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			Epigraph

			“The only courage that matters is the kind that gets you from one moment to the next.”—Mignon McLaughlin

		

	
		
			

			Prologue

			Our story so far…

			The world changed in fire.

			It began with a jet falling out of a clear sky, its dying scream echoing across oceans and continents. Then came the bombings — precise, merciless, coordinated. Financial districts burned. Intelligence networks fractured. Governments scrambled to explain the unexplainable.

			And somewhere behind prison bars in the Negev, a man known as Catface smiled.

			In the aftermath of the attacks chronicled in The Manx Dossier, nations pointed fingers, markets trembled, and blood answered blood. But the true architect of terror remained hidden — shielded by ideology, deception, and a global web of loyal killers willing to die for the cause.

			Judith had seen the look in Catface’s eyes. He hadn’t lit the fuse.

			But he knew who had.

			Now the storm has broken.

			And the hunt has begun.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1 – The Cat’s Meow

			After 34 hours of almost nonstop blind ballet, an army jeep unceremoniously deposited Judith at her luxurious shuttle for the flight from Ben-Gurion Airport to the tank corps gunnery range serving as Catface’s prison address.

			“No question but that Zvi has pulled out all the stops,” she told herself while stepping up into the passenger cabin and sliding the door shut.

			“Welcome aboard ‘Aladdin’s Lamp’,” the young pilot yelled from up front. Then he gave her a friendly thumbs up and quickly got down to work.

			The first-class ride was a quantum leap forward from sputtering discomforts usually suffered in silence. Formerly a military transport, the revamped Super Frelon SA-3210 carrying Judith south-southeast from Tel Aviv had been heavily modified into a 10-passenger VIP transport. The flying limousine featured plush, deep-pile carpeting, reclining swivel chairs, two large-screen TVs with built-in VCRs, eight Bose Studio-Standard speakers fed by a Nakamichi high-end CD changer with 12-disk capacity, and a fully stocked wet bar.

			The journey to the base in the Negev was pleasantly self-indulgent. Cityscape dropped away in a quick fade to a thinning suburb, and then to the vast desolation of arid desert scrub. Judith successfully dodged the craving urge to smoke, but was hopelessly bushwhacked by the irresistible lure of a shot-and-a-half Bloody Mary made with spicy Snappy Tom mixer, a heavy splash of Worcestershire, and two lime twists. The drink expanded potently in her empty stomach, then radiated immediate warmth through her limbs, rapidly pumping enough Dutch courage into her bloodstream to almost exactly counterbalance the perceptible softening of her backbone. A healthy measure of intestinal fortitude was mandatory. Without it, Judith despaired of getting through the next few hours.

			Much to her chagrin, the feet-up, airborne pampering ended several lifetimes too soon. Recent rains had kept the dust down, and the landing was so glassine smooth that only the slight reduction in the Turbomeca Turmo IIIC3 turboshafts’ lullaby whine as RPMs dropped off told Judith she was landlocked again.

			Then the door slid open on muffled rollers, and the harsh reality of desert sunlight and unseasonable warmth flooded the passenger cabin. Judith unbuckled regretfully and jumped lightly down into the baked brilliance of high-noon wasteland. She reached instinctively for the sunglasses case in the left-breast pocket of the gray pantsuit, then thought better of it.

			Offering a casual salute and extending official handshake greetings was a slightly paunchy reservist colonel who gave her a definitely appreciative toe-to-top twice-over while marching crisply alongside her to the off-limits, whitewashed building housing the most notorious enemy of Israel’s population. The crunch-crunch-crunch of hard-packed sand under the escort’s boots perfectly matched her own.

			Precision in everything we do, she thought.

			Judith took a moment to compose herself in the sand-brown waiting room, under a sign that read: “Welcome To The Litter Box.” And then, as had been practiced for the past day and a half, she slipped on the sunglasses. After elbowing boldly through the double doors and into the room holding Catface, she jammed both eyes hard right, greedily hungry for any visual clues gleanable at the extreme peripheral corners of vision.

			Judith’s heart sank as a blurry Catface immediately uncoiled like a hungry cheetah and rose lithely from his cot. Mister Marcus was clearly in error about the continuous pacing; she hoped the offbeat, scientific boy wonder hadn’t forgotten anything else.

			The prisoner’s sharp, jungle-cat intake of slightly moist breath echoed hollowly in the confined cube, smelling powerfully of ammoniated disinfectant. Judith watched Catface’s progress as he loped along the length of bars, matching her casual step with a haunted, stalking gait of his own. As predicted, he stopped in the middle of his cell and leaned forward slightly, grasping the bars tightly and blinking rapidly as if clearing disbelief from piercing eyes unable to fully accept the sight presented.

			“So at long last you have come, my Judith.” Catface’s voice was a barely audible purring growl. “As they told me you would. Still, I find this a trifle hard to believe.”

			“That I have kept my word?” she asked, inclining her head only slightly in his direction as she crossed the room.

			“No, that they have kept theirs; it would have been sacrilegious to have doubted you.”

			“How is it that you are willing to separate me from them?”

			“You have always been, and forever shall be, special in my heart of hearts.”

			Judith shuddered, troubled by the fact that Catface was so uncharacteristically subdued. His unusual behavior jumbled her count of the number of carefully measured steps taken since entering the room, the tally serving as backup for what little she could see by keeping her eyes pushed far right, the unnatural strain of which was giving pressured birth to a nasty headache.

			Then, turning crisply as previously instructed, Judith walked as far forward as she dared. Not really sure of how far she had come, it was simply safer to err on the side of caution. With her eyes now closed and the headache easing off, she hoped Catface was too far away to see through the thin, lightly tinted lenses. Already wobbly from the room’s peculiar odor and the fear engendered even by observation through a two-way mirror, it dawned on Judith that the potent Bloody Mary had definitely not been one of her more brilliant ideas.

			“Before we begin...”

			“Speaking for myself, liebchen, I would never consider rushing things.”

			“I have one question. Answer me truthfully now, or we shall have nothing to talk about later. I abhor the waste of time.”

			“You were always so deliciously direct. It is that particular trait, among other sterling qualities, which I find so incredibly arousing.”

			“Now look...” Judith warned.

			“Consider me chastised, Precious.”

			“May we begin?”

			“Is that your one question?”

			“No!”

			“Then proceed immediately!”

			“Thank you.”

			“Bitte. Now please. Do not hold back on your inquiries about what I surmise will be more than the state of my general health.”

			Balance had become a messy issue; remaining motionless was a tougher proposition. The alcohol had already raised absolute hob with her middle ear. Compounding that hardship was the complete absence of visual clues, which made her even more wobbly. Training was one thing; that had been textbook perfect because she’d been alone with a female technician, and vodka had not been a factor. Further, the practice had been undertaken without the added distraction of Catface’s unnerving presence, voice, smell and—yes—vibrations...as if psychoelectric probing by his easily felt sensory sonar were actually mapping physical topography...even as crude, projected thoughts targeted specific weak spots, zeroed in on eroding defenses, raised the hair on Judith’s skin and prickled her with allover shakes.

			Cat? Bat? Catbat Batcat? Her mind was on resolute strike, wanting as it did to succumb to... The inevitable? Damn it! What draws me toward this ogre who will ravage me any way he can?

			Judith silently cursed Mister Marcus, who, for all his pompous authority, should have clarified at least some of the real-time factors alluded to only casually. She desperately prayed that her difficulties did not show.

			

			“The circumstances of your health do not relate at all to my first question,” Judith managed to say.

			“I presumed that would be the case.”

			“Play games with me, and I shall leave immediately!”

			“My, my,” Catface chuckled. “We are emphatic today. Unfortunately for you, such monodrama is clearly an easily penetrated ruse. Guts ball, as they say, and I am on to it. Even now, you tremble in my all-powerful presence. How it pleases me, confirming as it does my considerable influence over you, as well as your undeniable attraction to me.”

			Good! she thought. If he thinks it is him, I could be halfway home. “As my time is extremely limited, I would very much like to begin.”

			“As you wish, my love.”

			Casually crossing arms over chest steadied Judith just enough to ask, “You know who is behind the American bombings...” eyes open...”don’t you?”

			The freakish ballooning of his face so completely filled the forehead’s brain side that it almost bowled her over. Only rigidly clenched teeth kept Judith from screaming. From head to waist, she leaned back and away, but her hips and knee-locked legs held fast, and she was able to keep some rigor in her ribs despite the god-awful terror. But only just barely.

			While Judith gargled on malaise geysering up-gullet like sour bile, her worst nightmare replied, “But how could I know anything, dearest, kept here as I am in such austere isolation?”

			You definitely do know, you lying son of a bitch!

			Despite her best precautions, Judith was visibly stunned by the savagery with which Catface’s pupils danced. The raptly famished look fully convinced her that although the prisoner had not done New York or any of the others, he exalted in their achievement, taking vicarious pride in the fact that someone had done so marvelously what he jealously would have liked to have accomplished himself. And the best part of it all was that a kindred spirit had thought enough of this imprisoned terrorist to so worshipfully dedicate the most recent depravity of their life’s work to the so-far inimitable Gunther “Catface” Prosh.

			To find his God, Judith realized, the creature behind bars would have to look no farther than the closest mirror, safely out of reach across the room for obvious reasons.

			 For his part, Zvi would have at least partial confirmation, based on Judith’s glimpse through the blood-splashed eyeballs behind which paraded the frightening spooks of Catface’s diabolically satanic soul. But Zvi needed more to slake his thirst. Above all else, he required the definite, not the probable...based as this tantalizing hint was on the charlatan’s game of plastic wrap, of all things. Medicine-show magic was insufficient. More than ephemeral wizardry, there must be hard facts.

			“Those glasses! They hide your gorgeous eyes. Remove them at once,” Catface ordered, once more, the imperiously arrogant killer Judith felt marginally more comfortable with.

			 She gratefully whipped off the sunglasses, snapped the frames closed, and shoved the Serengetis deep into her top-left pocket. Both lenses snagged a button that ripped and ruined them. The hell with Mister Marcus, she thought.

			Catface’s sex-starved eyes blotted up every eighth-inch shift of full-bloused femininity, his wide-open orbs gorging on the slight give of breast coming back upright and outthrust...while Judith’s authentic smile radiated honest pleasure at her counterpart’s alarming visage shrinking down to what seemed like abnormal deflation. Visual confirmation of real distance from the bomber’s greedy grasp made it safe to look him over.

			Catface’s shoulder-length hair was matted from too much dust and too little personal hygiene. His shaggy beard had grown down past the waist of the prison reds with the huge black “P” painted on the back of his shirt and all over his pants. And his deep-set, gray eyes never wavered from their lock on hers. They were unmistakably tail-flicking Cheshire, patiently waiting only for any exposed vulnerability that would enable him...bars or no...to pounce, rip Judith open from throat to pubic bone and eagerly lap up her surging blood before sucking her bones dry of their very marrow.

			

			“They’re for the sun,” she said weakly, hoping to lead Catface back from his oppressive fixation on animal instincts.

			“I haven’t had much pleasure from his company, having been held inside these meagerly decorated walls for so very long.”

			“That could change.”

			“Please do not yank my chain, luscious Judith. Such bait-and-switch tactics clearly do not become you.”

			“What can you tell me about the American bombings?” she asked outright.

			“No, no, no, Judith. You have this all ass-backward, and so terribly wrong.”

			Catface turned away, interlocked his fingers, and stretched reverse-clasped hands high overhead. While Judith found herself oddly fascinated by the prisoner’s long, uncut fingernails, which curled in underneath themselves, Catface’s elbows cracked loudly enough to bring the duty sergeant alertly out of his chair and halfway across the room before Judith waved him off.

			“The question before us,” Catface told the ceiling, “is really: ‘What shall I deign to tell you?’”

			“Personally, I think that you know nothing about those events.”

			He whirled and spat, “If you really believed that, you would not be here!”

			“That is not entirely true. My superiors ordered me to come. You, in fact, are the one who asked to see me. You made very clear the fact that you would grant audience to no one else.”

			“So I did,” Catface said, grinning with tremendous self-satisfaction. “Thank you for reminding me. Actually, I prayed for it, I really did. But first, tell me one thing, Judith. And this I really must know.”

			“Yes?”

			“How in the world did you ever manage Frankfurt?” Catface asked respectfully.

			“That subject is not on the table.” Judith tightened her jaw while fighting the shakes. “I categorically refuse to discuss it.”

			“Understandable,” he said with affected generosity. “All right, I shall accept that. And yet there you stand, in all your sensual glory. Supplications to the Lord are often answered, Judith. They were in my case. We face each other as living proof of that.”

			“I shall keep those words in mind.”

			“And yet you have come empty-handed.”

			“What you see is all that I was told to bring. Myself. Had you asked for a roasted capon, perhaps that could have been arranged. After all, you didn’t see fit to provide us with a shopping list.”

			“Food? Jah! Jah!” Catface drooled excitedly, furiously swallowing the saliva suddenly flooding his mouth. “Thank you for reminding me,” he gulped. “I had almost forgotten. The gruel on which I feed rates no mention at all. Meals? Yes! We shall most definitely discuss that later. I’m glad you understand that I will not bargain for nothing. After all, the sight of you...however pleasurable that may be...goes only so far toward assuaging my needs and loosening my tongue. Now I entreat thee. Please come closer. Do you smell as ripely female as you did on the soil of the Fatherland?”

			Judith unabashedly took two giant strides forward. She stopped well out of Catface’s reach, but his arms shot out rigidly through the bars, his nostrils flared wide, and the clack-clack scissoring of long-nailed fingers scared her into taking an involuntary step back.

			“Yes, you most certainly do,” Catface said pleasantly, not capitalizing on her obvious retreat. Instead, he contentedly snorted Judith’s essence. “Thank you for that constant, my darling, and for reaffirmation that certain things never change. Especially my love for you. However, we should get serious, if only for a moment.” He stepped backward, straightened up, and stood proudly at square-shouldered parade rest. Although hidden from view, his curved nails slid ceaselessly against each other, like sickles scraping whetstones. “Surely, you do not expect me to give away something for nothing.”

			“That was never my intention.”

			“Good,” Catface replied with frosty arrogance. “Then once again, clearly state your business.”

			

			“I am here to discuss with you a series of bombings that have been ‘signatured’ by an alphabet soup of terrorist groups.”

			“And I am talking to you in the hope of perhaps bettering my situation. So we are laying out the basic parameters expected at this beginning point in time, which is very good.”

			“It is really quite possible that certain, shall we say…accommodations...could be made,” Judith offered, “if what you tell me turns out to be useful, to be true.”

			“Useful? True? Both are sometimes mutually exclusive, only means to certain ends, which themselves are often not clearly right or wrong, but only shades of gray.”

			“Although reliable information oftentimes leads to desired objectives.”

			“Whose desire?”

			“Ours both,” she said without thinking.

			“Knowing me as you do,” Catface said lasciviously, “such enhancement of positional statement reflects considerable carelessness on your part.”

			Judith blushed at having been caught out.

			“You may depend on me to keep this strictly in the arena of business,” she offered lamely.

			“Your sudden rubricity betrays you,” Catface said, his grin clearly physically anticipatory. “I, for one, find it quite becoming. More to the point, however, is that I could be convinced to help you. Now exhale strongly toward me.”

			“I did not come here to take orders from you!”

			“Sad but true,” he sighed. “Well, at least a common ground has been established, upon which we can proceed and perhaps strike a deal.” Catface started pacing again, head bent slightly forward, eyes never leaving Judith, hands twirling through nail-clicking ta’i chi ch’uan motions while eyeballing his interrogator. “Yes, there are some things that I have heard, my sense of hearing being as refined as it is.”

			“It is legendary.”

			“Danke, but please save the mundane flattery for later, more befitting as it is for mere mortals. I am talking about the voice of the Lord.”

			“I understand that you have availed yourself of religious counsel.”

			“Don’t misunderstand me, Judith, what I speak of comes directly from God himself,” Catface averred loudly. He turned at the end of his stalking walk and paced back toward her, hands moving rhythmically. “But more to the point,” he said, eyeing her hungrily again, “you coming here has given me something tangible, that being the pleasure of basking in your voluptuous radiance. And now I shall give you something in return.”

			“Thank you,” she said formally.

			“You are more than welcome. Now then, my succulent lamb chop, doesn’t it surprise you how poorly manned the much-vaunted U.S. security barriers must be? I mean, really! Could anyone’s international borders be so appallingly porous? Quite the oddity, don’t you think?”

			Zvi’s theory, partially confirmed.

			“Then who...” she started to ask.

			“No, no, no,” he said, wagging a crooked finger through the bars. “That is all for now, my dear, because here we enter the bargaining phase spoken of earlier. The one thing that I have missed most of all during this long, nightmarish incarceration has been the simple luxury of a straight-razor shave.”

			“A blade shave?”

			“No! Listen carefully, mi inamorata. My words are gemstones offered lovingly...and neither to be taken lightly nor to be misunderstood. Not just a blade shave. A straight-razor shave. And believe me, there is quite a difference between the two. You see, no matter how vociferously I volunteer to be trussed up tighter than a male chicken ripe for castration—it was not entirely by accident that you mentioned ‘capon’ earlier, my darling—these small-minded jailers of mine still refuse. They are mortally afraid that I may expand my Adam’s apple at a most inopportune time, thereby denying them the circus they have come to depend on for their depraved amusement. But you? Certainly you could see to it.”

			“A shave? That’s all?”

			“For now.”

			“With a straight razor.”

			“Yes, my Dulcinea. But fix that one particular requirement in your mind. Not just a blade shave. A shave with a straight razor. Nothing shaves closer, nor cuts truer. So. It can be arranged? Yes?”

			“Perhaps.”

			“Only ‘perhaps’?” Catface curled his fingers around the bars and scraped his nails vertically along the steel shafts. “Judith, don’t disappoint me so amateurishly. After traveling all this way, ‘perhaps’ is meager coin, hardly the token with which I would have expected you to up the ante.”

			“All right, all right!” she said impatiently. The afternoon’s oppressive dilly-dallying had already made her feel ill-used and soiled, and she was eager to be gone. “Yes. It can be done. It will be done!”

			Judith turned to go and was halfway to the door when Catface brought her up short with: “Just one more little detail.”

			“Now look...”

			“No, Judith!” Catface raged. And then his anger vanished faster than it had sprouted as he visibly quick-clicked back into serene civility. “You look,” he whispered hoarsely. “Look at me, look at yourself...but most of all, take a very close look at your master’s needs. I have already given something to you. If you want more, then you must give something to me.”

			“As I just told you, it can be done. I will see to it.”

			“Then see to it exactly this way,” Catface said imperiously, giggling over his little game. “Go into Tel Aviv this afternoon, in whatever direction it may be from here—north, east, south, west. In any case, this purchase must be made no later than tomorrow at noon.”

			“Why tomorrow at noon?”

			“Just so that I could see you ask another question. Have you ever noticed that you purse your full lips more carnally than quizzically? Well, I most certainly have. Okay, okay,” Catface said, laughing heartily at her flowering fury. “So as not to inconvenience you, make it any time you like. Today, tomorrow, the day after that, in six months, perhaps a year.” Then he scowled grimly. “You are in a rush to do business; I most certainly am not. And...”

			“And what?!”

			“There it is again.”

			“Get on with it, God damn you!”

			“And fire in your belly. I have always loved that, too.”

			She turned to go.

			“Buy Occam’s Razor!” Catface yelled. “No other shaving instrument will do. It must be Occam’s Razor so that these miserable turnkeys can shave me with the best blade extant in today’s troubled world. Occam’s Razor or we have no deal!”

			Judith glanced dispiritedly at the benumbed sergeant who had just finished building a house of cards at his duty station along the far wall opposite the cage.

			“I will have someone see to it,” she said confidently, tremendously relieved to at last be on her way out. “And then we shall talk again.”

			As she passed the sergeant’s desk, Catface forced his head halfway through the bars. His ears lay flat against the sides of his head as 10 curled-claw nails scythed the stale-musk air separating them.

			“No!” he shouted. “You must buy it, Judith. You and only you! This must be a gift...a gift with your pleasantly perfumed scent...a gift from you to me. Not only the permission, Judith. You must have made the purchase yourself, and you must deliver the actual article...or there will be no shave, and you will learn nothing further from me. And you so desire to be my apt pupil, do you not?”

			The sergeant rolled his eyes as he escorted Judith to the door and held it open. She was halfway to freedom before turning to where Catface waited patiently for her reply.

			“Very well!” she shouted furiously, trying to alchemically transform the hatred she felt into strength enough to keep her legs from turning to foam rubber. “Occam’s Razor! I shall see to it myself.”

			“Thank you, my love...my precious turtledove,” Catface cooed. “It definitely will be worth your while.”

			Like rustling paper lanterns at a Shinto shrine, his words swayed and bounced erratically in her head long after the closing door mercifully separated their worlds...and even though the unsettling interview had left her swimming in sweat inside her pantsuit, Judith stopped at the base commander’s office and put in a scrambled call to Zvi. As much as she despised telling him that he had been right, she owed her superior an update...and Zvi was never one to crow about any victory, large or small.

			Vaguely depressed even before she got to the helipad, Judith’s gloom quickly deepened like sunny midday suddenly darkened by a total solar eclipse. The lushly outfitted Super Frelon VIP helicopter was gone. In its place clattered the clunker waiting to ferry her back to Tel Aviv: a mud-spritzed, battle-weary Bell 212 smelling strongly of burnt oil and rotten fruit. As she climbed aboard the battered, malodorous chopper and strapped in, she took dismal notice of the rookie flight crew up front, neither of whom looked old enough to wear IAF wings despite the bravado each tried so desperately to demonstrate.

			Maybe this is my punishment, she thought wearily, as liftoff severely punished her buttocks. Perhaps this is what I get for so cavalierly throwing away the goggles Zvi had so graciously provided. Or it may be that Zvi is only running true to form by cutting off his generosity immediately after getting what he wants.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2 - Patty-Cake, Patty-Cake...Baker’s Man

			Like a rumbling boiler jetting scalding steam from overstressed seams, an intensely agitated Yousef Kazmal perched on a wobbly milking stool next to a wooden barrel doing double duty as dust-catcher and makeshift table. The overburdened seat trembled as much from the fact that one leg was two inches shorter than the others as because Yousef’s considerable bulk caused it to twiddle like a plate on a juggler’s stick. His broad, ring-laden fingers drummed methodically on the cask’s partially staved-in top-forefinger to pinky; pinky back to forefinger. Jasper eyes glared out over jowls more befitting an English bulldog than this noble purveyor of sweetmeats, tarts, and jelly rolls.

			The back corner of his pristine downtown bakery was the storage site for crates, pallets, neatly folded burlap and the other recyclable hodgepodge of bustling commerce, all ready for reuse in an area only slightly less spotless than the expansive chrome-and-glass main room, which housed a mouth-watering display of the absolutely finest, world-class pastries, cakes, cookies, baloozah and balah ash-shaam available in the Hashemite kingdom or anywhere else in the world.

			A rotund bowling ball of a man, thanks to his being the sole quality-control inspector for two award-winning shops, Yousef was swathed in baggy, flour-dusted sultan’s pants. A huge smock of a shirt, stitched together of variously hued gores much like Joseph’s coat of many colors, was cut short at the sleeves, giving view to vein-striated, ominously bulging biceps pumped up by the strenuous, crate-lifting manual labor Yousef was not shy about performing.

			 He absentmindedly spooned a backstroking horsefly out of his tureen of cardamom-laced, Arabica-blend coffee and catapulted the insect toward the back wall, where it impacted with a soft splat before corkscrewing clumsily to the ground. There the bug briefly but determinedly kicked around until it had flipped itself over onto its feet, after which it dried its wings furiously for a moment, cleaned its eyes, and buzzed triumphantly away.

			“He’ll be back,” Yousef muttered morosely, momentarily becoming a fastidious neatnik in the imperfect world of food handling. “Would that I could only do something about the winged pestilence personified by those parasites,” he murmured with deep resignation, pausing to nod amiably at two Palestinian women whose arms were filled with cheerfully packaged basboosah, eclairs, and a baqlaawah of such lip-smacking renown that the king himself insisted on its being served during every affair of state.

			Yousef waited patiently for the happily chattering women to leave the shop before allowing his face to darken like a dirty funnel cloud. He gripped the barrel’s rim, leaned forward, and lashed out vehemently at Danny Mahlouf.

			“And where the bloody, goddamn hell have you been?” he rasped. “You’re six days overdue!”

			“Whereas it looks as if your period has come right on time,” Danny laughed. “But seriously, I had a few things to think over,” he said lightly, boyish good looks suffused with an aura rattling Yousef’s sense of equilibrium.

			“Danny, how many times must I recite this to you? The line of work that you are in? It is not a thinking man’s business!”

			“Me? Just me? I would lose only my life, admittedly a modest price to pay. But you? You would lose all of this,” Danny said, his left arm waving expansively to encompass Yousef’s well-lighted, wall-to-wall, temperature-controlled display cases...all the while careful to keep his right hand draped loosely over the heavy automatic hanging halfway over his belt. “This is truly dessert heaven, a sinful horn of plenty for the weak of dietary spirit.”

			“And you? You were plenty horny, right? That is your excuse for the madness in which you have voluntarily entangled yourself.”

			

			“Let us understand, good friend, that I am not in this alone.”

			“All right, all right,” Yousef agreed impatiently. “Us! But don’t try to distract me further. And stop with all this thinking that you have suddenly become so inordinately fond of doing. This is not an occupation where a lot of thought is involved, especially on the gut level where you ply your trade. Others get paid to do the thinking for you. You knew that when you signed on.”

			“You know,” Danny said innocently, “I really can’t remember inking my name to anything even faintly resembling a contract.”

			“Filling out your beneficiary card was all the assent they needed to run you like a railroad,” Yousef fumed. “We react. That is all!” he said, slamming a meaty fist almost through the barrel’s top and nearly spilling his coffee. “We don’t think. Thinking is for those who, unlike ourselves, receive steady paychecks and cash them just as regularly,” he stated flatly, wagging a bejeweled finger in stern emphasis of his point. “It’s that woman again. I know it. No need to answer. Your simpering schoolboy smirk speaks more than volumes. Mark my words, Danny, she is more trouble—kilo for kilo—than you would be able to deal with in two lifetimes, let alone this present one.”

			“So far you have told me nothing with which you have not browbeat me previously.”

			 “It is far too dangerous. Day after day, you pork this woman...”

			“Shame on you! A Muslim in good standing, and you speak such filth. I am absolutely aghast!”

			“So what exactly will that mean across the dimly lit byways of infinite time? Perhaps another black mark against me?” Yousef asked stoically. “Believe me,” he continued, scanning the broad expanse of crackling-neon accents before again leaning close to Danny’s face, “that last verbal indiscretion will find itself in good company when heavenly books are balanced.”

			“And speaking of accounts, “ Danny said, “it’s high time that we got back to the immediate enterprise at hand, my corpulent compatriot. Jahneen can get me those records I spoke of. We have enough operating funds to pay her handsomely, said currency to be used to spirit away both of us. And if those monies are not available officially, you can dip into the slush fund you’ve created by skimming 12 percent off the top of what was delivered to you for payment to others.”

			“I am personally mortified that you think I should do business in any way other than how such affairs of the pocketbook are always conducted in this part of humandom,” Yousef broke in. “But this Jahneen? Let her glean her traveling money elsewhere. She is a lightning rod for bad Kismet.”

			“Jahneen and I will go away together,” Danny said, for the first time in his life giddily believing that he could pull off so remarkable a personal coup. The seedling of a cohabitational plan buoyed him up almost as if with nitrous oxide; the complex swirl of emotions made him temporarily light-headed. “And as for you, you fat fussbudget, I don’t see why you complain so, since you will land a big promotion out of all of this.”

			“Promotion to where?” Yousef asked dispiritedly. “To pastry chef of the San Francisco Marriott, perhaps?”

			“Surely, a man of your considerable celebrity would entertain higher aspirations than landing a third-rate job in a chain hotel. Nevertheless, I know for a fact that it could be arranged.”

			“In a pig’s eye!” Yousef snorted.

			“There you go again,” Danny chuckled.

			“Getting the records, okay, that I can understand,” Yousef said evenly, spreading his big hands palm down on the barrel top. “But for your sake, it should end there. I urge your return to the basic tenet that has kept you in such good stead during our mutually beneficial relationship: Use her, then lose her.” Yousef worked his jaw and lower lip diligently with the spatulate fingers of a huge right hand. “I tell you, I’m having the devil’s own time figuring you out. This love business is wholly unlike you...as well as being completely alien to a pragmatic realist such as myself.”

			“More than anything, I now find that it is for me. That’s the beauty of it all. It is what I have been needing all along. For the first time in my life, Yousef, I am happy. Why should I be denied my portion of emotional prosperity? That hardly seems fair.”

			“Very often, life isn’t. You’re what? Thirty-two going on fifty-three? And you...”

			

			“Which is why I need...”

			“Look,” Yousef said earnestly, “lots of people far more worthy than your miserable self have died before the bloom of youth was ground off their tender miens by life’s unpredictable hurly-burly.”

			“Please do me the kindness of not speaking of me as if I am already gone.”

			“And please don’t interrupt me, thank you very much. Believe me, you soon will be—dead, that is—if you continue following this line of incredibly aberrant behavior that grows ever more foolish with each passing summons chanted from the minarets. You want to talk ‘fair’? My point is simply this: One’s passing in one’s prime surely is not eminently equitable to any of the recently deceased. Danny, up until this point, you have been very fortunate. Don’t stomp your luck like some half-assed grape crusher desperate to squeeze out every last bit of juice. Find happiness with some young twat who is more your kind.”

			“Jahneen and I are soul mates under the skin.”

			“Now that is very, very rich!” Yousef laughed heartily. “By Allah, you are quite the purveyor of high-caloric balderdash,” he chuckled, body jiggling like a generously mounded dish of tapioca pudding. “The two of you give a whole new meaning to the phrase ‘star-crossed lovers.’ A more mismatched, inauspicious union would be damned hard to find. One day, both your hides will be drying side by side in the sun on the back wall of someone’s outhouse, truly soul mates for all eternity. Remember,” he warned sternly, “her husband is on more than one hit list.”

			“Which will make things considerably easier for us.”

			“Listen to yourself!” Yousef pleaded, monumentally astonished at what he was hearing. “You know as well as I do that someone may do her in order to get to him, thinking that he still cares for her.”

			“But he doesn’t!” Danny protested.

			“But they won’t know that! Danny, I am unabashedly begging you because you are like a son to me, and I love you as such, despite this dirty business we are in. You see? I said ‘we.’ Okay? I am willing to meet you halfway with my perspective; now you meet me halfway with yours. Put your heart back inside your shirt and be rational for perhaps the next thirty seconds.”

			“So?”

			“So it would not be beyond this worm al-Birquafi to go on state radio and profess his undying love for his dearly sweet and most precious Jahneen, suddenly become the irreplaceable center of his broken-hearted universe. He may even put out a massive reward for her safe return, so the side out to hurt him will make doubly damned sure that they at least kill her, if not the both of you. See? Not only will his own people be looking for you, but his enemies...those people who want to hurt him...will also be looking for her. And if you’re around when they come for her....” Yousef’s words trailed off as he pointed a rigid forefinger at the middle of Danny’s forehead and made the universally understood cocking motion with his thumb. “Bang, bang, my young friend.” 

			“I’ve been on the run before,” Danny said calmly.

			“No! That is a complete misconception on your part,” Yousef said, wagging his finger in stern reproach like a strict headmaster striving to make headway with a problem student. “Totally wrong! You’ve been in transition before, and Mother was always behind you 110 percent. Danny, if you go rogue on us, by Allah, we might even start looking for you.”

			“Surely not you, Yousef.”

			“Truly, I can’t run half as fast as I would need to, but Mother has other sons who would be more than eager to put one through the back of your head. Hear me good, Danny. Three sides against one?” Yousef shrugged. “Very bad odds. You would be popular only with the Beirut bookies, because even though circumstances limit them just to street action, they still know a sucker bet when they see one. Besides, Greece is a very bad choice. I absolutely forbid it.”

			“I told you only that she had family there. I did not say that we would go there.” Then Daniel paused and looked squarely into Yousef’s eyes. “There is more to this, old friend, than I have told you.”

			“Isn’t there always?” Yousef sighed with patient indulgence. “So delay my complete and total comprehension no further.”

			

			“Jahneen is carrying my child.”

			“What bloody difference does that make?!” Yousef exploded, throwing his hands up in exasperation. “You were in Lebanon from ‘82 to ‘83,” he rasped, hands spiraling around his face in heated agitation. “How many women did you fuck then?”

			“This is different.”

			“Bullshit different!”

			“So you think you know a lot about life?”

			“More than you, evidently,” Yousef said with a deep smugness that was outweighed only by grim conviction.

			“If you know so much, how come you didn’t notice that your counter help has vanished, that your kitchen machinery runs on untended and that today’s business has dried up completely?”

			Yousef started to turn, but Danny’s left hand clamped down hard on the fat man’s forearm, holding him absolutely still as their eyes locked.

			“Extremely odd, Yousef, wouldn’t you say...since you know as well as I do that every Tuesday your regulars are always lined up halfway around the block for your house special: the caramel-dipped raisin torte they can get nowhere else.”

			Yousef’s mouth dropped open as he discreetly confirmed that the bakery was suddenly almost completely empty.

			“And you let this happen without at least alerting me to that salient fact?” Yousef said, deeply aggrieved.

			“Only so that you would fully understand the utter gravity of our mutual situation.”

			“Shit!”

			“And doubtless you didn’t notice that, street-side, kaffiyehs have given way to kepis.”

			“Why have you gambled so cavalierly with my life?” Yousef complained. “Danny, this is worse than what we spoke of before.”

			“No doubt because now your own miserable skin is so suddenly and most directly involved.”

			“You must do something!” Yousef pleaded.

			“My sentiments exactly,” Danny said, circumspectly sliding the .45 out of his waistband, “in light of the fact that your one remaining customer no doubt has more than poppy-seed confections on his little mind.”

			The only shopper left standing somewhat nervously in the pristine bakery was a moonlighting Jordanian special forces sergeant on temporary loan to the private police force in the employ of Hassam al-Birquafi, the field captains of which were mapping operational strategy next door in the lobby of the Hotel al Wahada.

			Clearly uncomfortable in civilian clothes, the point man for the planned assassination was staging quite a production out of choosing the right cake from the 19-foot-tall, rainbow-colored display pyramided in the middle of the room just to the right of a six-foot-high Great Sphinx made entirely of sponge cake and butterscotch fudge, with chocolate covered mints for eyes. The sergeant was positioned so that his field of fire would encompass both the bakeshop’s front entrance and the well-lit corner in which Yousef had, in just the past few moments, alternately trembled off and sweated off at least 1.5 kilos of unsightly fat.

			“I’ll be with you in just a minute,” Yousef called, his basso profundo, customer-service voice cracking ever so slightly.

			“Take your time,” the sergeant said, a trifle too upbeat for Danny’s liking.

			“That man is in serious need of far better tailoring than military conscripts provide,” Danny said, watching the soldier observe them through a display case filled with 27 different colors of Sacher torte. “Ever notice that uniform-makers are abject failures when they try their hands at mufti?”

			“Granted, they do not personify the best that Saville Row has to offer, but frankly, I’ve always had more important things on my mind,” Yousef moaned, now clearly worried that the noose recently sized for Danny’s neck was quite easily large enough to encompass his own as well.

			

			“Don’t worry. I’ve got him packaged. He seems a bit too high-strung, wouldn’t you say? Just a bit too intense?”

			“How would I notice such things, simple baker that I am?”

			“Or a pawn who’s just been advanced.”

			“Danny, please!”

			“Now then. Thanks to your magnificent track lighting, we can observe that our friend over yonder is a little too wet at his mustachioed upper lip and at the side of his burnt-umber face. He should be cooler, one would think. After all, he is standing right under your largest circulating fan. Must be the Kevlar body armor he’s wearing instead of a suit vest.”

			“And notice also that he waits as if marking time until his personal server comes over. This is not, after all, the Ritz-Carlton,” Yousef offered, easily lured into the role of tractable straight man.

			“Unless, of course, he is here for you.”

			“Me?! What could he possibly want with me?” Yousef sputtered, suddenly flustered and awash in the rancid stink of fear-induced sweat.

			“Surely not your bloated body. Of that we may rest assured.”

			Danny glanced through the gaily decorated window to a desolate street telling its own unique story. The usually teeming sidewalk was deserted, word already having spread like an oil fire on calm seas. Bobbing heads bespoke reinforcements moving into attack position. Danny knew that being taken prisoner would mean more than a simple inconvenience. Therefore, there would soon be one dead man in the bakery. If Danny were good, there wouldn’t be two or three. He shook his head free of emotional baggage so as to concentrate critically on the crucial task at hand.

			“Yousef, in a moment or two, things will start happening amazingly fast. Now there is an odds-on chance I can arrange a passably good alibi for you. In exchange for that, you get the word out about Cue Ball.”

			“It was done even as we spoke earlier.”

			“That was smart.”

			“Someone has planned the strategies for both of us,” Yousef remarked snidely, “since you’re obviously preoccupied with other, more pressing matters, which are not as grave, I might add. No pun intended.”

			“And none taken. I know that the name I gave you is not much to go on.”

			“Be that as it may.”

			“One more thing. I want my gravesite, should it come to that, to receive perpetual care.”

			“I promise,” Yousef vowed solemnly. “Fresh flowers daily.”

			“Once a week would be more than enough. Now then. From tiny acorns,” Danny said, the phrase comprising the first half of the initial recognition signal warily exchanged 19 months ago.

			“Mighty oaks grow,” Yousef finished, gripping his friend’s forearm and blinking back a tear.

			“Don’t go sentimental on me,” Danny ordered brusquely.

			“Never!”

			“How will you handle it when you come out on the other side?”

			“Don’t you mean ‘if’ I come out?”

			“Lovers are always blissfully optimistic.”

			“I will say that you held me hostage,” Yousef said, warming to his chances of survival. “A little baksheesh wisely spread soon rewards the sower with the bountiful harvest of richly wrought imagination.”

			“The Koran?”

			“My ne’er-do-well brother-in-law.”

			“Well,” Danny sighed, “there’s not enough time to ad-lib anything better, and things are rapidly rolling toward one conclusion or another, so which ear shall it be?”

			“Right one; I’m deaf in it anyway. Tawasal bis-salaamah. May you arrive in safety.”

			“Insha’allah. Yes, if God wills. Good night, dear friend,” Danny said, and then he turned toward the center of the store and yelled: “Hey, you! Mustafa!”

			When the special forces sergeant turned, Danny shot him twice in the face. The force of the slugs knocked the man flat, temporarily airborne and parallel to the ground. The corpse hung there briefly, tail to a broad crimson spray, and then fell flat on its back, the chest deflating vertically like a blimp with a fatal leak, the right arm and left leg jerking once. What was left of the dead man’s steaming cerebrum and large bone fragments from the back of his head stretched into a long and speckled reddish-gray smear on the bakery’s polished marble floor.

			Before the echoes of the first two gunshots finished reverberating in the bake shop, Danny whipped his gun’s blade sight across Yousef’s right temple. The blow tilted Yousef off his stool and sent him crashing heavily to the floor. Then Danny crouched, aimed carefully, and shot off his friend’s right ear. Spurting blood pooling around Yousef’s head, coupled with the ugly fissure of powder burn on the fat man’s cheek, made it look as if Danny’s attempt to blow the baker’s brains out had gone awry by only a fraction of a millimeter.

			For a moment, the unearthly silence was broken only by the swish-swish-swish of overhead-fan blades, and then all hell broke loose as the private police force outside unleashed every automatic weapon in its arsenal, from standard 9mm sidearms on up to blasting 7.62mm automatic weapons. What saved Danny’s life was the fact that the front wall of the bakeshop was steel and reinforced concrete four feet up from the sidewalk. He kept low under the slashing crisscross of hot lead, devastating the expansive plate-glass front windows and zinging through the interior like angry killer bees eager to sting in defense of their hive.

			Display cases exploded into whipsawing shards of flying glass and pinwheeling twists of metal frame. Yousef’s prized stainless-steel fixtures collapsed in slow motion, sinking sluggishly into the spreading goop of riddled turnovers, cheese cakes, and crullers. Charlotte Russe met chocolate mousse in a veritable Mixmaster of assault-rifle and automatic-pistol fire. Honey cakes were boosted skyward by direct hits; cream pies erupted under the impact of hollow-point bullets...spraying their rich insides up through overhead fans, smacking cream fillings around the shop and then into the street to the accompaniment of diced strawberries, marmalades, jellies, and jams.

			With the inside of the store a slashing maelstrom of deadly carnage, Danny crawled through the drifting, acrid smoke of poorly aimed concussion grenades, then slowly bellied his way through a cobwebbed, secret tunnel that flanked the guards watching the service entrance. Safely out in the sudden coolness and relative safety of trash-strewn, covered alley, he paused only long enough to suck in two deep breaths of temporary freedom. They’ll be chopping up the inside of the store for about another minute and a half, he thought, glancing at his watch while crab-walking down the narrow passageway.

			Danny was careful...but not quite careful enough. Two bullets reamed into his back, smashing bones high in his shoulder and knocking him facedown and headfirst halfway through a pile of foul-smelling cardboard boxes even before he heard the staccato crak-crak of Walther P-38 followed by the fading footsteps of the sniper fleeing in search of backup. Goddamned free-lancers, he thought with surging disgust, and old-timers to boot!

			Danny rolled onto his right side, struggled up to a squat, and gingerly pulled his jacket away, grimacing as much from the pain as from his evaluation of the damage. It was not good. Slivers of scapula poked out through his torn shirt; his left arm was completely dead. Damn! It was not mortal, but soon would be if his luck didn’t get pumped back up at least onto an even keel. Scuffling boots alerted him to a reconnaissance probe far down the labyrinthine alley. The rapid-fire weaponry had fallen silent, which told him he’d be pincered damn quick unless....

			Danny twisted desperately, scrambled to a crouch, and doglegged right. He angled back toward the shop, then turned north past the Persian-rug maker, using the maze of dirty, secondary alleyways to carefully skirt the souk’s frenetic fringe. Just past the back door of the dry-goods merchant, Danny fell back against the stained block wall and checked for pursuers. A guerrilla popped up down-alley, loosing a wild burst from his AK-47, far more for sound effect than for any man-killing good it would do. The bullets fanned high and wide, at first splanging against a second-floor iron balustrade, then shattering a flower pot. All they needed to do, he realized, was to keep him pinned down until they came through first in patrol, then platoon, and finally company-size strength. His two extra magazines wouldn’t hold them off for long; he’d be overwhelmed sooner than later.

			“Show yourself,” he whispered urgently, groaning just loud enough, he hoped, to play wounded rabbit to canines on the prowl.

			The ruse paid unexpectedly handsome dividends, bolstered as it was by greedy dreams of reward money, overenthusiasm, and a general lack of experience in close-quarters combat. Danny heard blessed movement against the backdrop chatter of querulous Arabic. His left arm was useless, but his right arm still functioned well enough for him to draw fatal beads on two young paramilitary policemen who were more careless than he had been initially. He shot the first one through the right eye, but, as his wound was already taking its inevitable toll, he managed to shoot the second one only through the throat.

			The dripping mass of red disfiguring Danny’s left shoulder was only partially camouflaged by the dark wool of the sports jacket. Pain blanketed him as he edged determinedly between kabob vendors, shawarma stalls, and juice stands, then into the thick of the marketplace, at first only a few steps from voices babbling angrily at his trespass, then circumspectly gaining distance as he doubled back to retrace an escape route long planned and only recently rehearsed for just this eventuality.

			He weaved vigilantly through a United Nations of thronging bargain hunters, pausing only to slide a handkerchief under his jacket and lay it ever so gently over the wound. The six-ply square of cotton was soaked through before it was positioned to his liking over the ragged splinters of bone protruding from his shirt. The automatic sagged heavily in his waistband as he prayed to every god he had ever heard of during his one, day-dreamy semester of Comparative Religion...and moved on under the cover of late-afternoon shade.

			With the sun about six minutes from the lip of the western horizon, Danny had in mind only one particular destination, which seemed about as reachable as the far side of the moon. And then he suddenly went flat in the shadows against a mosque’s outer-perimeter wall, his rapidly waning attention focused on the sound of squealing, worn-down brake shoes grating against much-abused brake drums vitally in need of turning. The Para-Ordnance P14-45 was out immediately, slide snug against his right leg.

			“Wayn tarooh?” a youthfully intense voice queried. “Where are you going? Taxi mister? You in there. Taxi?!”

			A teenager with a milky left eye and a face ravaged by acne was leaning across the front seat of a battered white Mercedes servee and up and out the passenger-side window, beckoning briskly with agitated fingers.

			“Bisur’ah!” he urged. “Hurry. Come on!”

			Danny hung back in the pressing gloom and took stock. Darkness in and of itself would be no great help; they’d be tracking him with German shepherds before long...if they weren’t on his spoor already. At any moment, the first heads of the curious would start peering cautiously around downstreet corners. Danny figured that without transport, he’d have maybe 25 minutes at most before death tackled him in some foul-smelling alley, bled white from his wound, or torn apart by dogs.

			“That shoulder of yours don’t look too good, mister. Reasonable rates. Take you anywhere you want to go.” Again, the urgent insistence. “Come on. Come on!”

			The boy’s face disappeared as he straightened up behind the wheel and gunned an aging turbodiesel engine that sounded reasonably well tuned. Danny tucked the gun into his waistband, yanked the front door open, slid inside, and gave the driver Yousef’s preselected route out of town.

			The taxi reeked of diesel fumes and stale urine, but it gained speed athletically as Danny leaned back and gratefully accepted the driver’s proffered flask. He opened his jacket and poured a healthy splash of alcohol on his wound. The pain nearly made him bite his tongue in half. Then he took two long, double swallows. The braandee seared its way south, jerking him ramrod straight and at least marginally alert.

			

			“Shoo ismak?” Danny asked, pocketing the flask. “What’s your name?

			“Nabir.”

			“Aeed meelaad sa’eed,” Danny said, passing his benefactor a fat, rubber-banded roll of large-denomination Jordanian bills. “Happy birthday.” With great effort, Danny yanked out the pistol and laid it on his lap, the muzzle pointed at the Nabir’s right side. “West at the next fork.”

			“Alf shukr. A thousand thanks. You are far more than generous,” Nabir said respectfully, the sheaf of bills quickly disappearing into his snap-front shirt pocket. He knew without checking that the thick bankroll represented more of life’s lottery winnings than he was likely to come across in a poverty-stricken Cairene’s usually allotted span of years. “And to think that I once hated this job with such great passion,” he said, suddenly eager to chat. “But tonight, I like this line of work very much. Extremely much! You are definitely my kind of passenger. Unusual? Yes! Oh, my goodness, YES! But I have no complaints about payment made and gratefully accepted before the destination is reached.”

			“No matter,” Danny chuckled, fighting to keep his eyes open against the sapping numbness brought on by bleeding only marginally checked by an improvised pressure bandage. “If you don’t get me to Kufr Yuba soon, I won’t need it. But more importantly, you won’t be alive to spend it.”

			───

			Jahneen al-Birquafi was no stranger to the unmistakable stench of blood on the breeze, having been exposed to more than her share of gore-slick floors in Beirut hospitals during the Martyrs’ Summer of 1989. That hellaciously brutal two and a half months had witnessed a plague of car bombings, random shootings, and vicious artillery duels bursting forth all around her like an obscene, all-devouring epidemic. The volunteer work Jahneen performed selflessly for the Red Crescent, in the ward they called Reaperville, had chiseled into her brain the memory of a peculiarly overpowering odor she never forgot.

			It was that same smell surging out through her cottage’s doorway that nearly set her to gagging as she slipped inside and hugged the wall in moon-riven darkness...the door gliding fully open on well-oiled hinges in case hasty exit became mandatory.

			Either a wounded animal or perhaps one of my husband’s minions, freshly daubed with lacerated viscera extracted from a recent kill, she thought grimly. Whatever the case, the intruder would not leave this rustic cabin alive.

			Carefully staying out of pale, shafting moonlight lancing like waxen lasers through restless olive trees, Jahneen unpursed her Makarov and quietly thumbed off the safety. She slid her handbag quietly down her leg. When it reached her feet, she nudged it clear of the intended path. The pistol butt was tight in a two-fisted grip, the stubby black barrel pointing halfway up the slight bulge in the single portion of brocaded curtain which, unlike others marginally adrift in the evening breeze, hung rigid as if tacked down in place.

			She waited momentarily, vision slowly adjusting to the uneven half-light. Her eyes were tight on target, index finger laid lightly against the Makarov’s trigger guard. Slight movement from behind the hanging folds narrowed her wary eye. There!...the tip of a paratrooper boot shifted ever so slightly forward under the hemline of fabric bordering the sleeping alcove. She walked sideways around the room’s perimeter to the fireplace wall and gingerly picked up a poker from the tool stand, taking infinite care not to disturb the ash-covered shovel and brush.

			Perspiration trickled down behind her ears as she stood warily in the dark, the poker in her left hand balanced off her shoulder. She tiptoed catlike back across the room and approached the curtain from the left, carefully touching the edge with the hook, the pistol barrel at temple height for a quick, one-shot kill. “In close-quarters combat, snuff the generator point-blank and put their lights out for good,” her instructor had once told her...and which she now prepared to do as she snagged the curtain’s folds with the poker
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