worry � if the owner was a man she would do the negotiations. David looked her up and down and smiled � if anyone could do it, she was the right person for the job.
They rang the bell, and a grumpy old lady, the concierge, limped to the wrought iron gate and asked what they wanted. The only common language, the green color of a $10 bill, was sufficient to get her to open the gate and allow them to climb the stairs to the third floor. Mata knocked on the door of the apartment that had a 'For Rent' sign, while David stood back. When nothing happened, she banged on the door with her fist. It was opened by a young man who looked as if he had just been woken up by the intrusion. Mata smiled, and the man's face cracked into a smile when his eyes cleared, and he saw her standing there. Fortunately, he could speak a little English. He said that he wanted to sub-let the apartment for a month, as he was going on vacation. The price was agreed on and the Israelis were told they could move in the next day. The young man invited them for a drink to seal the deal, but it turned out that he had emptied all the vodka bottles the previous evening. David wasn't surprised � judging by the man's disheveled appearance � and said that they had to go and would arrive the next day to pick up the key from the concierge.
Joe had been trained to pose as a Muslim worshipper � a skill he had used before on two or three missions. If anyone enquired where he was from, his story was that he was from Albania, and therefore he only knew to recite the prayers in Arabic. He hoped that there were no Albanians at the mosque or else his cover wouldn't last for more than a minute. In the middle of the day, the mosque was almost empty, but a couple of young men, dressed in traditional clothes, looked at the stranger. They immediately recognized that he was not one of the regular worshippers but suspected that he was an agent of the FSB. They thought that he was in the mosque because of the TV broadcast about the wanted Uzbek man who was obviously Muslim, so they kept their distance from him. Joe looked around, but saw nothing unusual � no extra guards, no activity and no one trying to hide. He prayed, or at least went through the motions, and left the mosque.
Joe watched his back to ascertain that he wasn't being followed, and after he was sure that he was clear he joined David and Mata. They agreed to separately roam the streets that surrounded the Great Mosque and to meet back at their hotel two hours later. David asked Mata if she wasn't afraid to wander alone through the area in which there were many Muslims, and, as he had expected, she said she could take care of herself. Nevertheless, he decided to cover her back from a distance and followed her.
* * *
The Mossad agents returned to their hotel empty-handed. There were no signs that anything unusual was taking place in the area and no trace of the culprit. David contacted Colonel Alexandrova and she said she had some news and invited him to Bolshoy Dom. When David arrived at the FSB headquarters, he was escorted to the colonel's office. She was obviously pleased with something. "We have identified the man posing as Bogdan Borisovitch Basov. He is not from Uzbekistan but from Chechnya, and his name is Yuri Bakavlev." David waited for her to continue, and after a dramatic pause she added, "He is a nuclear scientist who had worked in one of the atomic research institutes of the Soviet Union. We have discovered that his family was accidentally killed in one of the skirmishes between Chechen terrorists and Russian troops who were trying to restore order in a mutinous village. Since then he has disappeared from our radar. It is believed that he had joined anti-Russian terrorists."
David stuttered, "Do you mean that a nuclear scientist, a known terrorist, is running around St. Petersburg with what could be an improvised nuclear device? And that very same person was seen on the cruise ship with Le Docteur, the arch-terrorist who has already tried to detonate an atom bomb in the heart of London, and was possibly also involved with an attempt to send a nuke to the Eastern Board of the United States?"
Colonel Alexandrova's face took on a crimson hue, "We only just found out his identity. My next step will be to enforce a citywide curfew, but to do that I need permission from the Central Committee. They'll never agree because it will be interpreted as a show of weakness right before President Putin's visit." She stopped talking and placed her hand over her mouth. "The visit is a state-secret and if word gets out that I have disclosed it to a foreign agent, particularly to a Mossad agent, it will be the end of my career, perhaps even of my life."
David said, "Colonel Alexandrova, I am sure that Le Docteur is trying to pull off the same stunt he tried in London. Murder the most important politician and cause immeasurable damage to the economy and the prestige of his enemies. I strongly recommend that you persuade President Putin to postpone his visit until the terrorist is arrested and the nuke is disarmed."
"I cannot do this � it would be suicidal. If nothing happens I'll be prosecuted for spreading false rumors and causing panic. If the nuke is detonated, and I somehow survive, then I'll be forever held responsible for negligence that enabled the worst terrorist attack in history to take place in my city. David, I implore you to help my people find the man and stop him."
"Colonel, we should work on both ends. Your people will search for this Dr. Bakavlev in the city, leaving no stone unturned, while my agents will try to catch up with Le Docteur and interrogate him as soon as he disembarks from the cruise ship and sets his foot on the ground. Meanwhile, find a way to postpone Putin's visit. Perhaps you can say that there is a dangerous epidemic of plague or something in the city. This will also give you an excuse to impose a curfew."
Colonel Alexandrova considered the suggestion, "I'll think about it. Stay in touch."

Chapter 14

Stockholm and Malmo, Sweden
Le Docteur, Lara, Fatima and Karim returned to their cabin on the cruise ship. Each packed a small bag with the items that were irreplaceable and placed 'Do not disturb' signs on the doors of their cabins so that their absence wouldn't be noticed before all passengers had to disembark in Kiel. In the evening, they queued with the rest of the passengers to get off the cruise ship for a night on the town. Le Docteur led them to the Stockholm Frihamnen port's main gate, where a minivan was waiting. The van's driver was a little surprised to see Karim � he was told to expect Le Docteur and two women � but didn't say anything. Le Docteur got into the front seat beside the driver and the other three passengers squeezed into the back seat. The driver said, "I am Abu Amar � my nom-de-guerre in honor of the Palestinian leader, Yasser Arafat. My real name isn't important, but here in Sweden the infidels call me Bjorn � probably because I don't look anything like Bjorn Borg, the tennis-player." When no one made a comment, he added, "I don't understand the Swedish sense of humor although I have lived here most of my life. Anyway, we have a long drive ahead of us. I'll stop on the way for fuel and you can relieve yourselves and have some coffee. Please, don't get impatient as I've been instructed to obey the traffic rules to avoid being pulled over by the highway police. They like to randomly stop cars and have the drivers take a breathalyzer test for alcohol, especially at night. If that happens, don't speak and don't look worried. It's quite a routine thing here."
Le Docteur was surprised by this speech. He turned to his colleagues, "We are going to Malmo which has a large Muslim population. We'll be staying in a part of the city where the Swedish police don't dare to enter, unless they are accompanied by special units and have army back-up. It should take us about seven hours, mostly on the highway. Please, follow the instructions of the driver. He is one of our best operatives in Scandinavia."
The driver laughed, "The very best, not one of the best." He was good at his word and drove very carefully through the streets of Stockholm. Once they cleared the evening traffic of the city, the drive along the E4 highway was quite pleasant. There weren't many cars travelling south � it was well past the evening rush-hour. They did see a few highway patrol cars, but none took an interest in the minivan that was obeying all traffic laws. Close to midnight they stopped to stretch their legs, visit the restrooms and have coffee at a rest-area near Likoping, that was about halfway between Stockholm and Malmo.
By the time they arrived in Malmo, the city was beginning to wake up for another busy day. The driver parked the van near one of the large apartment buildings, that were obviously built using the cheapest materials available and must have been designed by the most unimaginative architect in Sweden. The long building had six sets of dirty entrance doors, each leading to a small lobby � if the small space between the door and stairway could be called that, and a narrow elevator that was barely large enough to accommodate four people or two adults and a baby's stroller.
The driver told them to take the elevator to the fourth floor and gave them the key to apartment 46. He said that the refrigerator was stocked with basic products and the kitchen was quite well equipped. He promised he would come by at noon to see if they needed anything else. He told them to get some sleep after the long drive and then, as an afterthought, added that there were two bedrooms in the apartment and in each there were twin beds. They squeezed into the elevator that fortunately was in working order. Lara, who lived most of her life in the United States, was shocked by the obscene graffiti that covered the walls of the elevator, and the explicit drawing of a man and a woman in a suggestive pose on the mirror. None of the others seemed to care about this.
They entered the apartment and were glad to see that the beds were made up with clean, fresh-smelling linen and that the bathroom and kitchen were clean. Le Docteur checked the windows and the door leading to the small balcony and was satisfied that they were securely closed. Karim and Fatima retired to the smaller bedroom, leaving the larger one for Le Docteur and Lara. They took the driver's advice and slept for a few hours. They woke up just before noon, had instant coffee and nibbled on some biscuits they found in the kitchen.
The driver arrived, as promised, at noon. He, too, looked relaxed after catching up on his sleep. He unpacked the shopping bags he brought and they all sat down for a light breakfast in the kitchen. Le Docteur said, "Abu Amar, I didn't thank you properly last night � or actually this morning � when you drove us here and took good care of us. I am worried that we'd be noticed by the people in this building and perhaps identified. We cannot stay put in the apartment because we have plans for action, and if we start coming and going the other residents will become suspicious."
Abu Amar said, "This apartment is only a temporary solution. I didn't have time to prepare anything else, given such short notice. I was only told about your expected arrival two days ago."
Le Docteur intervened, "We appreciate everything you have done for us. But we need a few things. First, Karim and Fatima can remain here in the apartment. A young couple who looks like Muslims", he smiled at Karim and Fatima, "will not look out of place here. They'll have to prepare a cover-story to explain what they are doing in Malmo, and I am quite sure no-one will get too curious. However, Lara and I need to be closer to the center of the city, with fast access to public transportation and the Oresund Bridge that connects Malmo to Copenhagen, in case we must leave Sweden in a hurry. I'll look for a small bed and breakfast place. What we need now are four 'burn-phones' that cannot be traced. Sorry, make it five and get one for yourself. We'll only use them for short messages. Next, I want you to arrange a meeting of the people that are loyal to NEMESIS�" He stopped talking when he saw Abu Amar grinning, "What is it?"
Abu Amar said, "When I said that I was your best operative in Scandinavia I wasn't exaggerating. I am practically the last true-believer of NEMESIS. When you left Europe, in a great hurry, I might add, the whole network fell apart. I am the only trustworthy loyal member here in Sweden. There is a couple you know in Copenhagen and a few members in Oslo. The Muslim community in Malmo regards you as a dangerous man who will provoke the Swedes to expel all Muslims from our haven here."
Lara had never seen Le Docteur so flabbergasted. He mumbled, "Just as we are on the verge of our greatest operation� I thought that NEMESIS had convinced the people of the Ummah that the grandeur of Islam was to be restored and that the colonialists, Crusaders and communists would be terrorized by our proud fighters."
Khmeimim air base, Western Syria
The President of the Russian Federation decided to pay a quick visit to the two main bases of his troops in beleaguered and war-torn Syria. For him, this was a great photo-opportunity to emphasize one of the greatest achievements of his aggressive foreign policy, and the fact that the visit was scheduled just before the presidential elections was an extra bonus. Not that he had any concerns about his assured victory in the elections. After all, the strongest leader of the opposition was disqualified by an 'objective' committee set up by the president himself, and the other six or seven opposition candidates could at best score single-digit percentage points. The president fully expected to gain over 70�% of the votes of the people who braved the freezing weather and turned up to vote. After all, most citizens of the Russian Federation couldn't imagine what their country would look like, or how it would survive, without the leadership of President Putin. So, he was certain that he would be re-elected for a fourth term. Western experts who understood or thought they did understand the minds of the leaders of the two superpowers, speculated that the two leaders shared a common thought: the difference between the two-term limit of the President of the United States of America and the practically unlimited duration of the President of the Russian Federation's time in office.
President Putin was welcomed by a flight of two Su-57's stealth jet-fighters accompanied by four multirole Mig-35's in tight-formation. The six jets turned on their afterburners as they passed over the grandstand on which the Russian and Syrian presidents were seated. Before the roar of the fighter-jets faded, four helicopters carrying elite assault troops hovered a few meters above the ground. From each machine, 12 commandos dressed in black-fatigues and wearing black ski-masks, despite the heat, rappelled down a rope to the tarmac and spread out in a defensive formation and 'secured' the airstrip. Moments later three Antonov transport planes landed on the airstrip, stopping in front of the grandstand, and two light-tanks and six armored personnel carriers rolled out of each plane. President Assad watched in awe as these troops encircled the grandstand. Putin laughed when he saw the expression of fear on his colleague's face, "Bashar, don't worry, this isn't Egypt and you are not Saadat and today is not October 6th. We have just witnessed a small demonstration of what we can do, if we want to." President Putin saluted his troops, making sure that the cameras didn't show him standing next to the Syrian President who was almost a foot taller. This was one of the reasons he hated Bashar Assad � their relative stature was the opposite of their real power.
The two presidents boarded a Russian military transport helicopter and within minutes they landed at the Russian naval base in the Mediterranean town of Tartus. Like the Khmeimim air base, the naval facilities in Tartus consisted of a Russian enclave, that was ex-territorial for the Syrian government forces. Few Syrians were permitted on base, and those who were employed there filled up the role of servants. When the two presidents disembarked from the helicopters, all the ships of the Russian Mediterranean fleet sounded their horns in salute. President Putin boarded one of the nuclear-powered submarines and climbed up to the sail of the vessel that housed the conning-tower, periscope, radar and communication masts. President Assad tried to follow him, and was politely, but firmly, prevented from crossing from the pier to the ship. More photos were taken of President Putin with the commander of the fleet and his top staff members. Putin added insult to injury when he waved to Assad from the top of the submarine's sail, and the Syrian President tried to save-face by ignoring the gesture.
The military helicopter took both presidents back to Khmeimim air base, where the Russian President boarded the plane that brought him to Syria and returned to Moscow. The Syrian President returned to Damascus by helicopter, feeling like a lackey of the Russian President.
Moscow
President Putin's plane landed in Moscow just a day before the elections. The photos from his victorious visit to Syria were already posted in all the newspapers and were shown repeatedly on all TV channels. These served as a reminder to the Russian public to re-elect the man who made Russia great again � to misquote the American President. The coverage of the Western news media of Putin's visit insulted the Russian President, as they kept mentioning the joke about the two major Russian newspapers: Izvestia (meaning news) had no Pravda (meaning truth) and Pravda had no Izvestia. He decided that he would expel a few of the leading Western reporters after the election � just to show that he controlled the local and foreign media reporting from Russia.
The results of the election came as no surprise. Putin won over 76�% of the popular vote, while the strongest opposition party barely gained 11.6�%. All opposition parties, combined, totaled less than one third of the votes for the incumbent. Many of the young voters were born, or grew up, when the Russian Federation was ruled by Putin and couldn't imagine the country under the leadership of anyone else. To celebrate his triumph, the newly re-elected president decided to take a few days off and enjoy a well-deserved vacation on an unofficial visit to his favorite hometown of St. Petersburg. For a change, he defined this as a private visit, and therefore was supposed to be accompanied by only a small entourage.
St. Petersburg
The plane of the President of the Russian Federation landed at Pulkovo airport and taxied to the terminal which served Russian government officials and VIPs. All other traffic at the terminal was put on hold while President Putin and his small entourage were escorted to a convoy of unmarked black vans with dark windows. Part of the low-profile visit involved abstaining from using the 'Kortezh' � the official presidential state car based on a Mercedes-Benz S 600 built on a truck platform. The van in which the president travelled didn't have the offensive and defensive measures of the Kortezh, but the security detail provided the necessary protection against all known types of assassination attempts. In addition, the entire police force of St. Petersburg was out in force, controlled by the trusted agents of the FSB.
Colonel Alexandrova was in the official reception committee and was overjoyed when she was invited to ride in the president's car. Putin was not a great advocate of small talk, so when the local head of the FSB was seated beside him, he asked, "Colonel Alexandrova, how did the people of my favorite city respond to my electoral success?" He asked this, not because he really cared about public opinion, but he was hoping to show the colonel that he still considered himself, first and foremost, a native of St. Petersburg.
As expected, Colonel Alexandrova flattered the most powerful man in the Russian Federation, a man who could terminate her career with a single word, "Mister President," no one dared to use terms like 'comrade' or 'tovarishch' when addressing Putin, "the celebrations of your victorious achievement were unprecedented. The people of the city love you and would never allow anyone else to lead them."
Putin accepted this at face-value, flattery to people in power was so deeply imbedded in the Russian psyche since the time of the Czar, "Colonel, are there any security threats that I should be aware of?"
She stammered, trying to avoid a direct answer, "Mister President, we have deployed every single man or woman under the command of the Federal Security Bureau to provide security." This was true, of course, but she didn't mention that a Chechen terrorist, possibly with an improvised nuclear device, was running loose in the city, and didn't say anything about the Mossad team trying to track NEMESIS activists.
Putin, an experienced intelligence officer who had worked his way up the ranks in the KGB, noticed the slight tremor in her voice. "Colonel Alexandrova, is there something on your mind that you are not telling me? Come out with it, even if it's only a gut feeling." He looked at the woman with his cold blue eyes to assess her reaction.
All blood drained from her face, and she said, "There are some vague indications that Islamic extremists are plotting something that may sabotage your visit. But these could be rumors spread by agents of a foreign country who has no love for the Russian Federation and Muslims."
Putin caught on immediately, "There are two such organizations � the CIA and Mossad. The heads of the CIA are in deep trouble with their own administration and wouldn't dare to embark on adventurous operations in the Russian Federation without being authorized directly by their president. As you know, POTUS is the opposite of Theodore Roosevelt � he speaks loudly and carries a small stick." For a moment, a smile crossed the face of the Russian President when he thought about an expression that rhymes with a 'small stick'. He continued, "This leaves Mossad as the only intelligence service who would dare to operate in our country. Colonel Alexandrova, am I right?"
She was at a loss for words. If she admitted that she had cooperated with Mossad agents without permission from FSB headquarters she could be tried for treason, but if she admitted that Mossad had warned her of the threat she would be dismissed for incompetence. She hedged, "Mister President, I have been contacted by a Mossad agent who has built his reputation by foiling terrorist plots against his country and the West. He said that there was a chance that NEMESIS has smuggled a nuclear device into the city and is planning to detonate it."
Putin interrupted, "Do you mean David Avivi, when you mention a Mossad agent?"
Colonel Alexandrova couldn't believe that President Putin was aware of the man. She replied, "He is the man who warned me."
"Colonel, you must treat this threat very seriously. Avivi's well-deserved reputation precedes him. If he is still here, would like to meet him and hear from him about the threat." Colonel Alexandrova was speechless � this was unheard of, that the President of the Russian Federation meet face-to-face with an agent of a foreign intelligence service.
* * *
The small convoy reached its first destination � the Hermitage Museum. The van's door was opened by the chief of the president's security detail. He stepped out of the van and waved to the small crowd of tourists who gathered when they saw the convoy of black vans. The Russian residents kept their distance and stood well behind the tourists. They knew from experience that getting too close to VIPs and their security people involved a certain risk, unless the VIP approached them. Someone, probably from the president's own entourage, started cheering, and the crowd joined in. Putin smiled, waved again, and quickly walked to the museum's entrance where he was greeted by the director. After shaking hands and posing for a photograph, the director himself led the president on a guided tour of the main treasures of the museum. Putin told the director that he wanted to see the collection of Russian art. The director led the way through the richly decorated first floor of the Winter Palace to the section that displayed the collection of Russian art and culture. Putin stopped to admire the Russian bone and ivory carvings of the 8th to 19th centuries and asked the director if there were any artists in present-day Russia who mastered this art. The director replied that this artform could still be found in remote parts of Russia, where people were forced to remain indoors in winter and must pass the time doing something. The president then said that he wanted to see the wardrobe collection of Peter the Great. Some of the cynics in Putin's entourage thought that he would ask to try on some of the garments, but no one dared to say anything aloud. Finally, Putin stood in front of the impressive portrait of Leo Tolstoy and studied it carefully. People in his entourage noticed that his features seemed to undergo a transformation which made his eyes emulate the penetrating gaze of Tolstoy. Putin turned about abruptly, thanked the director of the museum and headed out of the museum.
* * *
While the president was touring the museum, Colonel Alexandrova gave instructions to find the Mossad team and bring them promptly to the museum. By the time Putin exited the museum, David Avivi with Mata and Joe, were standing next to the colonel, waiting for the president to emerge. Putin noticed the colonel and the Israelis standing close to her. He recognized David from the photos he had seen several times before in briefings about Islamic terror organizations. The young attractive woman standing next to David looked familiar, and then he remembered the photos of Mata Hari he had seen many years previously and smiled when he recalled that she was nicknamed Mata after the famous spy. The third man had no distinct features, and Putin thought that he could be an excellent agent in the old KGB, or for that matter in any intelligence service.
He instructed the colonel to follow him to his next stop and bring the Israelis with her and got into the van. The small convoy made its way across the Neva River to the Peter and Paul Fortress, founded by Peter the Great in 1703, and completed as a star-shaped citadel three decades later. Putin particularly liked the fact that it was no longer needed to defend the Russian Federation against belligerent Swedes. He regarded them as tamed Scandinavians who had lost all will to fight, even against the waves of migrants that threatened their way of life. He hoped that the fortress would never be needed, as it had been in the time of the Czars and during the Bolshevik revolution, as a prison where executions were carried out. Even the Dom Bolshoy was now only a reminder of times of turmoil and unrest and protests against the government.
Putin led the way to the tomb of Peter the Great, motioning Colonel Alexandrova and the Mossad agents to follow. His security detail stood close by, following every move the three Israelis made, with their hands resting on their pistols ready to draw them at the drop of a needle. Putin, who usually refrained from speaking English in public, especially if TV cameras were on hand, addressed David. "Mr. Avivi, your reputation precedes you. The colonel told me that you have discovered a plot to detonate a nuke here in St. Petersburg. Do you care to elaborate?"
David was surprised by the entire situation and by the fact that Putin knew him. "President Putin, I think that every minute you stay in the city increases the danger to your life. I suggest that we continue this conversation on the way out of the city." He saw that the president didn't budge, so added, "We have tracked the head of NEMESIS, the arch-terrorist known as Le Docteur, in the company of a Chechen nuclear scientist. We suspect that they had managed to create an improvised nuclear device from an American atomic artillery shell that had gone missing in Germany over four decades ago. Our agent, " he pointed at Joe, "had seen the Chechen terrorist disembark from the cruise-ship. The man had unloaded a sealed coffin that was placed in a hearse. The driver of the hearse was killed by one of your agents as he tried to run through a roadblock. The Chechen and coffin have disappeared without a trace. If you consider Le Docteur's track-record, and his previous attempts to use an atom bomb in London and, probably, on the Eastern Coast of the United States, and put two and two together, then there is little doubt that they are planning something similar here. Your visit to the city must be the trigger to set the timing of the explosion. Therefore, if this man or the bomb cannot be located and neutralized immediately then I strongly recommend that you leave the city promptly."
Putin thought about this for a minute, "If so, why are you and your team still in the city?"
David shrugged, "The value of our lives is nothing compared to yours. We are here trying to prevent a provocative act that may be the trigger for the First Nuclear War, or the Third World War. If the bomb goes off in St. Petersburg, and your nuclear forensics experts determine that the origin of the nuclear material was American�" he didn't need to complete the sentence.
Putin said, "So, you believe that if I leave the city the terrorist will not set off the nuke?"
"Mister President, I believe this. If your visit is postponed the terrorist will wait for another opportunity. May I be so bold as to suggest that you announce that you were called away on some urgent crisis and that you'll return to St. Petersburg in a few days' time. That will give Colonel Alexandrova and her people time to locate the perpetrator and the bomb. Furthermore, the cruise ship can be boarded by your troops, or by the police in Sweden or Germany, and Le Docteur and his people can be arrested and interrogated."
Putin considered this and issued instructions that an announcement be made that he had to cut short his visit to St. Petersburg due to a developing crisis in Syria and that he'd be back in a couple of days. Everyone looked relieved by this.

Chapter 15

St. Petersburg
Dr. Yuri Bakavlev, the Chechen scientist, posing as Bogdan Borisovitch Basov, had called the number in Moscow the previous evening, exactly at 8 pm, as instructed. Much to his surprise, this time someone answered the call, and said a single word, "Tomorrow" and hung up. Yuri needed a couple of moments to figure the meaning of the single word. He returned to his small room and saw that the landlady had fallen asleep on the sofa opposite the ancient black-and-white TV set. Yuri glanced at the TV and saw a distorted image of the photo of Bogdan Borisovitch Basov's passport. He had altered his appearance so that he didn't worry about being identified on the street. He entered his room, spread his prayer mat on the floor, and bent down to pray. He then took a shower to cleanse himself in preparation for becoming a Shahid and going to heaven to be seated by the side of Mohammad.
He didn't sleep very much that night. He dreamt about his family and in his dream, he was at last united with his dead wife and children. When he awoke, he needed a minute to work out where he was, and then recalled what he was supposed to do. After washing and praying again, he entered the living-room. The TV set was still on and the landlady was in the very same position on the sofa. He made some noise in the kitchen while making himself a cup of tea and when he looked to the living-room he noticed that the landlady had not budged. He stepped up to the sofa and watched the old woman's face very closely. There was no movement and here open eyes seemed to stare into empty space. He gently felt her neck and took her wrist in his other hand, searching for a pulse but finding none. He didn't know if he should feel relieved that she wouldn't be able to report him to the authorities or feel troubled that he was stuck with a dead body. Anyway, he thought, she would have been dead soon, like a hundred thousand other residents of St. Petersburg, himself included.
He watched the TV and switched between the local channels to see if there was anything regarding Putin's visit to the city. All he saw were video clips of Putin and his followers celebrating his victory in the elections and some propaganda about what a great statesman he was and how fortunate the Russian Federation was to have such a man to lead it to grandeur. He had to ascertain that Putin was in the city before heading to the cemetery to detonate the nuke hidden in the coffin. He wondered if the information he received from the contact in Moscow was correct and decided that he would go to the cemetery and wait at a caf� nearby the side entrance. He didn't intend to go to the coffin until he received confirmation that his prime target was within range of the nuke.
* * *
The citywide search for the man posing as Bogdan Borisovitch Basov had intensified. The FSB had created several images derived from the photo in the passport. In these, the original photo was modified to represent the man with a wig, with a moustache or a beard. It was assumed that he wouldn't be able to disguise his height or the wrinkles on his face, but the FSB considered that he may change his appearance by adding padding to his slim body, or by using a cane and pretend to have problems walking. The FSB also speculated that he was working alone, and the security forces were instructed to keep a particularly close watch on single men that fit the above description.
Many innocent people were apprehended and questioned by the uniformed police force and by the undercover agents of the FSB. Most of them were released after they could confirm their identity as lawful citizens. Several men were detained and brought to Dom Bolshoy because of some irregularity, like not carrying an identification document, having drugs in their possession or some other minor infringement of the rules and regulations. The police officers and FSB agents didn't have time to process so many detainees, so they were thrown into overcrowded holding cells and their vociferous protests were totally ignored.
Yuri saw the numerous police blocks and easily spotted the undercover cops and agents and did his best to avoid them. He noticed that they stopped single, old men and not families, couples or people traveling with children. He wondered if he could hitch onto someone for cover. He saw an old woman, who was obviously from one of the Asian Republics, with a bad limp standing on the sidewalk, waiting for the pedestrian crossing light to turn green. He approached her and offered his hand to help her cross the street. She looked at him suspiciously � this show of kindness to strangers was not seen frequently in any big city and St. Petersburg was no exception. He smiled at her and said something that indicated that he, too, was not an original Russian from St. Petersburg. She hesitated but then took the hand he offered, and they crossed the road together when the light turned green. Two uniformed policemen watched them for a long moment and Yuri felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up. He expected to be challenged and had planned to push the old woman under the feet of the policemen and escape on foot as fast as he could. Nothing happened. He asked the old woman where she was going and when he heard that she was heading to Alexander Nevsky Monastery to pray, he said he would help her get there and told her to lean on him for support. He knew that the Tikhvin Cemetery was right next to the monastery and thought that he would be safer in there than just sitting as a lone man in a caf�, as he had originally intended to do. The old woman smiled at him gratefully, believing that her prayers had been answered even before she said them.
Once they entered the monastery, Yuri felt safe. He was in a protected area, where the police didn't normally enter, he had the company of the old woman for cover, and most importantly, he was just a few minutes' walk from his nuke. The only problem he had was the lack of information about Putin's whereabouts. He decided to strike up a conversation with some of the worshippers in the hope that they knew about the visit of the President of the Russian Federation. However, no one seemed to know about such a visit, or if they knew they didn't care. They were in the monastery to pray, or as tourists, and expressed no interest in politics. Yuri wondered, and not for the first time, that centuries of living in a country where there were no civilian rights, have conditioned the Russian people to mind their own business, certainly not share their opinion with strangers.
Yuri's frustration was growing by the hour. He had to find out where Putin was. He knew that it was risky, but the need for information was crucial, so he left the safety of the monastery and sought a caf� that had a working TV set, hoping to see something about Putin's visit. He noticed that some priests used a small side door, that was partly concealed behind a curtain, to leave the main hall of the church. This door was located just to the side of the iconostasis, the icon-screen that separates the nave in which the worshippers stand during their prayers, from the sanctuary where the altar is placed. He stepped to the side of the nave and sidled slowly along the walls until he reached the small door. He slipped behind the curtain and found a short flight of stairs that led to a dressing room that served as a wardrobe. No one was there to challenge him. He quickly grabbed a robe and put it on over his street clothes, and then nonchalantly walked back down the stairs and into the nave. With the robe and beard he had grown he looked very much like the other Russian Orthodox priests. In slow graceful steps he made his way to the main door of the church, and then stepped out of the main gate.
He turned right and in an unhurried pace walked down the street. People stepped out of his way and some even lowered their head in a gesture of respect, greeting the holy man. Yuri nodded in recognition, maintaining a somber expression, until he reached a caf�. A waiter approached him and bowed his head asking Yuri what he wanted. Yuri said that he needed to rest for a while and asked for cold water. He sat down and watched the TV screen. The waiter brought a glass of water and placed it in front of the priest, who nodded his thanks. Yuri watched a TV program that showed some talking heads discussing something about the great improvement in the economy under the leadership of President Putin but saw nothing about the president's visit to St. Petersburg. Then a 'breaking news' banner appeared at the bottom of the screen. Yuri couldn't believe his eyes. The message read, 'President Putin was called back to Moscow to manage a crisis in Syria and will return in two days to St. Petersburg to continue his private visit'. A short video clip showed the president and his small entourage boarding a helicopter. Yuri could see the Peter and Paul Fortress in the background. He barely managed to control a curse that crossed his lips. He rose from the table, thanked the waiter for the water and strode straight to the metro station. He returned to the apartment, still dressed in the priest's robe and noticed that the body of the old landlady started to discharge an unpleasant odor. He realized that he now had another problem � how to dispose of the body? As an interim solution, he wrapped it in an old rug and placed it on the old woman's bed. He decided to go out late at night, carry the body to some uninhabited building and leave it there without anything that could identify the body.
* * *
President Putin boarded the helicopter that landed in the courtyard in front of the Peter and Paul Fortress. The helicopter took off without delay and headed straight to Pulkovo airport where his personal plane was waiting, ready for immediate take off. Within 30 minutes of accepting the recommendation of the Mossad agent, Putin was 50 kilometers away from the center of St. Petersburg. He still wondered if the whole episode was a conspiracy to keep him away from St. Petersburg, although he could find no reason for this. Nevertheless, he decided to postpone his return to the city until the threat was removed.
David Avivi and Colonel Alexandrova watched the helicopter take off. The Mossad agent turned to the head of the FSB in St. Petersburg, "This solves one problem � at least President Putin is safe. But we must still find the terrorist and the nuke and neutralize them."
"I have the entire force out on the streets searching for the Chechen terrorist. They are sure to come up with something, or at least deter him from leaving the sheltered place he has found."
David said, "If the nuke is indeed hidden in the coffin my man has seen, then it is probably either in some funeral parlor or in one of the cemeteries. I suggest that you search these places again and focus on any coffin that has been delivered during the last few days."
The colonel said, "I agree. I'll send my best men to those locations. Meanwhile, my hands are full because so many single, old men were apprehended and are held in cells in Bolshoy Dom."
"Colonel Alexandrova, I think that our wanted man is not among them. He's too smart to be caught like that. Just let them all go. This could tempt the perpetrator to feel overly confident and return to the streets."
Malmo, Sweden
Le Docteur was starting to get worried. He and Lara had moved to an apartment near the center of Malmo and settled down, waiting to hear about the terrorist nuclear attack in St. Petersburg. This, he knew, would be the deadliest attack in history and would make 9/11 look like a statistical error in the body-count of terror victims. In fact, he had calculated that if it worked as planned, it would surpass all previous terrorist attacks, combined. His contact in Moscow assured him that Yuri had received the message and the date of Putin's visit, but he had not heard anything from Yuri and didn't know what went wrong. He was considering his future actions, when Lara called out, "Look at the TV � they have just announced that President Putin had to cut short his private visit to St. Petersburg and had to return to Moscow to manage a crisis in Syria. CNN showed him in a meeting with the commander of the Russian air force and some other generals. His usual confident smile is replaced by a somber expression. There is no confirmation of a crisis in Syria, and the video looks familiar, so I suspect that this is some old footage being released by the Kremlin as a smoke-screen."
Le Docteur said, "Lara, do you think that our man has been discovered?"
"No, just the opposite. Putin wouldn't cancel his visit unless there was a serious threat. The fact that he left St. Petersburg in a hurry indicates that Yuri and the nuke haven't been caught."
"Does this mean that our plot has been uncovered? How and by whom?"
"We need to get information about the situation in St. Petersburg. Is there anyone you can call?"
"Lara, you saw the news that Ali Yashar, who had been posing as Ilya Yashin, was killed trying to break through a roadblock. He was our only safe asset in the city. I think that the best way to get reliable information is to send Karim back there. The two of us, and Fatima, are at risk of being on a 'most-wanted' list, even with our new identities."
He called Fatima and arranged to meet her and Karim at a restaurant near their apartment. By the time Le Docteur and Lara arrived, Karim and Fatima were having their third beer and were already beginning to feel a little tipsy. Karim stood up and gave Le Docteur the traditional peck on both cheeks and then hugged Lara and tried to kiss her lips. This annoyed the three NEMESIS operators and Le Docteur barely controlled himself, "Karim, what are you doing?"
Karim was embarrassed, "I am not used to being under house-arrest. Fatima and I are stuck in this miserable apartment and go out once a day at most. I like Fatima", she looked offended and wasn't placated by that, "but as a man of action I feel like an animal in captivity."
Le Docteur smiled, "Karim, this is exactly why we needed to meet." He explained the situation, and added, "This is why I want you to go back to St. Petersburg and see if you can contact Yuri and find out what's going on. Fatima will stay in the apartment until you return here. I have arranged a flight for you from Malmo to St. Petersburg and a return flight in two days' time."
Karim wasn't happy, "What if Yuri decides to detonate the nuke while I'm there? He may do it after I land but before I contact him."
Le Docteur said, "I'll tell my man in Moscow to warn Yuri that you are on the way. I hope that Yuri still calls him every night at 8 pm�" he didn't finish the sentence because Yuri's instructions didn't cover the possibility that he wouldn't carry out his mission as planned.
Karim's fears were not mollified, but then something else occurred to him. He was deep in thought for a few moments, and then spoke like a man who had a sudden insight, "I'll go and find out what's going on in the city. Please try get Yuri's contact information from your man in Moscow, otherwise it will be like finding a needle in a haystack." He smiled at Fatima, "Let's go to our apartment and enjoy what's left of this beautiful evening."
Le Docteur said, "Don't forget to use the 'burn-phone' and contact me as soon as you land in St. Petersburg. By then, I should have Yuri's contact information. Enjoy your night with Fatima." He paid the bill, and the two couples went their separate ways. If Le Docteur had had any inclination of what was on Karim's mind he would have used one of the steak-knives to cut the Iranian's throat, then and there.
Kiel, Germany
The cruise ship, Baltic Queen, glided into its berth in Kiel harbor. Captain Scheiner was pleased that yet another cruise with thousands of passengers in seven different countries had come to a successful end. He stood on the bridge and watched the Chief Steward shake hand with every satisfied customer as they disembarked. Then the chief of security approached him with a concerned expression, "Captain, three cabins are locked with a 'Do not disturb' sign on the door handles. I am asking your permission to use the master-key to open the cabins."
The captain's face paled, "Which cabins? Who's staying in them?"
"The extravagant Algerian is in one, the woman with the Irish passport whose partner left the ship in St. Petersburg with the coffin is in another cabin, and the couple that accompanied her are in the third cabin."
"You have my full authority to enter the three cabins, by force if necessary. Are you sure you don't want to wait for the local police?" Then he saw a police car pulling up by the gangway and a high-ranking officer with a serious looking plainclothes man asked permission to come on board. He added, "I see the police are coming here now and I wonder if their visit is related to our passengers staying in the locked cabins. Wait for them to accompany you when you open these cabins."
The police officer came to the bridge and introduced himself, "Captain Scheiner, I am Mayor Grundtmann, the Chief of Police in Kiel, and this is Colonel Helmut Stach from the BND in Berlin. We wish to question you about some of your passengers."
The captain nodded, "I think I know which passengers you are interested in. Please, join my head of security and go and check the cabins of your suspects."
* * *
Twenty minutes later, Mayor Grundtmann and Colonel Stach returned to the bridge and found a highly-strung captain. The police-officer said, "It looks as if the people we are seeking, the occupants of the cabins, have left the ship. Can you tell us anything about the man who used the third cabin?"
The captain signaled to the Chief Steward, who had had come to the bridge, to answer. "The cabin was used by a very rich Algerian man. I saw that after the ship left St. Petersburg he befriended the Irish woman and was frequently seen with her and the other couple at meals and in the bar. It seemed as if they were inseparable. You know, one of those romances that happen on board our cruise ship so often."
He wanted to continue, but the BND colonel interrupted, "When did they get off the ship?"
The Chief Steward stammered, "I know they went on the museum tour in Stockholm and then also registered for the 'night on the town' bar-crawling tour. Come to think about it, I haven't seen them after that. The maid told me that the 'Do not disturb' sign had been on the door, but she thought that they were just celebrating the end of the cruise inside the cabin�"
"Do you have a photo of this Algerian's passport?"
The captain looked at the Chief Steward, and he quickly found the scanned Algerian passport, printed the front page with the photo and handed it to the German official. "Colonel Stach, this is what we have. You can call the office of the cruise-line to get more information on the man, the method of payment, etc."
Colonel Stach didn't like amateurs telling him how to do his job. Dryly he said, "Captain, thanks for the advice. My people will do whatever they can." He took the printed page and used his own cellphone to scan it. "Is there anything else you can tell us about this Algerian?"
When the captain shook his head, the two German officials exchanged a worried look, thanked the captain and his crew for their help, and rushed back to police headquarters to report to their superiors. The report was short and contained five words, "They have flown the coop."
* * *
The BND updated Mossad headquarters in Tel Aviv and forwarded the photo of the Algerian man. The photo was run through Mossad's large database and a match was found within minutes. This was no Algerian businessman but the head of the Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps in Europe. His full name was Kerem Zadeh, but he often used the name Karim Zidane and posed as an Algerian.
David Avivi was still in St. Petersburg when he received the news. He was particularly concerned that the NEMESIS gang had been joined by one of the most dangerous agents of the Iranian Revolutionary Guard. The close association between the arch-terrorist who had a record of attempts to obtain an atomic bomb with the top operator in Europe of the extremist organization of the Islamic Republic of Iran was more than just worrisome. Iran's military nuclear program had been practically put on hold since the 'nuclear deal' signed in Vienna in 2015, but the regime never gave up its ambition to become a regional power. It continued to develop accurate long-range missiles, supported Shiite forces in Iraq and sent ground forces to help Assad's regime in Syria. It greatly increased its efforts to form a direct route from Iran to the Mediterranean Sea and establish an Iranian naval port there like the Russians had in the port of Tartus. The Russians had successfully blocked this idea but if the Iranian hold on Syria tightened, Assad may have to give in despite the Russian opposition.
David immediately instructed his small unit which included Edna Rieger, Joe the human chameleon and 'The Fish', to leave Kiel and go to Stockholm to try and trace the NEMESIS operators. He added that they should be on special alert in case they came across Iranian agents.

Chapter 16

St. Petersburg
The situation in St. Petersburg was becoming more and more complex.
Dr. Yuri Bakavlev was keeping a low-profile and staying away from public places as much as possible. He had managed to dispose of the body of his landlady by carrying her naked corpse, wrapped in a rug, to one of the canals which crisscrossed the city and dumped it there. He had no doubt that it would be discovered but hoped that no one would bother to identify just another body of an old woman. He threw the rug into a garbage bin and knew that it would soon be collected by one of the beggars who searched these bins for treasures of this sort. He deliberated whether to continue making the 8 pm phone-calls to Moscow and decided that he should do so to be forewarned in case President Putin returned to the city. He was startled when his call was answered, and he was requested to give his address. He obliged and was told that he would soon be contacted by a man calling himself Karim and that he was to cooperate with him. Yuri didn't like this but mumbled his agreement to meet this man and suggested that the man should come to the apartment after dark.
Karim had landed at Pulkovo airport, passed through passport control without a hitch and took a taxi to one of the five-star hotels, as befitted his cover of a businessman of his stature. He used the 'burn-phone' which Le Docteur had given him to call the the arch-terrorist and was glad to receive the contact information and the instructions to arrive at the apartment after dark. That gave him a few hours to make the arrangements for his devious plan.
Colonel Alexandrova toured the city to keep an eye on the FSB agents and police forces who were still searching for the Chechen terrorist. The return visits of her best agents to all the funeral parlors in the city yielded no results. No one knew of the mysterious coffin. Likewise, the cemeteries had no unmarked coffins lying around and had no information of any that were recently interred. The roadblocks caused a lot of traffic delays in a city that was already too small for the increasing fleet of cars that reflected the improved economic situation in this part of the Russian Federation.
David Avivi and Mata spent hours in the apartment they had rented, watching the comings and goings of the Muslim worshippers at the Great Mosque but saw no trace of the Chechen scientist. David wondered whether he should share the latest information with Colonel Alexandrova about the Iranian operator who joined forces with Le Docteur. He consulted with Mata who said the FSB would not gain anything by knowing of the Iranian involvement and that they may take offence that the information came from Israel.
Stockholm and Malmo, Sweden
The Mossad team used the scant bit of information provided by the ship's Chief Steward and visited the Vasa Museum. They found the guide who escorted the group from the Baltic Queen that included the culprits. She said that she remembered the man, whom they recognized as Le Docteur, because of his handsome looks and disinterested attitude. While most tourists were fascinated by the story of the tragic outcome of the Vasa's maiden voyage and the magnificent tale of its restoration and preservation, this man seemed to be sniggering all the time. She added that it looked like he was happy that the ship sank and smiled roguishly when she described how it capsized. This confirmed part of the story, but unfortunately didn't get them any closer to NEMESIS gang.
Edna Rieger ventured that Le Docteur was too wise to remain in the place where he could be traced. "The largest Muslim community in Sweden, if not in Scandinavia, is in Malmo. I wouldn't be surprised if that's where they went after leaving the cruise ship. We can check if train ticket, bus tickets or airline reservations were made by them."
The Fish added, "Perhaps they rented a car or even stole one to get to Malmo." Then another thought occurred to him, "Maybe they were met by a local NEMESIS operator."
Edna answered, "I agree this is plausible. As far as our intelligence goes, not many people here remained loyal to NEMESIS after its failure in London. I'll contact Mossad for details, but I can assure you that there are not many active members or hard-core supporters left here."
Joe said that he would check with the railroads, buses and airlines. The Fish said he'd check with the car rental agencies and whether there were any car thefts in the harbor area of Stockholm that correspond to the time the Baltic Queen was at the port. Edna took upon herself to get an intelligence update about active supporters of NEMESIS in Sweden.
The search yielded no positive results. The only useful bit of information was that the few active Swedish supporters of NEMESIS were concentrated in Malmo. For lack of any better idea, the team traveled to Malmo, hoping to find the tracks of Le Docteur and company. They knew they were seeking two men and two women, but not much beyond that. They knew the names and passport details that the culprits used during the cruise, but a search by Mossad hackers of the hotel reservations in Malmo didn't yield any results. Likewise, there were no records of credit cards, or any other activity on the network, under any of the names and aliases of Le Docteur and company. This did not come as a great surprise, as they knew that they were dealing with professional terrorists. Edna surmised that they were assisted by local supporters.
The Malmo police received an official request for cooperation from Mossad, through Sakerhetspolisen, the Swedish Security Service. The website of the Sakerhetspolisen boasted that the organization had extensive and close international contacts and cooperation with intelligence and security services in various countries, but in fact, they were slow to cooperate with Mossad because of internal problems with the large and fast-growing Muslim community. The same was especially true for the Malmo police, so Mossad's request for information was not flatly denied but was tied down by Swedish red-tape and bureaucracy.
* * *
When David was informed that the Swedes were not helpful, he decided to do what small kids did when they were intimidated by a bully at school � call for help from their big brother. David used a secure line and called his friend, Dr. Eugene Powers, who was a senior director in the US National Nuclear Security Administration, the NNSA. He gave his friend an update on the events since the atomic artillery shell was converted to a much lighter and smaller improvised nuclear device in the garage in Slovakia. He then shared his suspicion that the nuke was smuggled in a coffin onto the cruise-ship and unloaded in St. Petersburg. He didn't need to spell out for Eugene what would happen if an American made nuke was detonated in one of the most important cities of the Russian Federation. However, he emphasized that the ramifications would be extremely severe if President Putin was one of the victims. Finally, he told his American colleague that while he was still in St. Petersburg trying to find the Chechen scientist and neutralize the nuke, part of his team was in Malmo trying to locate the arch-terrorist, Le Docteur, who was the instigator of the attack.
Eugene said, "David, this is the most terrible plot against the Russian people and could lead to a nuclear war. What do you need?"
"I have the cooperation of the FSB in St. Petersburg. However, the Swedes are not even pretending to be helpful in finding Le Docteur and his mates. Worse, yet, we suspect that the Iranian Revolutionary Guards are also involved. If they combine forces with Le Docteur, then all hell can break loose. I need you to pressure the Swedes to collaborate with my team. If we can catch Le Docteur, then we may be able to foil the plot."
"I understand. I'll pass the request, and information, up the line. POTUS, as you know, is unpredictable, but if he is convinced the Muslim terrorists and Iranian supporters threaten the security of the United States, then he's sure to bear his full weight on the Swedish government."
"Time is of essence, Eugene. How soon can I expect to get this list of suspected Islamic radicals in Malmo?"
"David, as soon as you hang up, I'll bypass my bureaucrats and contact the National Security Advisor directly. He owes me a favor or two, since the affair with this arch-terrorist and the North Koreans. The entire US security community would love to get their hands on him, and especially on the pilot who stole the F-22 and bombed our base in San Diego and is now his girlfriend."
"Eugene, there is not a minute to waste. Thanks."
Less than three hours later, David received a call from Eugene who told him that his team should contact the Head of Sakerhetspolisen and get a list of the known NEMESIS supporters in Malmo. David thanked Eugene and promised to keep him updated. He then called Edna Rieger and gave her the good news.
St. Petersburg
It was close to midnight by the time Karim arrived at the apartment in which Yuri was now living alone. Earlier that evening, one of the neighbors, an old woman who could have been the landlady's twin-sister, knocked on the door and when Yuri opened it she asked if Svetlana was ill. Yuri figured that this was his landlady's name and mumbled something about a hospital and quickly shut the door before the inquisitive neighbor had a chance to ask any more questions.
Karim introduced himself as an emissary from Le Docteur and gratefully accepted Yuri's invitation to a drink. Yuri pulled a chilled bottle of vodka from the deep-freeze and placed two classes on the table. He poured two generous portions and raised his glass, "Here's to success." He downed his drink in one gulp and added, "May the infidels rot in hell."
Karim smiled, "Inshallah." Then got directly down to business, "Le Docteur wants to know why you didn't carry out your job?"
Yuri was getting uncomfortable with his guest, "First tell me where they are and what they are doing. I want to know about Fatima. Did she say she misses me?"
Karim knew that Yuri had been Fatima's lover, and that she had cheated on him even while on board the cruise-ship. He answered, "They are in Sweden. They left the cruise-ship there because they thought that the police would be waiting for them in Kiel."
A thought suddenly occurred to Yuri, "Karim, I was told to expect you and trust you, but I don't know anything about you. You have a strange accent. How am I to know that you are one of our people?"
"I am an Algerian businessman, or at least, this is how I present myself here. My real identity is that I am the head of the Iranian Revolutionary Guards in Europe."
Yuri persisted, "You haven't answered my question about Fatima."
Karim didn't want to admit that he had met her on board the cruise-ship and that they had become lovers even before Yuri left the ship in St. Petersburg. "Fatima and Lara are fine. I left them both in Malmo and they are still with Le Docteur." This was true, of course, but certainly not the full truth. He added, "Fatima seemed to be a bit morose but didn't give the reason for her glum mood." Once again it was partly true � she feared that she would lose Karim after losing Rudi and Yuri. He then countered, "Yuri, you haven't yet explained why you didn't carry out your mission."
"I wanted to make sure that when the city went up in a big mushroom cloud, molecules from Putin's disintegrated body would be in the cloud."
Karim now asked the most important question, "Where is the nuke hidden?"
Yuri didn't like the way the conversation was going. He prevaricated, "It is in a safe place. The police and FSB have searched the city and haven't found it and they never will." He wasn't as confident as he hoped he sounded, "I am the only person who knows where it is and how to trigger it."
Karim asked if he could use the restroom, and when Yuri pointed to a door next to the small kitchen, Karim rose from the sofa and headed to the bathroom. After relieving himself, he pulled a plastic bag out of his pocket, approached Yuri, who was seated on the couch from behind and placed it over Yuri's face, tightening it around his neck with one hand and pinning the elderly scientist's arms with his other hand. The Chechen struggled and squirmed but within seconds his resistance subsided, and his head dropped onto his chest. The Iranian agent firmly tied the scientist's hands and then removed the plastic bag to allow him to take a breath of air. Yuri slowly gained consciousness.
Karim asked, "Where's the coffin?"
Yuri shook his head. Karim tightened the plastic bag again and waited until the Chechen's head dropped. This was the dry version of wet-boarding, so effectively deployed by cruel interrogators worldwide. Karim allowed the Chechen to regain consciousness and repeated the question. Only after going through the same process three more times, the scientist's resistance weakened, and he said that it was buried in the Tikhvin Cemetery. The Iranian wanted a more precise location but by then the scientist was too weak to answer. He only admitted that it was close to one of the side gates. Karim knew that the elderly scientist was as good as gone and simply made sure that the plastic bag was blocking the man's nose and mouth and watched the man die slowly and in agony. As the victim lost control of his sphincter, the stench of excrement filled the room, forcing him to leave the apartment and return to his five-star hotel.
Once he got back to his room, he took a long shower. He dressed and went out of the hotel to find a public phone box and called Le Docteur's special number. He said that the Chechen scientist was dead before he could get to him and said that he would leave the city in a day or two. Le Docteur was upset. "Do you have any idea where the object is?" refraining from using a more descriptive term for the nuke.
Karim played dumb, "I have no idea. Did he say anything to your Moscow contact?"
"Not a thing, not even a hint. What do you intend to do, now?"
Karim had a very clear plan but had no desire to share it with the arch-terrorist. "I'll ask around if anyone knows where Yuri had been." He added, "I am not optimistic. Did you get information on the main target's schedule?"
"My contact says that he is not due to visit until the threats are removed."
Karim said he had to go and hung up. As he entered the hotel, he slipped the concierge a 50 Euro note and asked him to send a 'top model' up to his room. Within 30 minutes there was a soft tap on the door, and when Karim opened it he was pleased to see a tall, thin blonde, wearing a fur-coat, who could well have been a top fashion model. In this case, when she opened her heavy fur-coat, she appeared to be modelling lingerie. A moment later, she was wearing nothing but a smile. Karim smiled back and soon forgot about the events of the last few hours.

Chapter 17

St. Petersburg
Karim woke up with a smile, that was wiped right off his face when he discovered that the gorgeous blonde model emptied the cash from his wallet. He didn't know if she considered the extra cash as a bonus for her services or that it was her habit to do this. The smile returned to his face when he thought about the post-mating habits of black-widow spiders or the female praying mantis. At least, he had his head still attached to his body and the woman didn't touch his credit cards. He went down to the hotel's dining room and had a hearty breakfast.
Then he returned to his room to check the internet about Iran's diplomatic offices in the Russian Federation. As the head of the Iranian Revolutionary Guards in Europe, who worked mainly as an undercover agent, he wasn't familiar with the official activities of Iranian diplomats in the Russian Federation. He discovered that Iran had two consulates, in Kazan and in Astrakhan, in addition to the embassy in Moscow. The embassy was much closer to St. Petersburg � just over 600 km, compared to 1500 km to Kazan and 2100 km to Astrakhan. He knew, of course, that there were several unofficial, or undercover, Iranian agents in Russia, but they belonged to a different section of the IRG. Finally, he made a single phone call to a local number � one of the IRG operatives, Hassan Murtaza, who posed as a travel agent. He identified himself with the codeword and asked the agent for an urgent meeting.
They met at a caf� and greeted each other like old friends, although this was the first time they had met. Karim asked the IRG man to summon all possible help from Moscow. He explained that time was critical because the Russian authorities and Mossad were intensively trying to locate the coffin. Hassan said that it would take time to bring the people from Moscow, and worse yet, may attract the attention of the FSB, in case they were under surveillance. He proposed to carry out the search with the handful of reliable operatives who resided in St. Petersburg. Karim saw the logic of that and agreed. Hassan excused himself, said he had to make some phone-calls and suggested that they meet at the side entrance of Tikhvin Cemetery at noon.
* * *
When Karim arrived at the side entrance, he saw Hassan with another man and two women. Although the four of them had lived in St. Petersburg for several years, none of them had bothered to visit the cemetery � some radical Muslims didn't like to visit churches or cemeteries that they regarded as places of idolatry. They were all dressed as tourists, so they could blend in with the hordes of tourists who wanted to see the monuments erected at the cemetery for Russia's greatest cultural and musical luminaries. They didn�t know that the side entrance served only employees of the cemetery and was closed to tourists, so the small group was forced to walk around to the main gate and purchase tickets at the kiosk. They were given a map of the cemetery on which the tombs and monuments of the more famous cultural luminaries were marked.
They made their way slowly through the main part of the cemetery and appeared to be consulting the map every few minutes. Despite themselves, they appreciated the way Russians paid their respect to the people who formed the country's cultural heritage. Some of the monuments were themselves works of art, that in their own way rivaled the achievements of the men and women they commemorated.
Karim noticed that there was a group of people who were obviously FSB agents, walking through the cemetery, focusing on the empty spaces between the monuments, without taking any interest in the works of art. He knew that were looking for the same thing that his own small group was, but they had to cover the entire cemetery and did not focus on the area near the side gate. Hassan pulled out a camera and appeared to be taking photos of their group next to some of the monuments. The Iranian group meandered their way towards the side gate, stopping every now and then for a photo next to the tombs of some of the better-known deceased. Karim kept an eye on the FSB agents who were roaming aimlessly through the cemetery and were obviously not sure what they were looking for. When he saw that they had moved on from the vicinity of the side gate, he directed his own small group to the area.
They scanned the ground methodically without finding anything that looked like freshly dug soil. They were getting tired of their futile search and Karim suggested that they take a short break. One of the Iranian women made her way to the shade under a large tree when she tripped on a loose tree branch and fell. Trying to get up, she used her hands to support herself and noticed that her fingers sunk a little into the soil. She quietly called Hassan and Karim and showed them that the soil was not as solidly packed as it was in other places. The two men helped her stand up. Karim bent down as if to retrieve some item the woman dropped when she fell, but in fact used his special wrist-watch to take a reading of the radiation level. He then took a few steps to the right and took another reading and then repeated the procedure a few steps to the left. There was no doubt that the radiation level at the spot where the woman fell was higher than in the surrounding areas.
Karim asked Hassan to take a few photos of the group but to make sure that the spot was clearly seen. He then headed away from the spot of higher radiation and the group followed him to the exit. He looked around and saw that no one else was close, said, "Thank you all for your help and thank Allah for showing us the exact spot. Now, that we have solved the easy part of our problem � finding the correct spot � we need to address the difficult part � how to unobtrusively remove the coffin. We have two options: to do it at night, hoping there are no guards and police patrols, or do it in broad daylight as if we have nothing to hide. Hassan, you are more familiar with the area. What do you recommend?"
"Russia is still by and large a police-state. Even in normal times, there are always people around at night who would gladly gain favor with the police by reporting anything unusual. This is particularly true when the city is on a high-alert and police forces form roadblocks everywhere. I think that trying to do it clandestinely at night is suicidal."
Karim intervened, "So, you are saying that it must be done in the middle of the day, and we must make it look like a natural thing. Do you have any idea how often coffins are exhumed?"
One of the women said, "The only thing I can think of is to pose as police investigators sent to exhume a coffin because of suspected foul-play. Make it look like official business. We can take advantage of the culture inbred in every Russian � to keep away from anything official that involves the police. We can obtain all the necessary items for the operation. Hassan knows that we had done this before � not in a public place like the cemetery � but to intimidate Muslims who refused to cooperate with the IRG."
Hassan nodded, "It can be done. Karim, I want an honest answer � is it worth the risk?"
Karim said, "You all know what lengths our country has gone to, to obtain an atom bomb. Our people have suffered decades of near starvation and mass unemployment, sacrificed basic human rights and democracy, just so that our leaders will make Iran great again." He wasn't aware of the irony of using the same phrase that POTUS and President Putin used so often. "Furthermore, if this nuke is miniaturized, it can be placed as a warhead on one of our long-range missiles and serve to retaliate against our enemies. If we get caught, we can trigger the device on the spot and send half of St. Petersburg with its infidels straight down to hell, where they deserve to be. We'll go up to Allah as martyrs and join our righteous ancestors sitting by the side of Mohammad. So, yes, there is no doubt that it is worth the risk." He looked around and saw the expressions of the faces of his small group and knew that they were with him. "Hassan, can you have everything we need for the big show ready for tomorrow? I think that at about two pm would be the best time." Hassan nodded, and they agreed to meet near the side gate at noon the next day.
Malmo, Sweden
Edna Rieger entered the building in which Malmo branch of the Sakerhetspolisen was located and was met by the director who handed her the list that Mossad had requested. She was surprised by the brevity of the list of known Islamic activists in Malmo. There were less than a dozen names on the list. She asked to speak to the officer in charge of counter-terrorism operations and he was summoned to the director's office. When the introductions were made, she asked, "Lieutenant Andersson, I understand that Malmo is the crime capital of Sweden and that it is attributed by the popular press to the rapid growing number of Muslims. They now comprise over one fifth of the residents of the city. How come the list you gave me is so short?" She had read on the internet that about 40�% of the city's 320,000 residents were foreign born, most of them Muslims.
The officer shrugged, "These are the Muslim activists who were convicted of terror activities and are in prison."
Edna gave him a look that she reserved for her grandchildren when they tried to deny their responsibility for breaking an expensive ornament by accident. She didn't say a word and waited for him to continue. The officer squirmed uncomfortably in his chair and stared at his boss. The director said, "Olaf, don't play dumb. Give the lady the list of known terrorists and suspects that are still at large."
Olaf reached into his pocket and presented Edna with a five-page list of names and addresses. Edna wasn't placated. "Please highlight the names of the leading suspects that have been involved with radical groups like Al Qaeda, Daesh and NEMESIS. I am not interested in the small fry." She returned the list to the intelligence officer who now seemed to lose his complacent expression.
He said, "Give me a couple of minutes to sort this out" and left the director's office.
Ten minutes later Lieutenant Andersson presented the same list with several names that were crossed out with black ink, and half a dozen were marked with a bright yellow highlighter. He pointed at one name, Bjorn Erik Larsson, "This is our prime suspect. Despite his very Swedish name, he is known by the locals as Abu Amar, in honor of the dead Palestinian leader he admires." Edna kept quiet, waiting for him to continue and after a long pause he added, "We have apprehended him several times but never managed to prove that he was personally responsible for any criminal activity. He has a very small group of followers but is greatly feared by the moderate Muslim community because of the cruel punishment he has dealt out to anyone who refused to give a 'contribution' to his cause. He has allegedly used a knife to scar Muslim girls who dated Christian men, but none of the victims were willing to testify in court against him."
Edna thanked Lieutenant Olaf Andersson and the director for their cooperation. She was acquainted with Mossad's methods of interrogation of suspects who were about to commit a major crime. They were not restricted by any national rules or international laws, especially in cases that were time-sensitive.
* * *
After leaving the Sakerhetspolisen office, she was joined by 'The Fish' and by Joe. Together, they devised a plan to get this Abu Amar guy to spill his guts out. In the evening, Joe was sent to the address on the list. It was in the middle of a neighborhood that consisted mostly of Muslims from all over the Islamic world. Joe had no problem posing as one of the many refugees from Syria who were seeking asylum in Sweden. He found a small caf� near the suspect's house and sat down to gossip with some of the other clients about the difficult times in Syria. He could speak Arabic like a native of Homs, or for that matter like a native of several other Arab countries. After three cups of coffee he saw a man whose description fitted the suspect, enter the building. A moment later, he saw lights go on and curtains drawn closed in the third-floor apartment that faced the caf�. He noted the apartment's location and then placed a discreet call to Edna telling her where he was. Edna told him to return to the hotel in which the Mossad agents were staying.
Once they were all together, 'The Fish' said, "We need to carry out the interrogation ourselves and do it tonight. It must be done in his apartment because we don't have the manpower and organization to kidnap him and take him to a safehouse."
Edna said, "We don't have time to study the man and discover his weaknesses and fears, but I think that brute force won't break him. We need to use psychological tricks to get him to talk. What we need from him is one thing only � the location of Le Docteur." She looked at 'The Fish', "You have a lot of experience in this field, after interrogating numerous Palestinian terrorists. You take the lead and we'll follow. Joe, you'll find a ruse to get him to open the door of his apartment, I'll have the dart-gun with the tranquilizer ready and 'The Fish' will grab him when he falls."
"Fine, then we'll disorient him, so that when he gains consciousness he'll be confused", said 'The Fish', "When he sees us, we'll make believe that he was transported to Israel and has no hope of getting free. While he is still unconscious we'll rearrange his apartment to look like an improvised interrogation chamber." They liked the simple plan although they knew that many things could go wrong with it.
* * *
The experienced Mossad agents knew that in real life even the best plans are often thwarted by unforeseen factors. The present operation was no different. Joe knocked on Abu Amar's door, while the other two agents leaned against the wall on both sides of the door, so they couldn't be seen from the peephole in the center of the door. The door was opened by a young woman, wearing a striped dressing gown, who had obviously been expecting someone else. She tried to close the door, but Joe pushed her aside with so much force that she fell. The three agents rushed through the door and saw the man they recognized as Abu Amar lying in bed, trying to cover himself with one hand and reaching for a gun that was under the bed with the other hand. Edna aimed the tranquilizer gun and shot a dart that hit Abu Amar in his bare chest. He yelled more in surprise than pain and a couple of seconds later lost consciousness. 'The Fish' grabbed the young woman by her hair and placed his large hand over her mouth to prevent her from screaming. Edna quickly drew another tranquilizer dart from her pocket, loaded the gun and fired it at the young woman. When she was out, 'The Fish' carried her to the bathroom, tied her hands and feet and laid her in the bathtub. He secured a scarf around her mouth to keep her silent and then checked her pulse and breathing. He nodded to Edna that she was neutralized and would not cause any trouble.
Meanwhile, Edna and Joe removed the furniture from the living-room and placed it in the bedroom, kitchen and bathroom, leaving the living-room bare. Then, Joe took a flag of Israel from his pocket and hung it on the bare wall. Edna brought a metal chair from the kitchen and placed it in front of the Israeli flag. She carried the two reading lights from both sides of the bed and positioned them opposite the metal chair, so that they would shine in the eyes of the prisoner. This wasn't the ideal setting for the interrogation they had in mind but was the best they could do given the circumstances.
Under normal conditions they would have disrupted the circadian rhythm of the prisoner by having him go through cycles of darkness and light to disorient him. There was no time for this, so they adopted a crueler technique. Joe placed a couple of pillowcases over Abu Amar's head, and Edna gave him a jab of medication that brought him out from his state of unconsciousness. The two men spoke in Hebrew, making sure that the prisoner heard them clearly. They didn't know if he understood the language, but they played out a charade that they were considering how to dispose of his body once they finished interrogating him. 'The Fish' played the role of 'bad cop' saying that they would bury him in a pig's hide so that he wouldn't be allowed in heaven. The word for pig in Hebrew was very similar to the Arabic word � 'Hazeer' and 'Hanzeer', respectively � and they hoped that Abu Amar got the message.
Next, Edna fired another tranquilizer dart at the prisoner and he lost consciousness once again. After they repeated the procedure three times there was no doubt in their minds that the prisoner was totally disoriented. They carried him to the metal chair and tied his hands and feet to the chair. It wasn't as stable and secure as they would have liked, but they hoped that Abu Amar wouldn't be aware of the fact. Edna injected him with the medication and stood behind his chair, while the two men sat on chairs facing the prisoner, removed the pillowcases that covered his head and had the lights shining in his face.
'The Fish' started, "Bjorn Erik Larsson, what a joke for someone who looks like Abu Amar. Do you know why you are here in Israel?" He didn't wait for a response from the prisoner, he rose from his chair and slapped him hard twice across the face. The idea was to humiliate him, not to cause real pain.
Abu Amar was startled. He was never on the receiving side of such acts of violence. He licked his bleeding lips and spat a chunk of blood colored spittle towards the interrogator. That earned him another couple of even harder slaps. This time he didn't repeat the act of impertinence. 'The Fish' asked, "Do you know how long we've been holding you?" He saw a confused look cross the prisoner's face, but he kept his silence.
Joe said in a softer tone, "Well, I'll tell you. It took us three days to take you out of Malmo to Copenhagen and then another two days to bring you here safely. Sorry, but we had to inject you with a strong sedative to keep you quiet and pretend that you were an Israeli citizen who needed medical help in Israel." The prisoner didn't say anything but seemed to respond to Joe's softer tone. Joe continued, "You are far away from Sweden, so you may give up any hope that the Malmo police or your friends will come to your help."
Abu Amar mumbled, "What do you want? I am a peaceful refugee seeking a safe life in Sweden. You have the wrong man if you think that I am involved in any Islamic activities."
'The Fish' said, "Abu Amar, we know exactly who you are and what you have done. You have helped wanted terrorists. All we want to know is who they are and where they are hiding?"
The prisoner said, "I don't know any terrorists and�" before he could complete the sentence, another dart struck him from behind and he lost consciousness. The Israelis placed the pillowcases on his head once again and left him in the chair for a few minutes before waking him up.
Abu Amar's eyes rolled in their sockets and he fainted. A shot of adrenaline brought him back. He started to sob when he realized that he was still being interrogated in the same place. "I am innocent. I was asked to help some poor refugees, that's all."
'The Fish' was encouraged by this reply, "Who were they? Men, women, how many?"
Abu Amar started to say, "A family. Father, mother and three children�" but before he could continue he was punched in his solar plexus, and as he gasped for breath, he heard the interrogators talking again about the pig skin. He said, "OK, there were two couples. A man in his forties with a woman in her thirties and another younger couple."
'The Fish' said, "This is better. Where were they staying?"
Abu Amar decided to bargain for his life, "I'll tell you if you promise to send me back to Sweden, or at least to Europe."
Joe said, "If you lie to us again we'll quarter your body while you are alive and place each part in a pig's hide."
Abu Amar figured that he had been in the custody of the Israelis for a week or so and reckoned that Le Docteur and his gang had long departed from Malmo. So, he felt that he would not be betraying them, "One couple is in an apartment near the Oresund Bridge to Copenhagen and the other is in an apartment near the one where I was staying." He then gave the addresses of both apartments.
Edna shot him with her last tranquilizer dart. The two men carried his unconscious body back to the bed and gently placed him there, securing his hand and feet to the bedposts.
* * *
The Mossad agents called David and told him that they had obtained the location of Le Docteur and his gang and gave him a brief description of the method they had used. David congratulated them on their success and asked them whether they wanted to notify the Malmo police. Edna answered, "As far as we know they have not committed any crime of broken any laws in Sweden, so the police has no grounds for arresting them. If you contact the Americans and ask them to demand the extradition of Le Docteur and Lara for the terror acts they carried out in the United States it would take ages to cut through all the red-tape and legal issues, and meanwhile the threat in St. Petersburg is not neutralized. The only solution is to have a clandestine operation by Mossad, with or without assistance from the USA, on Swedish soil. This could turn out badly if we get caught."
David answered, "There are only three of you in Malmo. Not nearly enough against Le Docteur and the two women. I can get a Mossad team that specializes in these operations to Malmo within 24 hours. Meanwhile, carry out surveillance of both apartments but keep your distance from the NEMESIS gang."
Edna didn't let him finish, "What do we do with Abu Amar and his girlfriend? We cannot keep them tied up in his apartment for much longer. Le Docteur may be concerned if he doesn't hear from their contact, and then may they take off before we can grab them."
David thought about the problem for a moment, "Is there any chance that you can transport them to a secluded place and keep them there until the operation is completed?"
Edna looked at her two partners who were listening in to the conversation and saw that both men shook their heads. "No, we can perhaps take the woman away quietly and keep her incommunicado for a while, but not both. We can keep Abu Amar sedated for another day or two, but that may endanger his life."
David answered, "He knew that he was taking a risk getting involved with NEMESIS and Islamic terrorist organizations. At least you'll be giving him a chance to survive, which is more than he would have given you if your positions were reversed. The woman could be a member of the gang or an innocent bystander, so try to take her to a safe place but if she causes any trouble dispose of her. Be careful and avoid getting caught until the Mossad team arrives. Good luck."
He disconnected the call and immediately called the Head of Mossad at the headquarters in Tel Aviv. He explained the situations in St. Petersburg and Malmo and requested the help of the special operations team. Haim Shimony promised to send the team to Malmo and summoned the team's commander to his office.

Chapter 18

Malmo, Sweden
The six members of Mossad's special operations team, a euphemism often used for the elite 'hit team', assembled in Malmo and met with Edna, 'The Fish' and Joe. The team consisted of five men and a single woman, Haya, who was their commander. Haya in Hebrew, as a noun, means 'animal' or 'beast', and as a verb means 'alive'. The commander of the team was called, behind her back, 'Haya Haya' or 'a living beast', and had a reputation of never quitting until the mission was accomplished. She combined courage, cunning and craftmanship, and her men followed her through hell or high water.
After the team was briefed by Edna and studied the area around both the apartments in which the NEMESIS people were staying, a game-plan was drafted by Haya. Her objective was to gain information on the exact location of the coffin with the nuke in St. Petersburg and the whereabouts of the Chechen scientist whose job was to detonate it. The only provision Mossad Chief set for the team was to limit collateral damage. He emphasized � 'limit' not 'avoid' � the termination of Le Docteur and his colleagues was considered as a bonus after, he repeated the word three times, the required information was gathered. Haya's decision was to first grab, or eliminate if necessary, the people staying in the apartment that was in the Muslim neighborhood. Then go to the apartment which Le Docteur and Lara were occupying near the Oresund Bridge and overpower the couple. The intention was to capture them alive and then interrogate them by threatening each one that the other would be severely harmed unless they cooperated.
Edna, the living database, who had studied all Mossad's previous operations, thought that it was simple and straightforward, but not cunning enough considering the sophisticated adversaries. She wished that David was there to devise something better but kept her opinion to herself. 'The Fish' saw her expression and guessed what was going on in her mind addressed the head of the Mossad hit team, "Haya, I have been involved in many operations of the Israeli Security Agency in Palestinian territories. There, when we needed to make an arrest, the whole area was secured by dozens of soldiers before the leading fighters stormed the apartment, and that was usually done when they knew the exact location of each and every one of the enemy fighters. We cannot do this in Sweden where the whole neighborhood will rise in protest. We'd be better off grabbing them on the street, when they go out of the apartment."
Haya didn't like to have her plan criticized by what she considered as amateurs, "I have led numerous operations of this sort against terrorists in quite a few European countries."
Before the two continued to argue, Edna intervened, "Your reputation precedes you, Haya, and we know that you have eliminated many of the enemies of Israel. But here we need to get them alive and force them to talk before sending them to Allah. We have told you that during the 24-hours before your arrival we have set surveillance on the suspects. We saw that Le Docteur and Lara like to go out for a stroll after dark, and then stop at a restaurant for dinner. We can wait for them when they return to the apartment and grab them on the street."
Haya considered this and finally nodded her agreement. They arranged surveillance, a safehouse, weapons, communications and transportation, and got ready for executing the operation the following evening. This was not Mossad's modus operandi, they usually had an advance team make all the preparations, followed the target for days, planned escape routes and back-up plans, but the circumstances and the required time-sensitive information didn't allow for that. Every Israeli knew about the operational fiasco in neighboring Norway in 1973, when a Moroccan waiter in Lillehammer was mistakenly identified as the chief of operations of the Black September terrorist organization and killed by Mossad agents. In the aftermath, six Mossad agents were captured and convicted by Norwegian courts of law, and Mossad's reputation suffered a serious blow. The team in Malmo didn't want to repeat that mistake but knew that an improvised plan like theirs involved high risks.
St. Petersburg
Karim's bold operation was perfectly executed. In broad daylight, a police car and an ambulance, driven by the IRG men dressed in the proper uniforms, parked near the side gate of the Tikhvin Cemetery. Two Russian laborers, who knew nothing about the clandestine operation, were hired to dig up the coffin and load it in the ambulance. They carried out the task under the supervision of Karim who was posing as an FSB officer. When one of the cemetery's officials tried to enquire what was going on, the 'FSB officer' told the 'police officer' to lock her up in the police car and take her cellphone as 'evidence'. Seeing that, none of the bystanders intervened or queried the unusual activity. Just before the operation begun, the two IRG women sprayed a thin layer of semi-transparent paint over two surveillance cameras which blurred the picture sent to the control room, without raising an alarm that the cameras were out of order. Within 20 minutes the coffin was loaded into the ambulance and was driven away. They headed to a deserted coal power-station on the northern outskirts of St. Petersburg and loaded it in a standard shipping container, that was then filled with pieces of scrap metal and sent overland to Helsinki in Finland.
By the time the St. Petersburg police realized what had happened in Tikhvin Cemetery, the coffin and all the culprits were no longer within the borders of the Russian Federation. Karim and one of the IRG couples were on board a plane heading to Istanbul. From there, the Iranians intended to take a flight to Tehran. The other couple, after delivering the coffin to the container, had driven the ambulance across the city and abandoned it near the monument that commemorated the bravery of the residents of the city, then called Leningrad, who fought Nazi Germany's troops in the Great Patriotic War, as the Second World War was called in Russia.
* * *
Colonel Alexandrova almost had a heart-attack when she received the news. She knew that her career was over, and there was no one who could serve as a scapegoat and save her. She considered blaming the Mossad agents, David Avivi and Mata, but knew it wouldn't hold water. When David heard the news, he rushed to the burial site at the cemetery and met the colonel there. He used his radiation monitor to measure the activity of the soils that was dug up when the coffin was excavated. He saw that it was slightly higher than the background level and showed the colonel the reading. Meanwhile, the two laborers were apprehended in a nearby bar and brought in for questioning. They had no information beyond the description of the 'FSB officer' who hired them. Nevertheless, they were sent to Bolshoy Dom to stand trial as saboteurs and for assisting the enemy. They were sentenced to life in Siberia, without the right to appeal. David thanked the colonel for her cooperation and wished her luck. She glumly acknowledged that and smiled slightly when he said that thanks to her efforts, the explosion of an atomic bomb in St. Petersburg was prevented.
When he departed from the cemetery, David called his team in Malmo and ordered them to eliminate all NEMESIS members they could find. He emphasized that there was no need to interrogate them in view of the recent events. He added that the world would be a safer place, and a better place, if they were permanently removed. He said that there was no urgency in carrying out the task and the most important thing was to get away safely and without leaving any evidence that Mossad was involved. Next, he called his chief at Mossad headquarters and briefed him that the nuke was out of the Russian Federation and probably in the custody of Israel's dire enemy, Iran. Finally, he called Dr. Eugene Powers and gave him the same information.
Malmo, Sweden
David's phone call was received by the Mossad team in Malmo a couple of hours before the special unit were about to start the operation. Edna was relieved that the complicated and dangerous mission of grabbing Le Docteur and Lara for interrogation had been cancelled and was changed to a much simpler order to eliminate the leading NEMESIS members. Haya was a bit disappointed as she was looking forward to the interrogation stage. She wasn't a sadist or psychopath, but she derived great pleasure from seeing the enemies of her country squirming in pain. The other agents just shrugged when they heard the new instructions � for them it was another 'wet job' to use the term favored by the CIA and some other intelligence agencies.
The two hit team members who were sent to Fatima's apartment carried out their job quietly and efficiently. After midnight, when they were sure that the woman was alone in the apartment, one of the agents picked the simple lock without making a sound. The two men entered the bedroom where they found Fatima fast asleep, with an empty wine bottle and a glass on the bedside table. One of the men held a pillow over her face, while the other man held her tightly until she stopped thrashing. They verified that she was dead and gathered all the documents they could find. Then, they took a couple of photos of Fatima's body and left the apartment. They hoped that it would take several days before the body was found and that no one would bother to perform a post-mortem examination on a foreign unidentified woman.
The rest of the Mossad unit team waited for Le Docteur and Lara to return to their apartment after their evening stroll and dinner. A couple of hours later, when they felt confident that the couple were asleep, Haya inserted a thin tube through a crack at the bottom of the apartment door and a cylinder of a powerful anesthetic, developed by Mossad's technological division, was connected to the tube. The gas silently permeated throughout the apartment, seeping into the bedroom through its open door, and inducing a deep, peaceful sleep on the occupants. When the cylinder was empty, Haya and the special operations team entered the apartment without making any noise. She checked the breathing of the two sleeping figures, pulled a syringe out of her bag and injected a lethal dose of potassium chloride solution into Lara's exposed vein. The former F-22 pilot cried out in agony as her heart muscle ceased to work.
She then injected Le Docteur with an anesthetic used in standard surgical procedures, defined as muscle relaxant or neuromuscular blocking agent. A few moments later she injected him with adrenaline and as he regained consciousness, she looked at him trying in vain to move his hands and sit up. When he realized he had no control of his muscles, his eyes widened in fear. She smiled at him, "I have a short message for you from your nemesis, Mossad agent David Avivi, who has long been after your NEMESIS organization. The message is 'Your nuke was discovered in St. Petersburg and removed'. You may think of this on your way to hell, where you'll meet many of your friends." Le Docteur's terrified eyes showed that he heard the message and understood that he had failed. Haya let him agonize with that knowledge for a short moment and then administered the shot of potassium chloride that stopped his heart. Photos of the deceased were taken, and all documents the Mossad team found in the apartment were gathered before the team left the apartment building.
Within an hour, all nine Mossad agents were in Copenhagen after crossing the bridge connecting the two cities. Three members of the special operations unit boarded a flight to Paris, two others flew to London and Haya took a flight to Rome. They all arrived back in Israel on separate flights and were ordered to assemble at the headquarters for debriefing after the weekend.
Edna, Joe and 'The Fish' drove to Rodby in southern Denmark and took the ferry to Puttgarden in Germany. From there they continued to Hamburg and boarded a flight back to Israel, via Frankfurt.
Mossad Headquarters, Tel Aviv
The debriefing session was attended by Mossad Chief Haim Shimony. First, he congratulated the team on a well-executed mission and added that the Swedish authorities had not filed a protest to Israel for carrying out an unauthorized operation on Swedish soil. He added that they suspected Mossad's involvement because of the request for cooperation received via the American intelligence services, but as no Swedish citizens were hurt and the media didn't get the story, there was no need to make a fuss. He said that he received an off-the-record call from the head of the Sakerhetspolisen congratulating him for getting rid of the arch-terrorist and his woman.
This was followed by a formal debriefing in which each participant reviewed the team's actions, pointing out the mistakes and worthy actions, and drawing conclusions for future operations. After hearing everyone else, David summarized, "Friends, we did what we had to do, but let's not forget that the nuke is probably on its way to Iran. With our help, the nuke that had been missing for over four decades was located. Thanks to our warning, President Putin cut short his visit to St. Petersburg and this has resulted in postponing the terrorist nuclear attack on the city and Putin's assassination." He looked around the room and saw that some of the participants were cynically commenting that this was not a great achievement. He continued, "Don't look so disappointed, the attack on Russian soil with a nuke that was manufactured with American fissile materials could have led to a nuclear war between the two superpowers and their allies. And you know who would benefit the most from this? The countries that were not involved, like the Chinese, the Muslims and other countries that are not our friends. I am not sure if Israel would have been left out of such a global war, so perhaps we saved our country from a nuclear disaster." He waited for the people to grasp the importance of what he had just said, and then continued, "In addition, we have finally rid the Western world, and for that matter the Russian Federation as well, of the most dangerous menace it had faced since the end of the Cold War � the arch-terrorist known as Le Docteur. A man who almost single handedly carried out numerous acts of terror � by conventional explosives and unconventional means � and destroyed not only several symbolic cultural treasures but also managed to undermine the way of life of citizens in the West." He finished his presentation by saying, "Our task now is to make sure that this bomb doesn't turn up here."
Tehran, Iran
Karim received a hero's welcome when he arrived at the headquarters of the Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps and reported that the 'liberated' nuke was on its way by ship to Iran. He was honored by a personal meeting with the Supreme Leader who congratulated him on his great achievement. However, when he told the full story and described how he had stolen the nuke from its burial place in St. Petersburg, the attitude of the Supreme Leader changed. "Karim, you have acted like a stupid baboon, without thinking out the consequences of your action. You have caused what could be irreparable damage to the Islamic Republic of Iran. Firstly, now the world knows that we need to steal primitive nukes because we cannot manufacture them. Furthermore, they'll conclude, rightly, I fear, that we only have one nuke and therefore have very limited nuclear capabilities. This will diminish our image as a regional superpower, much to the delight of our dire enemies. Secondly, by preventing the bomb from going off in St. Petersburg you have done even more damage. You have eliminated the chance of a global nuclear confrontation, or at least a nuclear exchange, between the Russian Federation and the Big Satan, the United States. The Russian response to a nuke made with American fissile materials, would have been beneficial for us. The fact that it was planted there by Sunni Muslims would divert the rage of the Communists and Western World away from us, the Shiite Muslims. They would focus their retaliation on the so-called 'moderate Sunni states' and not mess with Iran. Thirdly, you have given the hated Mossad, the intelligence service of the Little Satan, a victory. They'll be credited for eliminating the arch-terrorist and his gang."
Karim's face lost all color. The redder the face of the Supreme Leader became as he continued with his outburst, the paler Karim's face became. He knew that the Mullahs' regime didn't forgive and didn't forget anything that it considered offensive to the interests of Iran. He started to speak, but was cut short by the Supreme Leader, "I am not finished yet. The worst outcome of your stupid initiative is the effect it could have on Iran's international relations and its security. It took us a long time to arrive at the Nuclear Deal that was signed in Vienna, in 2015, by us and by the 'P5 plus one' countries on the other side. These countries, the US, Russia, China, the United Kingdom, France as well as Germany, were duped by our brilliant diplomatic efforts. They focused on limiting our enrichment activities to obtain high enriched uranium, HEU, and plutonium from our small nuclear reactor in Arak. They were so intrigued by these activities that they totally ignored our research and development of rockets and accurate, long-range missiles, and, no less importantly, our support of terrorist organizations all over the Middle East. As you know, we have made great progress in both areas. Our missile-scientists have increased the range of our missiles and they are as accurate as those of any advanced weapon held by the superpowers. Our troops of IRG 'volunteers' and our Hezbollah allies in Lebanon, have saved Assad's regime in Syria and he knows that he owes his life to us. We have intervened in the Yemen and other countries that border on Saudi Arabia and threaten to topple its corrupt regime. We have supported anti-Western movements in Africa. We have done all this with impunity because everyone has judged us on one thing only � our adherence to the Nuclear Deal. Now, with your irresponsible and stupid act, Karim, you may have put all these achievements at risk. If Iran does possess a nuclear device, regardless if it was stolen or manufactured indigenously, our enemies will have grounds to cancel the Nuclear Deal. They may try to renew the economic sanctions that were lifted after we signed the agreement. They may even feel that they need to occupy Iran, just as they had occupied Iraq in 2003, and establish a democratic regime to replace our theocracy. Do you understand now what damage you have done?" The Supreme Leader didn't expect an answer. He made a dismissive sign with his right hand, and his bodyguards seized Karim and force-marched him away. Karim knew that he would be taken to Evin Prison never to be heard of again.
The Head of the IRG, who had witnessed the Supreme Leader's outburst, said, "Supreme Leader, the American President publicly announced that the US has withdrawn from the Nuclear Deal and that the economic sanctions will be imposed again."
The Supreme Leader answered, "The one-sided, illegitimate action by the irresponsible head of the current administration of the United States, reneging on the agreement signed by his predecessor, will give us justification to continue our nuclear program. The rest of the world will have no cause to condemn us for doing so � the US was the first to break the deal. There is a big difference between this and showing the whole world that we stole a nuclear weapon and brought it to our shores, as this stupid Karim has done".
The Supreme Leader told his two closest advisors, the Head of the IRG and the clergyman in charge of the Ministry of Intelligence and Security, to remain in the room. Everyone else, including the elected President and Prime Minister, left the room. The Supreme Leader said, "This is perhaps the most unexpected decision I have ever made or will ever make. Given the circumstances and our geo-political position, we cannot allow the nuclear warhead to reach our territory. If it is discovered here, as it surely will be considering Mossad's active role, it would put at risk our grand plan to clandestinely develop nuclear weapons. I emphasize � nuclear weapons in the plural � not a single outdated atom bomb."
The Head of the IRG asked for permission to speak, and when granted, he said, "From what I have heard of this device and its history, I am not sure that it will even work. Who knows what happened to the fissile material in the core after forty years and if the neutron source will even trigger the ancient device. I agree that it is certainly not worth the risk."
The Supreme Leader looked at him, "Just what I wanted to say. So, before you interrupt me again," the Head of the IRG stirred uncomfortably in his chair, "I was going to say something about my unexpected decision. I think that we need to leak information about the shipment of the nuke and make sure that it is seized. Ideally, this would occur on the high-seas and then we can protest that acts of piracy have been carried out against our peaceful vessels. We can even get some political gains from this sordid affair."
The Minister and IRG chief almost applauded the wisdom of the Supreme Leader and his far-sighted scheme. They stayed in conference a little longer to discuss the ways and means of leaking the information to Mossad and inducing it to commit an act of piracy and be condemned by the righteous international community.

Chapter 19

Mossad Headquarters, Tel Aviv
Mossad agents with connections in Iran got word about the fate of Karim. After receiving a broadly publicized hero's welcome for an undisclosed achievement, he was given an audience with the Supreme Leader. Photos of both men were distributed to the local media and press without giving any details of the reason for this honor. Then the man disappeared from the public's eye. There were unsubstantiated rumors that he was taken to the infamous Evin Prison and summarily executed.
* * *
David Avivi sat in one of the reclining chairs in the office of the Mossad Chief, Haim Shimony, who was seated facing him. The two men had worked together for many years and had a complete trust in each other. Shimony opened, "David, we have just received a private message from the Head of the Italian Intelligence Service, the AISI, thanking Mossad and you personally for avenging the destruction of Due Tori in Bologna." David nodded, and the Shimony winked and added, "Ah, yes, and he said that you are invited by the Head of the Bologna office, Julietta Pilati, I believe, to celebrate the success of the mission." David's face glowed red, and Shimony couldn't refrain from laughing at his friend's reaction. Then, in a more serious tone he continued, "Eugene Powers called my office and said that the assignment will be completed only when the nuke is in safe hands, meaning in the custody of the United States National Nuclear Security Administration. The NNSA is deeply concerned that the nuke will reach Iran and be used against their forces, or ours."
David said, "Haim, let's think about this. If we intercept the nuke before it reaches Iran, it would obviously be a great public relations victory. But what if we allow it to be unloaded on Iranian soil and then expose its presence and blame the Iranians for blatantly breaking the Nuclear Deal. Surely, this would be the proverbial 'smoking gun' our Prime Minister is so keen on providing the world with. This will provide further justification to the American President's one-sided withdrawal from the Nuclear Deal."
"Sure, but what if they manage to sneak it away before we can prove its existence? This is taking a big risk because we cannot operate freely on Iranian soil."
"Perhaps we can get the Russians to do the honors? They owe us big-time for foiling the plot to blow up St. Petersburg, with or without President Putin."
"David, are you familiar with the French saying, 'trust a snake before a Jew, a Jew before a Greek, but never trust an Armenian'? Well, nowadays the American President has tweeted a modified version, 'trust a snake before a Jew, a Jew before an Armenian, but never trust a Russian'. We cannot rely on them to acknowledge their debt to you and certainly not to honor it by reciprocating. I know all about our PM's obsession with the Nuclear Deal and his desperate need for a 'smoking gun', but I cannot condone taking the risk of delivering a nuke to Iranian hands."
"So, boss, how to we proceed?"
"David, Israel has seized control of ships on the high-seas quite a few times. These were usually small ships delivering weapons to Hamas in Gaza or trying to smuggle weapons across the Sinai Peninsula. None of these operations were carried out against large vessels, crisscrossing the sea in the established routes of international trade. In any case, we still need precise information on the ship on which the nuke is loaded, and details of the specific container in which it is concealed."
As they were speaking, there was a knock on the door. Haim called "Come in" and his adjutant entered with a note and handed it to the Mossad Chief. Haim glanced at it, nodded to the adjutant who left the room. Haim handed the note to David.
David read it and said, "Haim, it looks as if someone is bugging your office. This is the detailed information we need. Where did it come from?"
Shimony pointed to the header of the memo, "One of our special operations units has just downloaded all the information from the laptop of the head of the Iranian nuclear administration while he was attending a conference in Vienna."
David, always suspicious of Greeks bearing gifts, wondered if this wasn't an Iranian version of the legendary wooden horse of Troy, "Are you sure the Iranians are not signaling that they don't want this nuke and want us to take it off their hands?"
Shimony shrugged, "Perhaps the Gods are smiling at us? Rewards for the righteous? In any case, I must get the PM's permission to carry out a raid on a ship sailing the high-seas."
"I am afraid that his obsession to prevent the Iranians from obtaining a nuke, at any cost, will cloud his thinking. He'll opt for a spectacular operation and short-term gain and not consider the long-term implications. The Iranians will have plausible deniability if we seize this nuke anywhere outside their borders."
"I'll present the Prime Minister with your point of view. Better yet, why don't you join me when I go to brief him?"
David had met the PM on several occasions and appreciated the man's intelligence but knew that the man was first and foremost a brilliant politician who had more than a streak of paranoia. David suspected that the PM's top priority was, as always, to do things that would keep him in power. Then a new thought occurred to David, "Haim, I am curious about the reason for Karim's demise. We know that he earned the hero's welcome as a reward for stealing the nuke. What happened at his meeting with the Supreme Leader? Why was he executed?"
Haim Shimony considered this, "Perhaps the Supreme Leader thought that this nuke was more of a burden than an asset, just as you have pointed out."
David said, "Are you sure that you still want me to join you when you meet the PM? My opinion could cost you your career�"
Shimony replied, "We both know that he has been looking for an excuse to replace me with one of his cronies. I'd rather be fired for opposing him on a real matter of national security, like this, than over some minor disagreement."
"Don't you think that you should first present all the facts to the other heads of the intelligence community?" David was thinking about the Chief of the General Staff of the Israeli Defense Forces, and the IDF's head of the Intelligence Directorate, as well as the Head of the Israel Security Agency.
Shimony, also an astute political operator, "A secret meeting with them could be interpreted as a rebellious act against the legally elected government of Israel. David, I'll have to present them with the facts and suspicions about this Iranian nuke at the same meeting with the PM and rely on their good judgment and experience, as well as on their integrity and courage to make proposals that are not popular with the PM."
* * *
What began as another routine meeting of the heads of the Israeli intelligence community with the PM and the cabinet, soon turned into an ugly dispute. The Minister of Defense joined the representatives of the intelligence community in opposing the PM's demand for a unanimous decision to intercept the ship with the nuke before it reached Iran. The PM could override the opposition with the help of some of the cabinet members who understood politics better than they did issues of national security but knew that this could turn into a political fiasco in case the military operation got bogged down. Shimony provided the PM with a solution. "Mister Prime Minister, we could leak the information about the nuke's route to the Americans. Their President would surely be glad to find support for his decision to terminate the Nuclear Deal. With proper guidance by you, he can be convinced to send a few cruise missiles to the Iranian port in which the nuke will be downloaded. Thus, there will be proof that there was an illegal nuclear device on Iranian soil and that they have reneged on the Nuclear Deal. This will give him the excuse to demand the other countries that signed the Nuclear Deal to impose additional restrictions on the Iranians, like demanding that they cease the development of missiles and withdraw their troops and 'volunteers' from all foreign countries."
The PM considered this, "There is a risk that the cruise-missiles will miss the target or that the timing of the attack would be off. But I like the idea. I'll immediately call my good friend in the White House and see his response. Take a break while I speak to him."
The PM excused himself and left the cabinet meeting. POTUS accepted his call and the two politicians discussed the issue. As usual, the attention span of POTUS was short, so after a few minutes he concluded the discussion, "Mister Prime Minister, you have shown me another way to make America great again."
The PM returned to the cabinet meeting, "It is out of our hands now. Thank you all for attending." As they were leaving the room, he said, "Shimony, please stay for a moment." When the two men were alone he said, "If you pull a trick like this one more time then you can seek a new job. And, be sure to take this Avivi guy with you."

Epilogue

Tehran, Iran
The Supreme Leader received a recording of the telephone conversation between POTUS and the Israeli PM thanks to the Russian network of spies in the White House. He called the Head of the IRG and played the recording. They discussed their options and arrived at the only viable solution.
A mysterious accident breached a huge hole below the water line of a cargo ship that was sailing up the Persian Gulf. Within minutes, it sunk to the bottom of the sea. All personnel and cargo were lost.
Tel Aviv, Israel
Haim Shimony held a small celebration in his office. It was attended by David Avivi and his elite team consisting of Edna Rieger, Mata, Joe and 'The Fish'. The Mossad Chief looked at the small group and raised a toast, "Thanks to you, the world is a better place. The dreadful menace, the arch-terrorist known as Le Docteur, and his entire organization, NEMESIS, have been wiped off the face of the earth. The P5+1 have negotiated an improved deal with Iran. The Nuclear Deal has been expanded and includes severe restrictions on the development of rockets and missiles. Iran has agreed to pull back its forces from Syria and discontinue its support of terrorist organizations in the Yemen, Lebanon, Gaza and Iraq. New elections will be held in Iran next year. The Supreme Leader's health has deteriorated badly, so it is believed that in the coming elections a more democratic, secular government may be elected."
David, skeptical as always, "Yeah, and the Messiah is coming. Friends, the only thing that we can be assured of is that Le Docteur and his two women, Lara and Fatima, are dead. This dreadful menace has been removed � but the fundamental problems of radical Islam have not been resolved. Sooner or later, another terror organization will raise its ugly head. Sooner or later, Iran, or some other country, will endanger our fragile existence in the Middle East. We can all take a short vacation. I am going to Bologna to see how the reconstruction of the twin towers is going." He saw the smiling faces around him, "Well, I'll also do my best to improve the relations between Italy and Israel."
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During the Cold-War, the United States maintained large army and air-force bases in West Germany. Due to the great advantage of the Soviet Bloc (Warsaw Pact) forces on the ground, the US (and NATO) military strategists figured that the only way to stop an invasion of the Warsaw Pact tank and infantry forces would be to use tactical nuclear weapons. The famous, or more correctly, infamous, neutron bomb, among other nuclear weapons, was developed for this scenario. The idea was to kill or maim the tank crews (or anyone else who had the misfortune to be near them) while leaving the tanks, and hardware, relatively intact. I don't know if AFAP (artillery fired atomic projectile) munitions, like the 280 mm shells, were part of this arsenal, but I placed them in bunkers of US army camps for the sake of the current plot.
I have never been on a cruise ship, much less on one that is as delightful as the fictitious Baltic Queen that is part of a real and well-respected fleet of cruise ships that sail in the Baltic Sea. The description of the itinerary, the facilities on board the ship and everything else about it is based on the advertisements by the Costa Lines and some reviews I have read. I am sure that passengers on cruise ships like the Baltic Queen thoroughly enjoy it, especially if undesired terrorists like Le Docteur are not on board.
As Matthew Bunn states in the presentation entitled "The threat of nuclear terrorism and NSS16" on YouTube, getting weapon usable nuclear materials is 80�% of the way to creating a nuclear device. Making a terrorist nuke is much easier than producing an efficient nuclear weapon.
If you want a brief and clear explanation on nuclear radiation and its health effects, as well as a short presentation on "dirty bombs" and "Improvised Nuclear Devices", I strongly recommend watching the first 12 minutes of the video, listed below:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QTd_vuDGGt8
Finally, I wish to thank my 'alpha readers', particularly Rob Carnell, author of "Smuggler's Surprise" and "Nuclear Surprise", and my editor, Glenda Sacks-Jaffe.
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