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The dirty white van sputtered and stalled as it approached the Gaza checkpoint. The driver looked harried. He leaned forward and tried to start the van quickly. The engine caught, turned over, and stalled again. He glanced in his mirror and ahead of him at the other traffic.

One of the Palestinian guards watched the driver out of the corner of his eye as he waved two more cars through the border checkpoint. The van was about to block the mornings commuter trafficthe thousands of Palestinians who crossed into Israel every day to work the menial jobs the Israelis didnt want.

The Israeli soldiers on the other side of the border were much more serious about the traffic crossing into Israel. Exhausted from unending vigilance coupled with interminable boredom, they imagined a bomb in every car. They carried their loaded M-16s in their hands and sweated under their bulletproof vests. To them Gaza was just a large Trojan Horse.

The van had created a gap; only a lonely Fiat stood between it and the checkpoint. The Palestinian guard glanced toward the checkpoint and walked to the van. The van lurched, then started to move, inching along. It sat with its engine chugging reluctantly, waiting for the Fiat, now thirty feet in front of it, to pass through.

The rusty Fiat was waved on and the van was next. The van shuddered and the engine quit. The driver turned the key and the starter noisily cranked the engine. It wouldnt catch. Again and again he tried, without success. The Palestinian guard approached the window angrily. What is the problem? he asked gruffly in Arabic.

Ive had some engine trouble the driver replied, also in Arabic.

Move it or well push it into the ditch! Youre blocking the way! The road into Israel was crowded. The bright morning sun was low in the eastern horizon, shining into the eyes of the Palestinian guards.

Yes, yes. Im trying ... The driver leaned forward as if lending his own energy to the van. He turned the key with his right hand, and reached subtly under the dash with his left and flipped a switch. The van chugged to life with half its cylinders working. The driver smiled at the guard apologetically and the vehicle began moving slowly toward the checkpoint. It was clear it would take the van a long time to make it.

Get this thing off this road! the guard finally yelled, exasperated with the slowness of the stupid white van that was now blocking the entire checkpoint. The Israelis watched and waited with concern. Anything out of the ordinary received humorless, intense scrutiny; any problem, any angry outburst, anything. It could be someone about to do something dramatic, or a diversion for someone else.

The driver nodded, surrendering, and began a Y-turn to go back the way he had come. The Palestinian guard, his rifle in one hand, watched in disgust. The van turned around, now headed toward Gaza City, the driver apparently abandoning any hope of getting to Tel Aviv. He reached under the dash again, and the vans engine coughed and died once more. The guard, barking obscenities, angrily advanced toward the window on the right side of the van. The driver suddenly raised an enormous handgun and fired, the bullet penetrating the mans bulletproof vest, throwing him back onto the side of the road, where he lay silently, his legs jerking involuntarily.

The rear doors of the van flew open and eight men with large machine guns rushed out and opened fire. The bullets made a distinctive, unusual sound as they flew toward the Israeli and Palestinian guards who fell quickly as the bullets tore through their protective vests. The eight fanned out and fired with precision, aiming at the targets each had been briefed to hit. The Israeli guardhouse on the other side of the border was splintered, the guards inside shredded. On both sides of the border, the cry went out for Palestinian and Israeli reinforcements. Six Palestinian guards lay dead on the Gaza side.

The shooters stood staring at the dead guards on both sides, as if waiting for something. An Israeli Armored Personnel Carrier raced for the border from its safe point a half mile away. There was a loud metallic sound and a TOW missile flew out the vans open doors from a tube bolted to the deck inside. The thin wire that carried the guidance information to the missile trailed behind it as the TOW raced toward the Israeli APC, slamming into the belly of the armored vehicle, instantly killing the Israeli soldiers inside.

The Palestinian and Israeli soldiers at the checkpoint were dead, but dozens of others were rushing to the border from their safe positions a mile away. The eight shooters, unharmed, ran back to the van, diving through the closing rear doors. The driver threw both of the switches under the dash and the finely tuned eight-cylinder engine roared to life. The van sped off in the direction of Gaza City.

Several soldiers standing in the back of an Israeli truck approaching the checkpoint began firing at the van. The M-16 bullets, small but fast, slammed into the back of the vehicle but fell harmlessly, bouncing off the vans inner lining of Kevlar. Small chips of rubber flew off the solid tires as the bullets hit, but nothing slowed the van.

It sped down the highway, back the way it had come. A Palestinian security truck raced toward the border near the retreating van. Too late, the truck driver realized that the target he was pursuing was the van about to pass them. The truck slowed but the van had already raced by, untouched. It reached the outskirts of the city and made a sharp turn into an alley. Another van pulled in front of the entrance to the alley, blocking it completely.

The white van stopped deep in the alley and the eight men and the driver quickly walked away, blending in with passers-by who were completely unaware of what had happened. Each of the shooters wore clothes different from those he had worn during the attack, and each left his weapon lying on the floor of the van next to the TOW launcher. They split up, each taking a different direction, then climbed into the unremarkable sedans that were waiting for them and disappeared.
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Hey, Wink, Lieutenant Sean Woods, Trey, as he was known, said into his oxygen mask.

What?

This our last intercept of the night?

Wink looked at the clock on the instrument panel in the backseat of the F-14. Probably.

Lets have some fun, Woods said.

Always.

Woods glanced at his fuel indicator. They were fat. You ready?

Im ready, Wink replied, then immediately transmitted, Victory 207s ready.

Roger. Victory 207, your bogey is 284 for 42, angels unknown, Tiger replied. The bad guytheir wingmanbore 284 degrees from them, forty-two miles away, and the controller didnt know their altitude.

Wink slaved his radar toward the left side of the Tomcats nose as Woods pulled around hard to the west in a three G turn. Wink picked out their wingman while still in the turn: 207, contact 284 for 40. Judy, Wink transmitted, taking control of the intercept. Lieutenant Vialli and Sedge, his Radar Intercept Officer, RIO, in their F-14, were forty miles away and turning in at the same speed.

Roger, out.

The radio went silent. Woods changed the mode on his HSD, his Horizontal Situation Display, to show the radar picture Wink was seeing in the backseat. He immediately knew what kind of intercept Wink would run. He checked his fuel ladder, a group of boxes he had drawn on his knee board to keep track of how much fuel he would need at what time to get back aboard the carrier with plenty of fuel left to go around if they couldnt trap the first time. They had fuel to burn.

Whats his altitude?

Wink hooked the target on the PTIDthe Programmable Tactical Information Display, which showed him the radar information. Twenty-three. Twenty-three thousand feet above the ocean.

Woods pushed the throttles forward to the stopsas hard as the engines could work without afterburnerand pulled the nose of the Tomcat up ten degrees above the horizon.

The green glow of the screens reflected on their clear visors. The night was as dark as any night could be and still be illuminated by stars. Moonrise wasnt for another hour. The overcast cloud layer below blocked any light from the sea, not that there was much in the middle of the Mediterranean.

Want to take him down the throat? Wink asked.

May as well since were coming in high, but well need a little angle.

The F-14 climbed hungrily into the cool night sky. Think theyve got us?

Sure, Wink replied.

Then theyll know what were up to?

If theyre paying attention. But its the last one, theyre the bogey. May not notice our altitude. Starboard to 300 to build up some aspect angle. Wink wanted to come in from the side so they could roll out behind their target.

Woods turned the F-14 gently as he continued to climb. He steadied on a heading of 300.

Okay, come port to 278.

Woods complied as they passed through thirty-four thousand feet, still climbing. He instinctively looked behind him to see if they were leaving contrails, but quickly realized he couldnt have seen them in the darkness even if they were there. They continued to climb straight ahead without speaking until they were at forty thousand feet.

Ten miles, Wink said. Well start our normal intercept turn to kick him out about seven miles or so, then back in around five.

Roger, Woods said, leaning forward to see down, but unable to pick out his wingman far below. What are their angels now?

Wink looked again. Ten. Five miles below them.

That asshole, Woods said, smiling under his mask. Theyre sitting on the overcast.

Well just have to start down earlier, and watch our speed.

Piece of cake, Woods said, grinning at the thought of screaming down thirty thousand feet in the dark upside down.

Starboard hard, Wink called.

Woods turned the F-14 steeply but carefully in the thin air. After passing through whatever heading Wink was watching for, he called for a hard port turn.

Woods pushed the stick hard left until the Tomcat was on its back. He leaned back on the stick and let gravity pull them down toward the earth. Looking through the canopy toward the darkness below, he saw Viallis red anticollision light. Tallyho, Woods said.

Got him, Wink responded, glancing up. Were nearly on his line. Pull straight.

Roger. Woods leveled the wings upside down and pulled back on the stick harder until they were pulling four Gs. Their speed increased through six hundred knots as the nose of the Tomcat pointed straight at the ocean. Woods eased the throttles back, no longer needing the full thrust of the engines; gravity could do most of the work. Think hes got us?

They may be wondering what the hell were doing up here.

I doubt it, Woods said, grunting against the G forces. How far behind them we going to be?

About a mile if you hold this.

Perfect.

Watch the speed, Wink said as they passed through 625 knots. Woods brought the throttles back more and pulled a little harder on the stick.

Passing through twenty, Wink called calmly.

You got him locked up? Woods asked.

Yep. Pull up at fifteen thousand feet, then we can descend to their altitude.

Okay, Woods answered, taking a quick look at the engine instruments. They were still ahead of their fuel ladder. He pulled back harder on the stick and held five Gs to increase their altitude on pull-out.

Woods watched the nose of their Tomcat come through the horizon and back up toward the east. The artificial horizon told him he was approaching level flight again. He relaxed the back pressure on the stick and felt the bladders of his G-suit deflate against his abdomen and thighs.

Dead ahead, one mile, two hundred fifty knots closure, Wink said to Woods, then on the radio: Fox two. The last transmission let everyone know they had completed the intercept and simulated the launch of an AIM-9 Sidewinder heat-seeking missile.

Want to thump him? Woods asked excitedly.

Could get in trouble for that, Wink said warily.

Rules were meant to be broken. So you want to?

Just dont hit him. That could really get us in trouble, and wetI dont want to go swimming tonight. Im not wearing my dry suit.

Roger that. Woods pushed the throttles forward.

Tiger, the Air Intercept Controller on the carrier, transmitted: Victory 207, head outbound at 270204, continue inbound 090 to set up another one.

Thats it for us, Wink transmitted in reply. 207s heading for marshall.

Roger that, 207. Good work. See you on deck.

Thanks, Tiger. Good work.

Three hundred knots closure, Wink told Woods. He leaned to his left and studied the approaching lights of their wingman.

Woods also watched his wingman ahead. Hes skimming along the cloud layer. Its totally flathes completely in the clouds except his canopy and the two tails. He pondered their plan for a moment. Well have to go into the clouds to get below him.

Thats pretty marginal. Another time. Wink knew Woods was willing to lean on the boundaries.

Nah, well be huge. You got a good lock?

Yeah.

Tell me when we pass under him, Woods said, lowering the nose of the Tomcat and moving into the darkness of the cloud. The approaching lights of their wingman faded, then disappeared.

One tenth of a milethree hundred closure, Wink called, his eyes on the computerized radar image and the raw radarscope simultaneously. They were coming up to their wingman from dead behind with three hundred knots more speed. Wink saw the angle of the radar increase rapidly toward the top of the nose of the Tomcat, then felt the thud as the radar broke lock at a 65-degree up angle and the disappointed antenna returned to its neutral position. Directly overhead, Wink said.

Roger, Woods replied anxiously. Think were clear?

Should be, Wink replied.

Ill give it a few, Woods said, counted to three in his mind, then pulled back hard on the stick. They came screaming up out of the cloud. The sky cleared and the stars were vivid again. You got him? Woods yelled.

Wink grabbed the handle on top of the radar console and used it to turn around and look between the two tails of the Tomcat. Got him. Wink watched as their F-14 went straight up at five hundred fifty knots directly in front of their wingman, like a rocket.

Lieutenant Junior Grade Tony Vialli saw a flash of darkness outlined by anticollision lights and the green blur of the formation lights on the sides of the Tomcat directly in front of him. Realizing there was something in front of him, he tried to dump the nose of his Tomcat toward earth to avoid what he thought was an imminent collision. Holy shit! he yelled into his oxygen mask so loud that Sedge could hear it in the backseat even though Viallis microphone was off. Coming out of their seats as the negative G forces from their evasive action pushed them up, they flew through Woodss jet wash and entered the clouds at the same time. Vialli, fighting to recover his bearings, forced himself to watch his artificial horizon to avoid vertigo, a loss of reference that could be fatal. He quickly checked his engine instruments to make sure the jet wash hadnt caused a flame-out.

In the other F-14 Woods and Wink were enjoying the rocket ride into the Mediterranean darkness. That ought to do it, Woods said. Think they saw us?

The radio jumped to life. If that was you, youre dead. Vialli didnt even have to say who he was talking to. He was using the radio in the front cockpit, reserved for squadron use, set to the squadrons private frequency. Woods was the only other squadron airplane airborne on this, the nights last flight. It was 0145.

Woods could hear the anger in Viallis voice and realized he might have miscalculated. He keyed the radio with the switch on the throttle. Yeah, we overshot. Lets knock it off. See you at marshall.

You thumped us, Vialli said furiously as he climbed the F-14 out of the clouds and leveled off.

See you on deck, Woods replied.

Sedge answered, Were switching. See you guys in marshall.

I think theyre pissed, Wink said as they flew straight up away from the earth.

Theyll get over it. Got to be ready for anything.

Wink switched the frequency on the digital display of his radio. Victory 207 checking in. Were on the 268 at 40, state 7.3. They were forty miles from the carrier and had 7,300 pounds of jet fuel.

Roger, 207, said the controller, the same one who was there every night, the one who mispronounced the same words every night, saying Roger with a long o and available with an extra i, availiable. His consistent mistakes had come to be highly regarded by the aircrew as signposts of the ship and a comforting familiarity.

Contact, Victory 207. Stand by for your marshall instructions.

Victory 207, Wink replied. Unlike Woods, he enjoyed marshall. It was where all the carriers planes went before landing aboard the carrier at night, a finely choreographed holding pattern where they circled twenty or more miles from the carrier until their time came and they began their descent to the dreaded night landing.

Want to go up on the roof? Woods asked Wink.

Sure. Weve got time, Wink replied as he searched for a card on his knee board. As long as weve got the gas.

Weve got it, Woods replied.

Victory 207, Marshall at the 240 radial at 22 miles, angels 7. Your push time is ... stand by.

Passing thirty, Wink said to Woods as they passed through thirty thousand feet.

Push time is 04.

Victory 207240 at 22, angels 7, push at 04, roger, Wink replied. Passing forty.

Woods started the nose of the Tomcat back toward the horizon. How high do you want to go?

If we go above fifty were supposed to wear a pressure suit. Wouldnt want our blood to boil.

Forty-nine, aye, Woods said. He leveled off at forty-nine thousand feet and set the plane straight and level, heading in the direction of their assigned marshall location where they would begin their descent to the carrier for their landing. Their push time, when they were to begin their descent to the ship from a very specific spot, was four minutes after the hourtwenty-four minutes away. Ready to darken ship? Woods asked.

Affirm, Wink replied. They both moved their hands around the cockpit expertly adjusting the lights, consoles, and switches that gave off any light at all, leaving faint indications of critical information, and turning off or dimming everything else. They lowered the radio receiver volume so they couldnt hear the other pilots checking in to marshall. Wink switched off his radarscope and PTID screen even though the radar stayed on. There were no reflections off the clear Plexiglas canopy which reached over their heads and down below their shoulders.

Woods adjusted the trim of the Tomcat so it would fly straight and level with his hands and feet off the controls and turned on the autopilot to hold their altitude and heading. As a last step he switched off the flashing red anticollision lights, which could be seen for miles and warned other planes of their presence. Tonight, there was no one else up that high and no risk of colliding with another airplane. The Tomcat blended in with the night, invisible to everyone but God.

Woods put his arms on the railings of the canopy and looked up at the stars. As beautiful as they were from the ship in the middle of the sea on a clear night, nothing compared to sitting on the roof, on top of the world, in a darkened airplane. Woods studied the patterns of galaxies and stars, the vast number and density of them. He loved to fly as high as he could go over the water, or anywhere else, for that matter. Even on top of the highest mountain, the view couldnt compare to the clear sky over the sea from fifty thousand feetabove the highest mountains, the highest clouds, the highest storms, and the highest airplane traffic. There was no sensation of movement at all. It was like sitting in a planetarium. But even the view in the best planetarium would pale in comparison to this. The planets had actual size. The stars were closer, clearer, and brighter. The ones he could see pointed to the ones behind them, dimmer but clear, and the ones behind them, dimmer still. They were gathered in groups, or clusters, so numerous he couldnt even count them in one section of the sky. Gods living room.

Woods thought of the other Navy pilots flying their racetrack patterns aimlessly in marshall, waiting for their time to descend and land on the carrier, to go below and watch a movie, or eat ice cream, or do the never-ending Navy paperwork, all without ever looking up.

He leaned back and closed his eyes to moisten them. The oxygen leaking out of the top of his oxygen mask had dried them out. He opened his eyes again and looked toward the eastern horizon where the moon would be coming up in forty-five minutes. He could see the faint glow of white as the moon gathered its energy to rise and illuminate the night.

Wink broke the silence. Two more months and we head back to Norfolk, Sean.

Yep. But some good port calls before then. Like Israel.

Never happen. Too much going on. Theyll never let us go.

Ill take that bet. I was on board last cruise when we stopped at Haifa. Same kind of deal.

Theyll probably blow somebody up and we wont get to go. Well end up in Naples again.

Roger that.

Woods sat for another minute breathing the pure oxygen. Real air was stale and warm compared to the Tomcats pure oxygen, which seemed to rejuvenate him whenever he put on his mask. He didnt want to go to marshall and just drill around, waiting. They were supposed to get there early enough to set up their speed and arrive at their push time within ten seconds. He liked to get there as late as he could and still make it. Somehow they always made it. Maybe it was just his way of putting off the inevitablelanding aboard the carrier.

The mere thought of landing aboard the ship at night with no moon and an overcast caused his palms to sweat. He had never gotten used to it. He was good at it; one of the best in the squadronbut it was still an unnatural act. Woods turned up the instrument lights and switched on the anticollision lights. He rolled the F-14 over on its back and headed for marshall. Lets do it.
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Sami Haddad slowed as he turned into CIA Headquarters in Langley, Virginia. He had worked there for only three years but it was already becoming old hat. He had the apartment, the badge, the cool job, and the respect that came from lowering his voice when he told people where he worked. This was the New CIA. The one with a website. The one that acknowledged its existence and allowed people to say that was where they worked. At least the analysts. It was only the spooks who went odd places and did unspeakable things who couldnt tell people what they did.

He parked his ugly Nissan and slammed the door as hard as he could without being obvious about winding up. He listened for the telltale protest of the door with its trademark ping, the sound of a cheap, thin door. He wished his car would just die so he could have an excuse to buy another one. Until it broke he couldnt justify a new car. His father would never approve. Only replace things when they need replacing, especially transportation. You dont buy a car to make a statement or look good. Thats what his father said. Mr. Pragmatic, who drove an S class Mercedes. So Sami didnt wash his car, or change its oil, or do any scheduled maintenance. He just waited for it to die, which it refused to do.

He walked to the building and held his key card in front of the red light on the other side of the window near the door. It recognized his card and let him in. The guard looked at him as he entered and nodded toward the X-ray machine and metal detector. All employees had to be checked every day. No exceptions. Too many people had too much against the Central Intelligence Agency to be sloppy about security.

Morning, Sami said, putting his briefcase onto the conveyor belt. He wondered, as he did every morning, whether the X rays affected his sandwich. Probably not. If anything, they probably killed some bacteria. He knew the rays didnt affect the rest of the contents, the Arab newspapers, the Arabic dictionary, and the book he had taken home, The History of the Crusades.

Sami rode the elevator to the third floor and headed for his cubicle, where, like any good Dilbert, he put down his briefcase, took out his lunch to put in the refrigerator in the coffee room, turned on his computer, and sat down to work for the day. His mind immediately brought him back to where he had been the previous night at 9 p.m., the last time he had been at his desk. The very thoughts that had caused him to go to the Library of Congress and take advantage of the after-hours access that few ever used. He had checked out an obscure book on medieval Middle Eastern history and another on the Crusades.

He picked up the report that he had left on his desk. It was from the NSA. They had intercepted some communications they had found curious and sent them his way as they did many others in a given week. This was the only one he had kept.

It was from a very common transmitter, using ordinary voice codes that unsophisticated people used to allow themselves to think no one could figure out what they meant. But there had been a name that had been spoken in the signals. The name had created confusion at NSA, and caused them to make sure Sami was aware of ithe got all the unusual Arabic references.

Sami had a Ph.D. in Arabic studies from Georgetown, and was the son of a former Syrian diplomat. His father was a man who had found himself on the opposite side of Syrian President Hafez al-Assad, and had left the service of Syria to stay in the United States with his American wife. Sami had been born in the United States and had only a passing knowledge of Syria, based mostly on visits he had made to his cousins. But he knew Arabic, and he knew how Arabs thought. That made him invaluable to the Agency and in particular, the Middle Eastern Section, in the subdirectory of Emerging Terrorist Organizations.

You still looking at that NSA report? Its not that long, Terry Cunningham said. Cunningham was a fellow analyst with a Ph.D. in political science. His strength was having knowledge of everything that had happened in the Middle East in the twentieth century. He knew all the political groups, angles, and implications. Although he wasnt perfect, his ability to predict what would happen next was uncanny. He also spoke passable Arabic.

Im worried, Sami said.

Why?

Im not sure.

Talk to me.

A new organization. That goes way back.

Where?

I cant really talk about it and make sense yet.

What do you have?

I need to think about this some more.

The boss is going to want to hear about it.

Not yet.

I want in.

When Ive got something to say.

Sounds to me like you do.

Soon.

Dont wait too long, Cunningham said, heading out of Samis cubicle for his own.

Dont worry.
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What the hell were you thinking? Tony Vialli asked Woods as they stood facing each other in the paraloft, where all the pilots kept their flight gear and hung their G-suits and dry suits. Vialli knew he was a hothead, but he also knew when he was right. He pulled the zipper on the leg of his G-suit all the way to the top, freeing the zipper, which he angrily pulled apart. Well? he asked, waiting for Woods to reply.

Woods was taking his flight gear off slowly, methodically. Sedge, Viallis RIO, and Wink were removing their flight gear and staying out of the discussion. Wink knew he was next. He and Woods were of virtually identical seniority in the squadron.

Woods finally replied, What?

That stunt, Vialli answered instantly, knowing Woods was stalling.

Cool your jets, Boomer. No harm done.

Vialli glared at him and continued, Scared the shit out of me, man. Thats harm to me.

Keeps you on your toes.

When Im already skimming an overcast?

See? You werent even complying with Visual Flight Rules. Violating cloud clearance requirements, Woods said as he hung his torso harnessthe webbed harness they wore around their legs and chest and attached them to their ejection seatson the hook with his name on it.

Im serious. You went IFR and then thumped me. Thats reckless, Sean. Someone could have gotten hurt.

All right. It wont happen again. Lets forget about it.

Vialli didnt say anything.

Lets go to the wardroom. I need a slider. Winks coming.

Arent we going to debrief the hop?

Whats to debrief? We did twenty intercepts and didnt see anyone trying to attack the ship. Skip it. Winks already done the intel debrief at CVIC.

Vialli hung the rest of his gear on his hook. He pulled his green flight suit and the T-shirt he wore under it away from his chest to break the seal his sweat caused and rolled up the cuffs twice, exposing his forearms slightly. He was still peeved, but not sure what to do about it. He didnt want to turn in his roommate, section leader, senior officer, and best friend for a flight violation. That would be a breach of the unwritten rules. Im going to hit the rack. Too damn late for a greaseburger. He walked toward the door of the ready room.

You still want to go to Pompeii when we pull into Naples? Woods called after him.

Vialli didnt even slow down as he let the door close behind him.
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Sami stared at the pictures of the Gaza attack. I dont know. How could I tell just by looking at pictures of dead people? he asked, annoyed.

Is there anything in your research to point to them? Cunningham asked.

I dont have any research. I have a bunch of history which may be interesting one day or may just make me look stupid.

Talk to me, Sami. Bounce it off me.

Sami didnt want to talk about it yet. It was too easy to say too much. But he needed someone elses input. The oldest secret society in the world. But they disappeared a long time ago.

Cunningham thought about it for a moment. Youre thinking maybe not?

Maybe.

Because of one transmission? Cunningham asked.

Thats what started me thinking. Now Im seeing other things I hadnt noticed before.

You havent told anybody?

No reason to yet. I may be out of my mind.

Cunningham sat on the corner of Samis desk. Maybe its time.

Sami wasnt sure what to do. He didnt want to overstate it.

Want me to set up a brief with the section head?

I think Ill bring it up at our meeting this afternoon. He glanced at the pictures again. What did the Palestinians say about the weapons?

American-made M-60 machine guns, American TOW missile launcher.

Anybody trace them?

Actually, yes. Funny you should ask. The guns still had the serial numbers on them.

Sami frowned. Why would they do that? And they left them in the van? They didnt care if anyone found them?

Nope. Like they wanted them to be found.

Could they trace them?

Yeah. Easy. United States Marine Corps. In Lebanon. After the barracks were blown up they were never found. There has always been a suspicion a bunch of weapons ended up with the Druze in Beirut.

Druze?

Yeah.

You sure Druze?

Yeah. Why?

Haddad didnt reply. He glanced at the NSA report. The signals were from Lebanon, and the Druze ... I dont want to jump to conclusions.

Better bring it up at our meeting.
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Woods stood by the track in the Naples train station where he was supposed to meet Vialli, his reluctant co-tourist for the day. He had convinced his roommate to go with him to Pompeii. He glanced up again, scanning the crowd for Vialli, as he tried to open the triangular box of Toblerone chocolate he had just bought with Italian money, a piece of paper that had so many zeros on it it looked like monopoly money.

Woods checked the time. The big clock at the end of the track, past the engine, was five minutes behind his watch. Typical Italian efficiency. Cant even keep their clocks right. He had been in the Naples train station dozens of times. This was his fourth cruise to the Mediterranean, two with his first F-14 squadron, and one other with this squadron, VF-103, the Jolly Rogers, the ones carrying on the decades-old tradition and name of the most famous fighter squadron in the Navy. Woods loved their whole image, the tails with skull and crossbones, the traditional pirate flag. He was proud to be a Jolly Roger. And with this squadron and the one before, he knew Med cruises meant going to Naples, one of the finest ports in the Med, and the home of the Sixth Fleet.

He had been through this train station leaving on a ten-day skiing vacation in Switzerland, and for trips to Rome, to Venice, and to Paris. He was comfortable traveling in Europe even though he didnt speak any foreign languages. He had always taken advantage of the leave he accumulated to see Europe while in the Med. Few other officers did, so he often traveled alone.

Woods took his wallet from his jacket pocket, pulled out a small, two-inch square sticker, and peeled off the back. He looked around to see if he was being watched. He reached behind him and stuck the zappera sticker with the Jolly Rogers logo on iton the light pole against which he was leaning. He smiled to himself.

Suddenly, he saw Vialli jogging toward him through the train station.

Vialli reached him breathless. Hey! Sorry Im late. I didnt think Id make it at all. The boat I was on flamed-out. We had to do a mid-ocean transfer to another boat. What a flail. He glanced at the train. Did you get the tickets?

Yeah. Weve got to get on, Woods said, stuffing the Toblerone box into his back pocket like a set of drumsticks and moving quickly to the train.

They climbed up the stairs of a passenger car and walked down the hallway next to the compartments. Woods finally found an empty one, slid the door open, and they stepped in. Vialli closed the door behind him.

They sat down next to the window across from each other. Each had two empty seats beside him. Vialli leaned his head against the top of the vinyl seat and closed his eyes. Woods stared out the window. Vialli could sleep anywhere. Nothing troubled him. He was unflappable. Woods was pulling the bent chocolate box out of his pocket when something caught his eye by the door. A face. Someone had looked into the compartment and then moved away. There it was again. Woods watched the door, and suddenly it opened quickly. A woman stepped in and closed the door behind her.

She glanced at Vialli, who appeared to be sleeping, and sat down in the corner, on Viallis side, placing her knit bag on the seat between them.

Woods, his mouth slightly open, tried not to stareshe was shockingly prettyand nodded an acknowledgment. She smiled at him but didnt speak. Woods kicked Viallis shoe, rousing him. Vialli sat up, baffled, looking at his squadron mate. Woods glanced casually at the woman, and Vialli followed the direction of his friends eyes.

Hi, Vialli said to her, no longer baffled and wasting no time. He brushed his hair back with his hand.

She looked past him out the window at the gray Naples morning. The train had picked up speed and was rocking softly sideways. She sat quietly with her hands on the armrests at her side. She wore a dark blue, loose-fitting flowery cotton dress, and had long, brown curly hair. Her dazzling light brown eyes had streaks of green and yellow in them. An even tan accentuated her outdoor, fit look. Vialli thought she was the most beautiful woman hed ever seen.

Are you Italian? Vialli asked.

She glanced at him momentarily, then turned her eyes back to the window. The door suddenly flew open and the conductor came into their compartment. The train rocked, and the conductor leaned against the door to steady himself and free both hands. Addressing the woman in Italian, he stuck out his hand for her ticket. She smiled, handing the conductor her ticket with her left hand and speaking to him so rapidly that Vialli couldnt recognize any of the ten Italian words he knew.

She had a lovely smile, and her eyes sparkled as she joked with the conductor. He took the rest of the tickets and left the compartment.

Vialli shifted his gaze from the door to the woman, feeling his stomach tighten as he watched her. Woods studied Vialli and could tell his friend was about to do something rash. He tried to get his attention to discourage him. No luck.

Do you speak English? Vialli asked her.

Again, she didnt respond, not even to acknowledge that he had spoken. Sprechen-sie Deutsch? he asked.

Woods wondered what Vialli planned to do if she answered him, since Vialli didnt speak German. He leaned forward and gave Vialli a raised-eyebrow look.

Vialli gave him a look back, a What? look.

The woman transferred her gaze from the tranquil Mediterranean to her fellow traveler. Nein, she replied coolly, finally.

I dont speak Italian, he said, happy to have gotten some response.

She gave him a cool smile and crossed her legs. She reached into her bag, pulled out a paperback book, and began to read. Vialli sighed audibly and looked out the window at the scenery he had seen so many times from the other side, on the sea. Suddenly he turned his head back toward her and looked again at the book she was reading. Hemingway. In English.

You do speak English! he said with a smile.

A little, she replied without looking up as she found her place in the book.

Why didnt you tell me? he said sitting up, energized.

Because you would have started talking to me and I wouldnt have been able to read my book, which I have been looking forward to for a long time. She returned to her book.

How did you know Id start talking to you?

Because youre an American, and Americans always talk to strangers.

Howd you know I was an American? he wondered.

She shook her head slowly, amazed. Your haircut, your jacket, your shoes, your cord ... what do you call themcorduroy pants. Your questions, and youve been staring at me since I came into this compartment.

Vialli grimaced. Sorry ...

She started reading again.

I didnt mean to offend you, Vialli said. He checked his watch. The trip was only thirty minutes, and they had left Naples fifteen minutes before. He tried to concentrate on the countryside as the rails clacked rhythmically beneath him. He could see Mt. Vesuvius in the distance, the now-dormant volcano that had buried Pompeii centuries ago. You could see it from Naples for that matter, or from thirty miles out at sea, or from a hundred miles if the weather was clear and you were flying high enough. He couldnt stand it. Where are you from?

She placed a bookmark in her book and laid it on her lap. The American conversation, she said. Where are you from, what do you do, where did you go to school. Right?

He looked at her directly, and she noticed his intense brown eyes under his dark brown hair. Doesnt hurt to be friendly, he said.

She relaxed slightly. No, it wont hurt. Im sorry. She took a deep breath and shrugged her shoulders. I live in a town in northern Italy called Trento. Its just south of Austria.

Must be nice.

It is very pretty, and very old. A wonderful town.

What do you do?

See?

Come on, he said.

I am a schoolteacher, at least by training. I dont teach right now. Im waiting for an opening.

He nodded and looked out the window again, trying not to show that he was really focusing on her reflection in the glass.

What do you do? she asked suddenly.

He looked at her with surprise. Im in the Navy.

The American Navy?

Yeah.

Are you on a ship?

He nodded. More or less. Im a pilotI fly off a carrier.

Of course, she said. Youre on that big carrier in the bay.

He smiled and nodded. Thats me. The George Washington. Largest class of warship ever built. Nimitz class.

Is it really?

Nothing else is even close. Some of the battleships were almost as heavy, but nothing nearly as big in every dimension.

What do you fly?

Do you know airplanes?

Not really.

Fighters. F-14s. Tomcats. You know, two tails, wings that move back and forth ...

I think Ive seen them. I think we have them too.

Vialli shook his head. No, only the U.S. and, unfortunately, Iran.

What do we have that looks like that?

We who? Italy?

She looked puzzled, then understood. Yes. Italy.

Nothing really. Just Fiats and those sorts of things. Gnats. Bugsmashers. Noisemakers. Nothing serious.

Well, you shouldnt belittle it ...

I didnt mean to. Im sure Italys Air Force is truly formidable, he said. He tried to get her to look at him, which she was reluctant to do. Do you mind if I ask you your name?

She hesitated before she answered. Irit.

What? he said, leaning forward, as if he hadnt heard her.

Irit.

Thats an odd name. Is it Italian?

Whats your name?

Tony Vialli.

Thats an odd name. Is it American?

Very funny. No such thing as an American name, he said, except maybe Sitting Bull, he added. No, my name is Italian, and my family, some time ago, I think my grandparents parents, came over to the States. Ive heard they were from Genoa, but Im not really sure.

Well, its nice to meet you, Mr. Vialli.

Thanks, he said. Where are you going?

She looked amused. This train only goes to Pompeii.

He nodded, trying to imply he knew that. But are you going to see the tourist trap, where all the dead people are, or what?

Yes, Im going to see where the dead people are. What else would I be doing there?

He shrugged. Dont know. I figured there may be a town there too.

Not really.

So youre playing tourist today?

Yes I am.

You want to come with us? With Sean and me? We can go to Pompeii together and see the dead people, he said. He suddenly realized he hadnt even asked Woods. If thats okay with you? he said to Sean. Well all go together.

Woods stared at him, amazed.

She studied Vialli carefully. I dont really know you. She leaned back against the seat as the train rounded a curve. She considered. Why not.
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As of right now each of you is a member of a special task force to track the attack on the Gaza border, and identify the group responsible. This one has the Directors attention. Joe Kinkaid, Director of Counter-Terrorism at the CIA, had them hanging on every word. This was the kind of assignment they all longed for. It could launch a career. Kinkaids unit had two hundred members. It was their job to identify and track all terrorist threats worldwide that might threaten American interests. He was overworked but he loved his job. He was one of the few people in Greater Washington who went home every night knowing he was making the world better for his children. In his mid-fifties, he was out of shape and didnt care. What he cared about was that his mind was working at full speed, which it always was.

Kinkaid pressed the space bar on the laptop computer sitting on the lectern and the screen in the front of the room lit up with the first slide of his presentation. The screen was blue with decorative red in the lower-right corner. In large white letters the slide said: gaza task force.

This task force is classified Top Secret. I expect it will go code word in the not too distant future. No one outside this room has a need to know about us or what were doing unless I say so. You know the drill. He touched the space bar again, and the next slide came up. It was in outline form and provided him with the bullet points he wanted to be sure to make. The Gaza attack occurred after dawn, about eight in the morning, local time. Stranded truck, turned around, doors burst open. Big firefight.

The next slide showed a photograph of the checkpoint. There were several bodies on the road near one side, and a burning APC across the fence on the Israeli side. The high-quality color photo had words on the bottom: secret, noforn, wnintel. Classified secret, not to be released to foreign intelligence or military, and a warning notice, that intelligence sources or methods were involved in the acquisition of the photo that made it more sensitive than the usual secret photo.

Note what we all know, and what weve all heard on CNN, that both Palestinian guards and Israeli guards were killed. This is different. I cant think of any time someone has taken on the Israelis and the Palestinians at the same time.

He touched his space bar. Another photo came up with the same inscription on the bottom. Here is the van, and the weapons that were captured. The photo was a close-up of the van as it sat in the alley. It was dark, but the weapons could be seen.

A dark man in the back that Sami had never seen spoke. They wanted them to be found.

Kinkaid looked at him quickly, agreeing. Thats how I see it. These weapons are all lined up. Like theyre on display at a gun show. He went to the next slide, which was a well-lit close-up of one of the weapons. Here, you can even see the serial number on the M-60. The members of the task force studied the photo. Kinkaid went on. Not only are the guns neatly arranged, they were left in orderby serial number, lowest to highest.

The task force members were puzzled.

The dark man spoke again. Theyre showing their escape went as planned. No hurry at all.

Whats the point of that? Sami asked, unable to remain quiet.

What indeed, Kinkaid asked. Any ideas?

Its a message, the dark man said.

Kinkaid replied, Clearly. Then to the others. This is Mr. Ricketts. He is from the DO. Directorate of Operations. Spies. The ones who do the covert operations. Like a few others of you, he is not a regular member of my counterterrorism section. He had some time and I asked him if he would join us, at least until he had to go about other things. He graciously accepted. He brings a different perspectivethe perspective of someone who has actually fired weapons and knows what to do with them, instead of the rest of us, who study them in cubicles. He nodded to Ricketts. So whats the message?

This op was easy, he said, speaking with just the slightest hint of an accent, but not one that was identifiable. He rubbed his unshaved chin. He could pass for an Arab, an Egyptian, an Armenian, an Israeli, or even a Serbian. His dark, pockmarked face was chameleon-like, and changed when he wasnt even trying. Sami was fascinated by him.

Ricketts went on. They were willing to tidy up, sip a spot of tea, and watch a movie before heading off. They are very good, and very well trained. They just wanted to be sure we knew that.

Who are they? Cunningham asked.

Thats the big question, isnt it? Kinkaid continued. He went to the next slide. It was a gruesome photograph of one of the Palestinian guards up close. A hand was holding open the dead mans bulletproof vest, sticking a finger through the hole in the vest and showing the entry wound on the dead mans chest at the same time. Since we were talking about equipment, I thought we should note this. They had bullets for their M-60 machine guns that were designed to penetrate Kevlar vests. Steel-jacketed with a lead core. Experimental until very recently. The kicker is, these bullets had a Teflon coating outside the steel. Even our special forces dont have them. These guys are way ahead of the curve.

Whered they get them? one of the women on the task force asked.

We dont know. Thats one of the things well be checking out. He brought up the next slide in his PowerPoint presentation. Take a look at this van. No serial numbers at all, and the inside of the vanthe sides actuallyare lined with Kevlar. No bullets went through. And, he clicked, solid rubber tires. In case someone tried to shoot them out. They meant business.

Well planned, Ricketts commented.

Kinkaid continued, So. Who are they, as Mr. Cunningham so aptly put it? We have no idea, and thats what were going to find out. Thats why we asked the Israelis for all the inside information they had, and we even got some from the Palestinians, although the idea of cooperating with us to track down Islamic terroristsif thats what they areis sort of new to them. They will definitely not give us their best information. I can guarantee that. He thought for a moment. Nor will Israel, for that matter. But we may get some usable information from those sources, and well take a look at whatever we get. He got out of PowerPoint and closed the screen on his laptop. Youve all seen the photos of the shooting. These guys are a different breed. Kinkaid was clearly puzzled. Ive never seen this kind of operation. Anybody?

No one wanted to sound stupid.

They disappeared into Gaza City, which may mean two things. One, they had help. Two, they can probably pass as Palestinians. Which means either they are Palestinian, or close, or theyre well hidden. Could be disguised too, I guess

What about those weapons?

Its a little puzzling. Bottom line? The machine guns were probably on the arms market. Taken from the Marines in Beirut twenty years ago. Either kept by someone in Lebanonwhich might mean the shooters are Lebaneseor someone just bought them, which then, of course, means nothing. Were trying to track that down.

Anybody claiming responsibility? Cunningham asked. He had already run through the list of the most likely suspects in his mind, the ones who would stand to gain the most. It wasnt a very long list because there werent that many groups that had it in for the Israelis and the Palestinians.

A few have called papers in the Middle East, but no one who had any inside information. Nothing we can use. And remember, they only attacked soldiers. No civilian casualties at all.

Sounds like Hamas to me. Or Hezbollah, Terry Cunningham said, thinking out loud. Theyve killed Palestinians before, when they were pissed at Arafat for dealing with Israel, and changing their charter.

They both said they had nothing to do with it. Who else is out there thats unhappy at both? And goes so far out of their way to show both of them at the same time?

Cunningham considered. There are a few others, but none who could pull off this kind of thing.

We may be dealing with something new. Thats why I asked Sami to be part of this. Hes an analyst with the Middle East Section. You should have all read his memo before now. He looked around the table. They nodded.

Sami watched Kinkaid for hints of what he thought of his memo. He had been forced to prepare it before it was ready. Kinkaid was in too much of a hurry to find the answer. Shortcuts are fine if they get you to the answer quicker. But sometimes shortcuts lead to trouble. Sami thought Kinkaid looked worn out. In fact he looked just plain dumpy. His mind was legendary, but he had heard other things about Kinkaid that troubled him. Sami figured Kinkaid was entitled to the benefit of the doubt for now.

Kinkaid continued. You may be wondering why were jumping on this so early. No Americans injured, no American interests directly affected. The Israelis can look out for themselves, right? The way I see it, every terrorist event threatens American interests one way or another. Its just a matter of time. Sometimes its way later than when we first hear about something. Weve been taking a more pro-active approach for the last couple of years. We want to know everything about every terrorist we can. You cant have too much knowledge about people who are intent on destroying things. Maybe well save some lives. Hard to say. All I know is that it has paid off in the past, and I expect it to pay off now. And if Samis memo is even close, we are in for a rude awakening. I will also be in touch with a friend from Israel who has helped me in the past. Ill find out what they know.
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Shes the most beautiful woman I think Ive ever seen, Vialli said as he sat back in his chair in the wardroom and scooped ice cream out of a drinking glass with a spoon.

You were all over her as soon as you saw her. You didnt waste a second

Dude, you kicked me! Made sure I saw her, and now you bust my chops for noticing her? Whats up with that? Vialli smiled. He scraped the bottom of the glass with his spoon and got up to get more from the automatic dispenser in the back of the wardroom, the Auto Dog as it was known. They were the only officers in the forward-most section of the aviators wardroom, the dirty-shirt wardroom. It was on the 03 level, the same level as all the ready rooms and most of the aviators staterooms. All they had to do to eat was walk forward. The other wardroom, on the second deck, was where most of the ships companys officers ate.

Vialli pulled the lever and moved his glass back and forth to get all the chocolate ice cream the glass would hold. He filled a porcelain cup full of steaming coffee and sat down again. You underestimate me. You think Im

I just watch.

Well, shes different. Im telling you. Shes a class act. When you went off on your own into that cave we got to talk.

Woods frowned. You didnt try to make out with her, did you?

I just put my arm around her for a second. She loved it. She snuggled right up to meit was awesome.

Youre dreaming. She lives in northern Italy. Youll never see her again.

Well be in Venice in ten days, dude. Her citys only a couple of hours away by train and she had already planned to be there that weekend for a trip to a museum.

Woods suddenly had a bad feeling. Youve already talked to her about Venice?

Sure. Why not?

You hardly know her.

I spent the whole day with her. After you went back to the ship we went for a walk in Naples

Beautiful Naples

We found a really cool farmers market kind of place. Fresh vegetables, all kinds of stuff. It was great to walk around

Wait, wait, dont tell me, you held hands

Hey, bite me. Anyway, I like her a lot. And youd better get used to it. I want to get to know her. Whats wrong with that?

Nothing I guess. He actually couldnt think of anything that was wrong with it. It just struck him as odd that she just happened to have plans to be in Venice when the carrier pulls in. Nice coincidence.

Oh, what? Shes scheming to get close to me or something? Why? So she can get my fortune from my parents vegetable stand in New York? Give me a break.

Its just an interesting coincidence. Woods stretched his arms out in his leather flight jacket and breathed deeply. He looked at his watch. Aw, man.

What?

Ive got Boat O in fifteen minutes. I just want to hit the rack.

Youre on at midnight?

Yep.

Which boat?

E-boat.

Damn, man. You get all the luck. Slamming through the waves for three or four hours with sailors throwing up and shit all over the boat? He leaned back and looked envious. Wish I could go.

Woods nodded. Eat your heart out. If Im really lucky itll be raining and thirty-eight degrees and the visibility will be half a mile, and well get hit by some merchant ship and all be killed.

That would be cool. Just like Barcelona.

Woods looked at his watch again. Ive got to head down. You gonna hit the rack?

Yeah. Ive got to get up early. Evals due tomorrow. I havent even started. I dont even know the names of the sailors in ops yet. But Im supposed to rate them and say what great sailors they are.

Woods stood up. You should know them by now, he scolded. He thought for a second. What kind of name is Irit? Doesnt sound Italian. Doesnt end in a vowel, like Sophia, or ... I dont know ... Manuela or something.

Manuela is Spanish, dude.

No, it isnt. Youre thinking of Consuela, or something. I met an Italian woman named Manuela.

Whatever. Anyway, Irit is Italian. Shes from northern Italy, near Austria. You heard her. Torentino, I think. Maybe its part German.

Yeah. Could be, except Torentino is in the southern part of Italy.

Whatever. I probably got the city wrong. What time do you get off0300?

Yeah. Maybe 0400.

Youre going to be tired tomorrow.

Im gonna to sleep in.

No youre not. Quarters is at 0800 on the flight deck.

Woods groaned and hung his head. I forgot.

Hey, its important. Sailor of the hour, or something.

Think theyd notice if I didnt show?

XO would have your ass.

The life of a Naval officer is one long battle for sleep. He zipped up his flight jacket. There must be studies. People do hard things better when theyre sleep-deprived.

Theyre doing the studies now, dude. With us.

Ill wake you up when I get in.

If you do, Ill drop my alarm clock on your head. Vialli slept on the top bunk.

They walked aft from the wardroom together, stepping over the curved bulkhead openings that were nine inches off the deckthe knee knockers. The O3 level was just below the flight deck; their stateroom was exactly where the angled deck met the rest of the flight deck, forming a shoulder. Vialli stopped, unlocked the door, and closed it behind him. Woods turned outboard and descended the three ladders to the main deck, the hangar deck, where he would find the ladder to the enlisted boat he would be commanding for the next three or four hours. His seagoing command.

He walked along the nonskid hard steel of the hangar deck, detouring around the airplanes there for maintenance, making his way to the fantail. He passed the snaking line of enlisted men waiting to go ashore on liberty. Woods shuddered at the thought of these eighteen-year-olds going ashore at midnight in a city that had whatever they were looking for.

At the fantail, open to the sea air, the Masters at Arms were in place. A Warrant Officer was in charge.

Woodss Garrison capcalled a piss-cutter by those who wore itwas pulled down near his eyebrows and the simulated fur collar on his leather flight jacket was turned up to stop the biting breeze. The Warrant Officer saluted when he caught sight of Woods. The three enlisted men on duty saluted as well. Good evening, sir, the Warrant said.

Woods returned the salutes and looked at the Warrant closely. He didnt recognize him. Woods nodded. Any problems with the E-boats?

The Warrant shook his head as he put his hands back into the olive green foul-weather jacket he wore over his dirty khakis. No, sir. Nothing.

Hows the water?

Pretty calm. Three-, maybe four-foot swells.

Woods glanced past the fantail over the black water toward Naples. One of the ships boats was plying its way back to the Washington, working against a rising tide. He could clearly see the city lights on the hills three miles away. Hows the visibility been?

Real good, sir. Weve only lost the lights on the hills a couple of times. Mostly the vis seems to be unlimited.

Much traffic?

Usual merchant traffic and smugglers.

Here comes your boat, sir, the Warrant said as the coxswain gunned the loud diesel motor in reverse to line the boat up with the platform suspended behind the enormous aircraft carrier.

Woods watched the sailors disembark from the boat, most staggering, as a sailor played the line in and out to match the boats rise and fall with the waves. The coxswain kept the engine in gear, pushing against the current to keep the boat in place. Finally the boat was empty except for the crew and they were ready to load another group.

Woods hurried down the ladder and jumped onto the boat. The center of the boat where the coxswain stood was elevated three feet above the passenger areas in the bow and stern. Fully loaded, it could hold about seventy-five sailors. The seating areas were open to the night sky. If the weather was bad they could rig canvas covers for all the seating area, but it made the ride very stuffy, especially when any of the sailors got sick.

Lieutenant Junior Grade Phil Cobb of Woodss squadron was the Boat Officer he was to relieve. Woods looked at the boat and then at Cobb. Hey, Phil. Hows it been?

Usual drunks.

Woods noticed the lights from the Washington reflecting off Cobbs green nylon flight jacket. Howd you get so wet? he asked unenthusiastically.

Swells are getting worse. The whole way out youre going right into the waves. A couple made it all the way back to us.

Great, Woods said.

Youll have a blast. Ill bet it isnt below forty degrees.

Woods noticed Cobb was wearing gloves. Mind if I borrow your gloves? he asked.

Cobb shrugged. Ill pick em up tomorrow.

I appreciate it.

You got your long johns on, Trey?

You bet, Woods said, as a chill caused him to shiver suddenly. Wish Id worn my green flight jacket.

Use mine.

Thanks. Cobb was taller and bigger than Woods, who was thin. People thought he was skinny, which he hated. He worked out all the time to get bigger, but only seemed to get stronger without adding any mass to his frame.

The sailors started down the ladder and filled in the seating areas quickly, anxious to go ashore.

Thats it for me, Cobb said cheerfully. Shes all yours, Trey.

Woods saluted Cobb and said, half jokingly, I relieve you, sir.

Cobb smiled, returned the salute, and said, I am relieved. He turned and dashed up the ladder to the well-lit hangar bay.

Woods watched as the sailors in their civilian clothes eagerly filled the boat, sitting close to each other so that there was no unused space. Liberty expired at 0400, except for those who had a special chit authorizing an all-night stay ashore. Woods knew most of the sailors would wander off the quay, past the Hey-Joes who would try to sell them something they didnt want, past the prostitutes who would try to sell them something they did want, past small restaurants they didnt like, only to end up at the USO club a few blocks from the waterfront listening to the same music they listened to all the time aboard the ship, and talking to the same people they talked to every day. But they could drink. They would consume more alcohol than any straight-thinking person would consume, stagger back to the quay, and get back aboard his boat just in time to throw up on someone, preferably someone they knew, or a fistfight would ensue and they would get written up for being drunk and disorderly and have to explain their conduct to the ships captain. Woods pulled his collar up more tightly around his neck. The night was getting colder by the minute, that Naples-on-the-water-bone-chilling-coldness that seemed to settle in when it was overcast and windy.

Ready to go, sir? the coxswain asked.

Woods nodded his head as he looked around for other shipping traffic that could be a factor on the trip in to the harbor. A twenty-minute ride, then a ten-minute wait on the quay. Then a twenty-minute ride back. The first of many. Lets go.

The coxswain threw the throbbing diesel into reverse and backed away quickly from the Washington, turned into the waves, and started for shore. As he stood in the boat and strained his eyes ahead in the night, Woods felt like Washington crossing the Delaware. Except he had a motor. And Washington had a mission.
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Kinkaid panted slightly as he counted the rings at the other end of the line. He was using the STU-III phone in his office, the encrypted phone that was cleared for conversations up to Top Secret if the person on the other end of the line had his STU-III properly encrypted, which was certainly the case this morning. Kinkaid checked his watch. Pick up, he ordered. Kinkaid had waited until midnight to catch the person he was calling at seven oclock in the morning, when he was fresh.

The man on the other end answered. Shalom, he said.

Shalom, Kinkaid responded. How have you been, Efraim? It is great to talk to you again. He already felt awkward.

It has been a while.

Yes, it has, I ... Its a busy time.

Which is, no doubt, why you called. His deep voice was soothing and threatening at the same time. It depended on what you were expecting.

I am looking into the Gaza strip incident.

Of course.

We wondered if you knew who was involved.

We are just beginning our investigation.

Who do you think it was?

Why are you so interested?

Its my job to care. You know that.

Yes. But this seems to be our problem.

What are you going to do about it?

Were just trying to find out who did it first. Our response would depend on that, wouldnt it?

Do you have anything?

Efraim paused. There is so much we dont know.

Ive got to
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