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    DEDICATION
This 5th book in the Ghost Commando Series is dedicated to my friends and family scattered over three continents. By any measure, they are as diverse a group as exists on the planet, separated only by miles and vast oceans. 
To each one who will someday read these words, I say to you now for all to see and remember . . . 
I Love You!
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(Book 5 of the Ghost Commando Series)
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“Let the mirror be your judge,

the wind your guide, and

the horizon always beckon you.”

Fabio Tagliasacchi, 2023
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Chapter 1: Cain and Abel
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Manama, Capital City of Bahrain

Friday, August 7th, 2020

Hassan and Yousif walked side by side along the grand, elevated approach to the palace. The royal guards stationed along the beautifully landscaped walkway offered no resistance and only nodded their respect, allowing the two brothers, the princes of Bahrain, to pass.

As the two princes approached the inner courtyard of the palace, they were greeted by their father, King Salman bin Isa Al-Abdulla, the wise and respected ruler of Bahrain. Although in failing health, he cautiously abandoned his chair and stood up carefully upon seeing his sons. Even at his age, Salman was still an imposing figure. He stood waiting for his sons to come closer, dressed in an impeccably tailored white robe, a symbol of purity and humility.

Salman warmly embraced each of them in turn. His deep voice resonated with pride. “Welcome back, my sons.”

“Salam Alaikum, Father.” Hassan replied, returning the embrace. “Eid al-Adha was again beautiful and powerful. The faithful filled the streets, and the prayers overflowed the mosques, Alhamdulillah.” Yousif nodded in agreement. “Indeed, Father. It was a true reflection of our faith, although without you in attendance, it did seem less, as if a star was missing from the night sky.”

The king reached out his arms to his sons, his eyes asking for assistance in sitting back onto his throne, although he would not speak the words out of pride.

“Eid al-Adha is a reminder of our duty to those less fortunate.” King Salman said, reflecting his deep beliefs. “And what did you sacrifice for the holiday, my sons?”

Hassan spoke first, his tone earnest. “I sacrificed seven of my prized sheep, Father. In honor and remembrance of Prophet Ibrahim's willingness to sacrifice his beloved son. As our family and friends are not in need, I ordered the meat to be given to those less fortunate.”

Yousif, adept at self-aggrandizement, quickly added. “I chose to sacrifice my most precious and rare possession, Father . . . a portion of my time. I volunteered at the local orphanage, helping the children there and sharing my meal from Hassan’s sacrifice with them.”

Salman’s eyes shone with pride as he listened to his sons. He loved them both equally, but he suffered no illusion as to their strengths or weaknesses, for he was as wise a father as he was a King.

“Your sacrifices reflect the values and traditions that have guided our people for generations. It is important to remember that it is not the offering but the sincerity of one’s heart that matters to Allah.” The King placed a hand on each of their shoulders. “You have made me proud, my sons. Your dedication to our faith is a quality that will serve the kingdom well as the future leaders of Bahrain.”

* * *
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SEEING THE KING GROW weary, Hassan and Yousif left their father's chambers so that he might rest.

As they walked through the palace corridors, Yousif, seeking to establish himself as the rightful heir, began speaking about their father’s desire to sign the pending Abraham Accords.

“Father must be convinced that the Abraham Accords are an evil Hassan. He must not sign, nor would I as King.”

“Yousif, you must see the wisdom in Father's decision.” Hassan began, his voice earnest. “The Abraham Accords will bring about much-needed stability and prosperity to our region. It's a chance for Bahrain to be a peacemaker.”

Yousif sighed, barely hiding his disgust, his gaze fixed on the ornate tapestries that adorned the walls. “Recognition of Israel, a nation that is immoral and evil, a fake nation that was forced upon us and that has caused so much suffering, will be seen as a betrayal in the Arab world. The cost would be our disgrace and isolation, Hassan.”

“It is time to move beyond hatred and vengeance. Our father's vision is one of peace and growth.” 

Yousif sighed deeply, carefully balancing his desire for power under the guise of righteous indignation. “It is up to us, Hassan. One of us will be declared the Prime Minister next week. We must stand together against this.”

“No, we must stand next to our Father Yousif. His will is the will of the people. His wisdom is the blessing upon which our kingdom has prospered and grown. His vision is true.” 

“I will not undermine Father's efforts in this, Yousif!”

“If our father honors me to be the Prime Minister, I will do all I can to support him and to influence other Arab nations to join the Accords. It is time to bring peace to the faithful.”

“You are wrong, my brother.” Yousif bluntly stated. “There are many within these walls that agree with me. Many that would follow my leadership on this without hesitation. Father is wrong, and your support of the Abraham Accords only proves your judgment is as misguided as his.”

“Time will tell, Yousif.” Recognizing his brother’s personal insult, Prince Hassan walked away rather than confront him.

* * *
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MANAMA, THE CAPITAL city of Bahrain

Friday, August 21st, 2020

The citizens of Bahrain eagerly gathered in front of their televisions. Some were at home with family and friends, while others stood alongside strangers in the public squares. Regardless of where a citizen was in Bahrain on this night, everything came to a standstill as the nation waited for their beloved king, Salman bin Isa Al-Abdulla, to appear.

Camera crews and reporters from every major network filled the courtyard, each vying for a better angle to record the event. Royal security guards lined the edges of the courtyard, their weapons at the ready and their faces reflecting their dark determination to protect their king.

At 7 p.m., the news crew floodlights came on, bringing day to night on the palace grounds. A hush fell over the crowd as every camera focused on the center of the courtyard.

A single white regal podium adorned with the great seal of the nation bookended on either side by the nation’s flag occupied the center of the courtyard. Reporters could be heard in every major language telling their audience that the king of Bahrain was about to appear and how precious this occasion was. A once-in-a-lifetime moment for the nation.

A small prayer could be heard from many as the large palace doors opened on the far end of the courtyard. King Salman bin Isa Al-Abdulla, resplendent in his royal attire, entered the courtyard and slowly walked to the podium. Five ministers walked beside and behind him, their presence a visible sign of unity and love for their king.

Reaching the podium, King Salman stood still while glancing across the crowd of reporters and spectators, slightly tilting his head to acknowledge the ones he liked before speaking. 

“May peace favor us all.” The king began. “Citizens of Bahrain. I come before you for what, most likely, will be my last proclamation.” A mumbled groan came from the crowd, which caused the king to raise his hand to silence it. “I come before you to make an announcement of great importance. As your king, it has always been my duty and my honor to safeguard the unity, peace, and prosperity of our kingdom.” 

“Tonight, I stand before you once again to fulfill that sacred duty.” A hushed silence fell over the entire nation as the people watched and listened in anticipation. “After much contemplation and in line with the traditions of our great kingdom, I hereby proclaim that my firstborn, my son Hassan, shall be elevated to the position of Crown Prince and Prime Minister of Bahrain.”

A chorus of cheers erupted from every corner of the nation.

King Salman waited for the cheers to diminish before he continued. “I also declare that Crown Prince Hassan shall be the first in line to rule our nation in peace and prosperity when it pleases Allah to call me to his loving embrace.”

The announcement was met with thunderous applause, both in the courtyard and in the streets and homes across the nation. The citizens celebrated not only their king's wisdom but also the golden promise of their future under the leadership of Crown Prince Hassan.

Yousif, who had not been privy to the official proclamation beforehand, exploded in anger. Consumed by his thirst for power and his jealousy of Hassan, he stormed through the corridors of the palace, looking for his brother. Yousif raged, willfully pulling tapestries and paintings from the walls. The palace silently absorbed his destructive fury. He had always been second in the eyes of his father . . . “Yousif you’re a good son, but just not good enough.” He said to himself.

Yousif’s anger and resentment grew with each step. Hassan the Kind, Hassan the Generous. For Yousif, it had always felt like he existed only in the shadow of his elder brother. How easily they were fooled, like sheep, by his charm and his soft-spoken demeanor. They believed Hassan to be the perfect heir to the kingdom, for he had garnered their respect and admiration after years of plotting for this day. 

Throwing open the doors to the grand chamber, Yousif finally found Hassan deep in conversation with the royal advisors, discussing the future of Bahrain.

Yousif stormed into the room, interrupting their deliberations. “Hassan! Is this what you and Father conspired behind my back? You are spineless, a puppet of the West. I will not stand by while you take what is mine.”

Hassan had expected the outburst from his brother. His father had warned him many times before of Yousif’s thirst for power and of his irrational temper. He maintained his outward composure and addressed his furious brother.

* * *
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“THIS WAS FATHER'S DECISION. I did not ask to be king, nor did I conspire against you. It is the will of Allah. We are brothers, Yousif. Let us not be divided by this.”

“You are not worthy of being my brother or king, Hassan.” Yousif yelled, his voice filled with bitterness. “You have been twisted by Father's misguided thoughts of peace. This kingdom deserves a ruler with strength and vision, not someone who craves the blessing of the decadent West or the false notion that peace can be created while Israel exists. You are a fool and will bring ruin to our nation.”

Hassan bit his tongue; he had no desire to destroy his brother with words. He tried to respond calmly, hoping to defuse the tension. “Yousif, you and I must put aside our differences and work together for the good of the kingdom.”

Yousif scoffed and spit on the floor. “Oh, of course, you would say that. This was your plan all along, wasn't it? Secure the throne, and then try to convince me we should ‘Work Together’ for Bahrain'. . . I won't be fooled, Hassan.”

Their father, King Salman, accompanied by four of his royal guards, entered the room at that moment, his deep voice and authoritative presence commanding immediate attention.

“Stop!” The king commanded. “Yousif, I understand your desire to prove your worth, but you have nothing to prove. 

I love you, my son, but know this . . . my decision was made in the best interest of Bahrain, and it will not change regardless of how foolish you act.”

Yousif, still seething with resentment, reluctantly nodded, recognizing his father's conviction. “Very well, Father.”

Hassan, in a final attempt to maintain some semblance of unity in the royal family, offered a solution to his brother. “Yousif, please, let us not be the instrument that tears this family apart. I can offer you a senior minister's position.”

Yousif wasn't swayed. “Hassan, there is only one condition for me to stay. Reject the Abrahamic Accords. If Father signs that agreement, recognizing those serpents as friends, then I do not want any part of ruling this nation. I will take my rightful royal stipend and go to Molenbeek-Saint-Jean, Belgium, where I have friends and a home.”

* * *
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KING SALMAN'S FACE displayed a mix of sadness and exasperation. He had hoped for a different outcome, but this was the path Yousif had chosen. He could only hope that time would mellow his son's radicalism and that he would once again return to Bahrain and help it move forward on the path of peace, which he knew was Allah’s wish.

“It is done! Hassan, see to it that Yousif’s memory and name within these walls are treated with respect forevermore.”

Both sons bowed their heads in respect as their father left the chamber. Not saying another word, Yousif walked away, already silently planning his revenge.

* * *
[image: ]


KING SALMAN AND HASSAN each recognized that Yousif was not the only citizen of Bahrain, royal or otherwise, that did not welcome the idea of peace with Israel.

Yousif’s words rang loudly in both their ears. “There can be no peace until Israel lies in ashes and is forgotten in time.”

* * *
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HISTORICAL NOTE:

The Abraham Accords are bilateral agreements on normalization signed between Israel, the United Arab Emirates, and Bahrain on September 15, 2020.

As part of the dual agreements, both the United Arab Emirates and Bahrain recognized Israel's sovereignty, enabling the establishment of full diplomatic relations.

Since the initial 2020 signing between the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, and Israel, other Arab nations have joined the agreement. For the current list of participating nations, please research Abraham Accords.
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Chapter 2: Serendipity or Not
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Molenbeek-Saint-Jean, Belgium

Yousif sat quietly at the café, savoring the aroma of rich coffee. As he lifted the cup to his lips, a well-dressed stranger approached his table and pulled out a chair, sitting down.

* * *
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“BARAKA ALLAHU FIK, Prince Yousif. My name is Omar, and I have come to speak with you.” The stranger said his voice was soft but carrying a certain weight.

Yousif looked across the table at Omar as a hint of fear emerged in his consciousness. There was something about the man, something dangerous, of that he was certain.

“Only Omar? Does your father not acknowledge you?” Yousif asked, his insult spoken as a means to gain control over the situation and calm his own fears.

The stranger's gaze remained steady, unfazed by the prince's insult. “It is just Omar Prince Yousif. My father is none of your business. Yours, on the other hand, is of great interest to me. How is your father’s health? Do you care, or are you just waiting for him to die?” Omar asked, challenging him.

Yousif stared hard at the man, his internal alarms ringing. He quickly scanned the rest of the café for hidden threats. 

“I am alone, if that is what you are wondering. I am only here to share a coffee and a pleasant talk with you, Yousif, if you will allow it.” Omar said it in a friendly voice. “We have many friends in common here in Molenbeek; they recommended I learn from your wisdom.”

“For what purpose?” Yousif spit out the question.

“They tell me your view of the world is most interesting.” Omar answered. “It is common knowledge that you did not support your father signing the Abraham Accords with Israel. Many in my part of the world would agree with you.”

“What part of the world specifically would you be referring to? Yousif asked, feeling more relaxed with this stranger.

“Iran.” Omar answered nonchalantly, sipping at his coffee. Yousif laughed. “They are just as misguided as my father.”

“Prince Yousif, you surprise me. I would have imagined you would support our efforts to rid the world of Jews.” Omar said, leaning forward, curious as to the response.

“I share that desire, Omar, but the necklace of bumbling idiots you have encircled Israel with will gain you nothing. If the faithful flooded the land from the river to the sea and every Jew perished, it would change nothing. More would come by the thousands, a never-ending stream of Jews supported by the West and many others that Iran currently believes are her allies.” Yousif stated in a firm voice.

“Have you not seen the greatness of our recent attacks? Israel will not soon forget the stain of her own blood running down the streets.” Omar said proudly.

“As I said, you have gained nothing but enriching the industrial-military complex on both sides. You feed their unholy greed with the bodies of your youth for nothing. Israel will not disappear as long as the West supports her.” 

“You would have us join your father then and seek peace with the Jews and the infidels?” Omar asked, more than a bit annoyed at Yousif’s dismissal after a generation of effort.

“I will speak to you as a friend, Omar. Jews killing Arabs, Arabs killing Jews. It no longer holds the world’s interest beyond a moment on TV. Iran only supports attacks on Israel to give the faithful something to cheer about. Israel is but the flea on the rat. We must strike the rat to rid ourselves of the fleas.” Yousif told him sincerely.

​

There may be too many rats to kill Yousif. What then?” Omar asked, intrigued, where the conversation was leading.

“Fear.” Yousif answered with a malicious grin curling his lips. “Do you remember the glory of the 911 attacks on the US and the 2016 Brussels bombings? The physical damage was not important; the lives lost were just pawns in the game, but what was important was how the West learned to live in fear. It is that fear that keeps the rats wary and unwilling. It is time for another event to happen to drive that fear deeper into their hearts. Then the rats will turn on themselves.”

“Do you not remember Iraq and Afghanistan and the hordes of tanks and planes they sent? The West did not just mourn their dead . . . our brothers paid the price.” Omar told him.

“Oh yes, I remember. But I ask you, Omar, what did they gain? Those nations are back in the hands of the faithful. The West gained nothing, nothing but the never-ending hatred they deserve.” Yousif said it with a grin crossing his face. “In the end, they only made us stronger. The West are cowards; fear is the only thing that will make them abandon Zion.”

“And you, Yousif, would be such a man to make that happen?” Omar asked. Yousif paused once again, looking hard at Omar, then took the pistol he had been holding under the table and placed it down next to his coffee cup.

“You see, the hand of Allah has saved your life today, Omar. If he wishes me to be his sword, I could not turn away.”

Omar nodded, undisturbed by the gun, and sipped his coffee. “No one man could do such a thing. If it were Allah’s will, what would you do, Yousif?” Omar asked.

Yousif crossed his legs and sipped his coffee, looking out at the bustling street. “I would find a way to attack the heart of Christianity. Faced with a choice of fighting us in a holy war or abandoning Israel, their own people would rise up against them. Without the West’s support, Israel would wither and die.” He answered, turning to Omar with a broad grin.

“That is a bold theory.” Omar commented.

“Would your friends in Iran support a man willing to do such a thing?” Yousif asked, probing deeper.

“Iran has no interest in acting directly. Omar stated firmly. 

“They are, however, always supportive of the faithful, and you may find many that would help such a man.” Omar added. “We should meet again and speak on these matters.”
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Chapter 3: Home to a Miracle
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But first . . . a bit of History

Nestled on the picturesque northwest shore of the Sea of Galilee in Israel, the Church of the Multiplication of the Loaves and Fishes, known in Latin as “Ecclesia multiplicationis panum et piscium.” bears witness to a rich tapestry of history that transcends centuries and is the custodian of a biblical legacy that spans multiple iterations. 

The first known church to be built was during the Byzantine era in the 4th century by Joseph of Tiberiason, at the very site where tradition holds that Jesus performed the miracle of feeding the multitude with five loaves of bread and two fish. That initial structure, with its simple yet profound design, became a beacon for the Christian community. 

However, the first church did not survive the ravages of time, for reasons unknown to this author. In the 5th century, a second Byzantine church rose from the ruins of its predecessor, its architecture reflecting the evolving religious aesthetics of the time. This sanctuary, with its intricate mosaics and sacred ambiance, bore witness to a century of worship and veneration. Tragically, in the year AD 614, Persian forces laid siege to the region, bringing destruction in their wake. The second Byzantine church fell victim to the onslaught, its walls crumbling during the invasion.

For centuries thereafter, the site lay dormant. The memory of the church, however, endured. Kept alive by oral traditions and the undying spirit of the people. 

The dawn of a new era came in 1932, when archaeologists uncovered the remnants of the second Byzantine church. The stones whispered their secrets of a forgotten sanctuary. The rediscovery sparked renewed interest in preserving the historical and spiritual significance of the site. 

In the subsequent decades, countless efforts were undertaken to breathe new life into the sacred grounds. The culmination of these endeavors materialized in 1984, when the current Church of the Multiplication of the Loaves and Fish was inaugurated. Honoring the architectural legacy of its 5th-century predecessor, the modern church replicated the floor plan of the Byzantine sanctuary, paying homage to the early Christian community.

Today, the Church of Loaves and Fishes has emerged from the shadows of history and stands as a testament to the resilience of faith and the unwavering commitment to preserving sacred heritage. People from around the world continue to visit the church to this day. Not merely for its architectural grandeur or its religious implication, but also for the profound connection it offers to a history that refuses to be erased by the sands of time.
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RETURNING TO OUR STORY

Tarlabaşı, Istanbul

Hüzünlü Kafe, nestled in the heart of Tarlabaşı, was a sanctuary for those who thrived in the underbelly of Istanbul's civil society. Tucked away from the prying eyes of the law, it existed beyond the reach of conventional morality, a haven where criminals of every shape, color, and persuasion mingled freely, their faces obscured by the haze of smoke and the dim lighting. Some were locals, born and bred in the streets of Tarlabaşı, while others were outsiders seeking refuge from a world that had turned its back on them. Each had their own reasons for seeking solace and anonymity in the murky depths of the kafé's walls.

* * *
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AGRIN, THE ENIGMATIC founder and leader of the Redwing group, sat at a secluded table, his presence veiled in an aura of mystery. Having just returned from Belgium, his meeting with the Bahrain prince, Yousif, kept replaying in his mind. Yousif’s proposition offered Redwing the opportunity for its first major assignment. A chance to prove their worth on a grand scale. Agrin's thoughts churned with the financial rewards that lay ahead for his small band of mercenaries.

Seeing Yaran, his trusted lieutenant, enter, Agrin nodded his greeting and gestured for him to take a seat at the table.

After a quick glance to ensure their solitude, Agrin began to speak, his voice low yet commanding. “The prince has a message he wishes to send to the West, Yaran. A message he is willing to pay Redwing to deliver.”

Yaran's brow furrowed in intrigue as he leaned forward. “What message does the prince wish to convey, Agrin? What role is he asking Redwing to play?”

Agrin's gaze hardened. “There is a Christian church in Israel he wants burned to the ground. It is believed the church was built on the site where Jesus fed a multitude of worshipers with only a couple of pieces of bread and some fish.”

“Is that all? He wants us to burn down a church. What’s our pay, Agrin?” Yaran asked, skeptical of the assignment.

“50 thousand euros up front and another 250 after it is done.” Agrin answered, grinning.

“This is our chance, Yaran. A chance to get away from the nickel and dime jobs we have been doing and prove ourselves on the big stage.” Agrin said emphatically. 

“And our chance to have more than 50 lira in our pockets. I am tired of being poor.” Yaran responded, nodding his head.

“Exactly, my brother.” Agrin commented, grinning. “Assemble the men, Yaran. We leave on the morning train.”

* * *
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1830 TABGHA, ISRAEL

As the sun began its descent over the tranquil waters of the Sea of Galilee, the last rays of daylight filtered through the stained glass windows, painting vibrant patterns of color across the ancient stone walls of the church.

Inside, the soft murmur of prayers lingered in the air, a gentle reminder of the day's sacred rituals. Father Simone and staff moved gracefully throughout the holy sanctuary, their movements imbued with a sense of reverence and solemnity.

As the last of the tourists were ushered out, the heavy wooden doors of the church were gently closed, sealing off the outside world from the church of loaves and fishes.

Father Simone, a figure of quiet authority, approached the altar with measured steps, kneeling to offer a private prayer in the hope of having served the Lord well on this day.

As the last vestiges of daylight faded from the sky, his assistants began the ritual of closing the church for the day. Candles were extinguished one by one, their flickering flames giving way to the encroaching darkness. The ornate robes worn during the day's ceremonies were carefully folded and placed in a wooden chest, a symbol of reverence for the sacred rites they had facilitated.

Once the tasks were completed, the priest offered a final prayer, his words echoing softly through the empty church. The tranquility of the evening enveloped them like a comforting embrace, a testament to the enduring power of faith and devotion in this sacred corner of the world.

* * *
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THE SUN DIPPED LOW on the horizon, casting long shadows across the landscape as Agrin and his men huddled together on a nearby hill overlooking the church. Hidden in plain sight, the men waited silently with eager anticipation.

Agrin peered through a pair of binoculars, his gaze fixed on the ancient stone walls of the church. “Patience.” He whispered. “We wait until the last of the tourists have departed. Then we strike when the church is empty.”

His words were met with silent nods from his men, each one a seasoned mercenary in his own right. They crouched in the tall grass, their weapons at the ready. As the minutes ticked by, Agrin watched intently, his keen eyes scanning below for any sign of activity. Finally, as the last of the tourists exited the church and the doors were closed behind them, Agrin gave a subtle nod to his men. 

“Now.” He quietly ordered. “Let's move.”

Their actions smooth and sure-footed, the six mercenaries descended from the hilltop, remaining unseen as they skirted the edge of the churchyard. As they neared the heavy stone walls of the church, Agrin held up a hand, signaling for his men to halt. “Spread out.” He whispered. “I'll go first.”

Agrin slipped through a side entrance, disappearing into the darkness of the interior. His men dispersed, their senses on alert as they listened for any sound that might signal danger.

* * *
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MEANWHILE, INSIDE THE church, the soft glow of a small lamp over the holy scriptures casts an eerie shadow. Agrin took in every detail, his nerves on edge as he surveyed the interior. 

Abruptly Father Simone stepped forward from the darkness behind the altar, his white robes billowing as he walked. 

Seeing this armed stranger roaming his church, Father Simone called out, the words echoing off the stone walls. 

“Stop! This is a place of peace and worship. You have no right to defile it with your violence. Leave the Lord’s house!” 

Agrin chuckled, his tone mocking. “Peace? Worship? Those words are the mewings of the weak and the ignorant old man. We're here for a different kind of tribute.” He sneered, knocking Father Simone hard against the head with his pistol. Dropping him instantly to the ground, unconscious.

After what felt like an eternity, Agrin emerged. “Let's move.” His men, carrying jerrycans filled with diesel fuel, sprang into action. They moved swiftly, each one tasked with a specific section of the ornate church. The pungent smell of the volatile fuel they carried filled the air as the mercenaries prepared to spread the liquid around the church.

* * *
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THEIR METICULOUS PLANNING and evil intentions, however, were no match for the divine force that guarded the Church of the Multiplication. As the mercenaries sought to set the holy site ablaze, an unexpected turn of events unfolded. Suddenly, the tranquility of the night was shattered by the sound of approaching sirens. Agrin's heart skipped a beat as he realized they had been discovered. “Move!” He shouted, but it was too late. Before they could react, the flashing lights of the Israeli police cars illuminated the darkness through the church windows as the heavy wooden door began to open.

“Take cover.” Yaran yelled as the first officer entered. 

The mercenaries found themselves surrounded, trapped between the relentless Israeli forces and what would be the flames of their own funeral pyre if they ignited the fuel.

The mercenaries fought with fierce determination as they exchanged gunfire with the advancing police forces. The battle played out in the shadows with flashes of gunfire echoing the eternal struggle between light and darkness. Agrin’s mercenaries were resilient but outnumbered. Their shots missed their targets as if redirected by some unseen force . . . their options evaporating with each passing second.

As the clash intensified, Agrin signaled for a retreat. His mercenaries melted back, desperately fighting to survive. 

An eye for an eye is written somewhere in the scripture, and the church took its revenge for Redwing’s unholy attack. In the chaos that ensued, four of the mercenaries fell within seconds, their bodies slumping to the ground as the Israeli forces pressed harder. Agrin himself was wounded, a searing pain lancing through his side, but he refused to surrender. 

Standing alone amidst their fallen comrades. Agrin and Yaran abandoned their original plan and made a run for it through the hidden door behind the altar. 

Adrenaline fueling their desperate escape as gunshots peppered the passage, they dashed across the church grounds protected by the darkness towards the waiting car they had hidden nearby. The engine roared to life as they left the scene, leaving behind a trail of chaos and lost friends.

Fearing their plan to travel again on the train had been somehow compromised, Yaran made a snap decision, leaving the main road at the first dirt path. With any luck at all, it would be at least an hour before their detour would be noticed, and that would be all the time he needed to get away. 

* * *
[image: ]


RACING OVER COUNTRY roads, they drove non-stop, avoiding urban centers. Putting as much distance between themselves and the church as possible. As they sped through the night, Agrin's wound throbbing with every jolt of the car.

“Are you going to make it, Agrin?” Yaran asked, concerned.

“Yes, the bleeding has stopped. I think the round went straight through. Cheap NATO shit.” Agrin answered, grimacing as the car hit another pothole.

“Good thing. You’re the only one who knows where you put the money.” Yaran answered with a small chuckle.

“Your concern is overwhelming.” He told his old friend.

“Our friends and comrades are dead, Agrin.” Yaran added.

“Yes, but Redwing survived. One failed mission will not define us, Yaran.” Agrin responded firmly. “Just get us home, old friend, and I will handle the rest.”
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Chapter 4: Safe Haven
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DGSE, Paris France

Undersecretary Paul Rocher stood by the expansive window of his office, his gaze drifting over the meticulously landscaped grounds below. The curated greenery and tranquil pathways seemed to form a serene oasis in the midst of Paris's bustling urban environment. The sight of neatly trimmed hedges and carefully arranged flower beds presented a stark contrast to the high-stakes world of espionage and intelligence gathering that defined the DGSE's operations inside the building. He was waiting for the call from Jonathan Dubois, one of his most trusted agents. The phone rang, its sharp tone cutting through his whirlwind of thoughts. Paul swiftly crossed the room and calmly answered. “Rocher here.”

“Undersecretary, we've received credible information that a group of terrorists has established a safe house here in Paris.” Jonathan told him with a sense of urgency.

“What is the source of this information, Jonathan?” The undersecretary asked, his voice calm yet commanding. 

“A field agent report from a trusted informant, Sir.”

“Can we speak with the informant directly?”

“Unfortunately, that is not possible, Sir. He is a Muslim; he is native born and loyal to France, but he fears for the safety of his family. We do have the recording of his report to his handler, if you would like to hear it.”

“Yes. Now, if you please, Jonathan.” Rocher added.

* * *
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JEAN D’LUCA, THE SEASONED undercover French intelligence agent, sat in the brightly lit corner of his local café, enjoying his coffee, when his phone began to vibrate discreetly.

“Sparrow, it's been too long.” Agent D’Luca greeted him.

“Apologies for the silence. I have had nothing you would be interested in hearing other than the blessing of Allah for continued life and health until now.” Sparrow answered.

Jean’s eyes narrowed. “Go on.”

Sparrow took a measured breath before unveiling the information. “There is a terrorist cell operating a safe house in Paris. I believe a significant threat is brewing. I have gathered details on its location and possible members.”

Jean D’luca’s training kicked in as he leaned forward. “I’m all ears, mon ami.” Over the course of the conversation, Sparrow meticulously laid out the details he himself had observed. He painted a vivid picture of a terrorist cell embedded under the City of Lights and added rumors of a major attack being planned. 

There was a momentary silence before Sparrow spoke again, his voice tense. “This is all I know, Jean. You do what you need to do with the information, but do not try to contact me again. I have done all I can to help you and France. My debt to you is paid in full. I’m out of it as of now!”

Jean understood the finality in Sparrow's words. “I understand. I know you have been taking an enormous risk.”

A wry chuckle echoed through the line. “Only my life, my family, and the retribution of a million religious’ zealots. I do love France, but this is where our paths diverge. Stay safe, old friend, and be careful. There are traitors everywhere.”

* * *
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“THAT’S IT, SIR. WE do have an address and a name.” Jonathan added.

“What name?” Rocher asked.

“Aiyla Canan. Our field agent believes she is the girlfriend or mother of one of the terrorists. We know very little about her other than that she is new to Paris and that the safe house apartment at that address is leased in her name.”

Rocher issued a decisive command. “Jonathan, I want a team on this immediately. Verify the information and, if it holds true, bring that woman in for questioning.”

* * *
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24 HOURS LATER.

Paul Rocher stood, his tailored suit exuding an air of authority, and made his way to the operations room, where the safe house investigation was being carried out.

Agent Delacroix, a seasoned operative with a reputation for getting the job done, saluted as Rocher entered. “Undersecretary, we've initiated the investigation. Teams are enroute to the location, and surveillance is already in place.”

Rocher nodded in approval. “Good. Keep me updated.”

Within hours, the information received from Sparrow had been validated. Rocher's jaw tightened as he gave the order. “Take Lefevre and bring her in, Agent Delacroix. We need to uncover the extent of this.”

* * *
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THE PARISIAN EVENING cast long shadows across the cobblestone street as the two DGSE agents approached the unassuming apartment door. Agent Delacroix raised his hand and, with a measured knock, stood waiting.

After a tense moment, the door creaked open, revealing a young woman with wide eyes and an innocent demeanor. “Can I help you?” She asked warily.

“Mademoiselle Canan, we are agents of the DGSE. We have reason to believe that your apartment is being used as a safe house for a terrorist.” Agent Delacroix sternly told her.

The woman's eyes widened in disbelief. “What? No, that's impossible! I have nothing to do with any terrorists!”

Agent Lefevre, standing beside Delacroix, spoke calmly. “We're here to investigate the matter, Mademoiselle. It is in your best interest to cooperate. You are not under arrest at this point. Please let us in, Mademoiselle, so that we can clear this matter up and be on our way.”

“Certainly.” Aiyla said meekly, her voice trembling. “You have made a mistake. This is all wrong! Please believe me, I don't know anything about any terrorists!”

The agents entered the apartment, their eyes scanning for telltale signs. The woman stood in the middle of the room, her arms crossed across her chest, obviously fearful. 

Agent Delacroix entered the bedroom and opened the closet door. His eyes narrowed as he saw a row of neatly hanging men’s clothes. He reached in, pushing aside the shirts, and discovered a tall wooden box with a simple latch keeping it shut. Opening the hidden panel, the truth unfolded. 5 used AK 47 fully automatic rifles and a large box of ammo.

Aiyla’s face drained of color. Her denials were instantly silenced. Agent Lefevre glanced at Delacroix's and nodded before speaking. “Mademoiselle, you are under arrest for possession of illegal weapons and harboring terrorists.”

Aiyla stammered, attempting to formulate an explanation, but the agents were resolute. They carefully loaded the weapons into a nearby laundry bag, leaving the ammo for now, and escorted her out of the apartment.

* * *
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UNDERSECRETARY PAUL Rocher pressed a button on his intercom, summoning Captain Sofia Diable, one of his most trusted counterintelligence agents. Moments later, Sofia entered, her sharp gaze meeting Rocher's expectant eyes.

“Good to see you, Captain Diable; please have a seat.” Rocher gestured toward the chair across from his desk.

“Thank you. Sir.” Sofia answered, sitting down calmly and crossing her legs, her senses on high alert. 

Rocher leaned forward, pushing a file across his desk closer to Sofia. “We have a Turkish woman in custody downstairs. Her name is Aiyla Canan. We have credible intelligence and evidence suggesting that Aiyla was operating a terrorist safe house in Paris. She, of course, denies having any knowledge of this or of any terrorists. Your task, Sofia, is to interrogate her and get to the bottom of this.”

Sofia accepted the file, her fingers tracing its edges. “Understood, Undersecretary.”

Sofia nodded, her mind already processing the information. “I'll get started immediately. Is there anything specific I should focus on during the interrogation?”

Rocher's gaze hardened. “Aiyla herself is not that important, but the individuals using her are. Find out who they are and what their plans are. Take as long as you need, Sofia. As she is under investigation for a possible terrorist attack, we can keep her as long as we want before we deport her.” 

Sofia stood, determination etched across her features. “Yes, sir. One way or another, I will learn everything she knows.”

* * *
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DGSE OFFICES, PARIS France

The small conference room within the DGSE headquarters served as an unassuming setting for the first encounter between Captain Sofia Diable and Aiyla Canan. Sofia entered the room casually with a warm smile on her face. Her eyes betraying none of the official scrutiny she carried in her role. Aiyla, seated at the table, glanced up, a mix of curiosity, trepidation, and undeniable fear in her eyes.

“Good morning, Aiyla. My name is Tina. I hope you have not been waiting for long.” Sofia said, her tone friendly and disarming. Sofia pulled out a chair and sat across from Aiyla, her demeanor congenial. “I appreciate your patience. I am sure we will get to the bottom of things. But first, let me offer you a cup of coffee. It's the least I can do.”

Aiyla's expression softened at the unexpected kindness. “That would be nice, thank you.”

Sofia rose and walked over to a small coffee station, the scent of freshly brewed coffee permeating the air. Pouring a cup, she returned to the table, placing it in front of Aiyla. “Cream and sugar are on the side. Help yourself.”

Aiyla nodded, a subtle tension lingering on her face. “Thank you. But I'm still not entirely sure why I am here . . . excuse me, what did you say your name was?” She asked, her eyes searching Sofia's face for clues.

Sofia's eyes twinkle, a hint of amusement playing on her lips. “For you, it is Tina. Now, let's talk. I am here to help you, Aiyla. There were weapons found in your apartment. I want to understand what and how that happened, and I believe you can provide that valuable information.” Aiyla sipped her coffee. “Tina, I will speak honestly with you. I still don't understand how those weapons ended up in my apartment.”

“You have no idea?” Sofia asked, calmly sipping her coffee.

“No, Tina, I don’t. I didn’t know they were there until your agents found them.” Aiyla answered innocently.

Sofia, maintaining her friendly demeanor, leaned forward. “I want to believe you, Aiyla. Maybe if we go over the whole story, we can discover the truth together. If you're not involved, I need to find out who is. Will you help me?”

Aiyla hesitated, her eyes reflecting a mix of fear and victim arrogance. “Are you hard of hearing, Tina? I've already told you. I don't know anything about those weapons.”

Sofia nodded understandingly. “I get it, Aiyla. I do; it's a complicated situation. But the truth will come out eventually. I just want to make sure you're on the right side of it.”

The room held a silent tension as the investigation mind game continued. Sofia, aka Tina, continued to engage Aiyla in a seemingly casual conversation, probing for the missing pieces that could unravel the mystery at hand.

During a pause in the conversation, Sofia stood up. “I think that is enough for today, Aiyla. We shall speak again tomorrow.” She told her, walking towards the door.

“Am I free to go home now?” Aiyla asked hopefully.

“Not yet, dear.” Sofia softly answered. 

* * *
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48 HOURS LATER

The small, comfortable conference room within the DGSE headquarters held an air of quiet tension as Captain Sofia Diable entered. Sofia's sharp eyes surveyed the room as she took a seat at the head of the table. Aiyla Canan, her face a portrait of innocence tinged with anxiety, looked up at her.

“Tina, what is this about? Why am I being kept here? Why am I being questioned again?” Aiyla's voice wavered as she spoke, her eyes searching Sofia's face for answers.

Sofia placed a file on the table, her gaze unwavering. “Aiyla, we found five Soviet AK 47 rifles and 1,000 rounds of ammunition hiding in your closet. Isn’t it time for you to tell me how they got there?”

Aiyla's eyes widened, thinly disguising a flash of anger. “I told you before. I have no idea how those weapons ended up in my closet! I've never seen them before in my life.”

Sofia leaned back in her chair, studying Aiyla's reactions. “Don't play games, Aiyla. You need to tell me the truth.”

Aiyla's face paled. “I am, Tina. I was as surprised as anyone when your people found them. I have never had any involvement with illegal arms or any terrorist activities.”

“You expect me to believe that these weapons magically appeared in your closet without your knowledge? This is a serious matter, Aiyla.” Sofia continued, her tone firmer.

Aiyla's gaze shifted nervously around the room. “I understand how serious this is, Tina. But I swear on my life, I don't know anything about those weapons. I have no reason to be involved in such activities.”

Sofia studied Aiyla's face for any signs of deception, her mind processing the nuances of every word. “Innocent people don't usually find themselves in possession of illegal firearms. I need the truth, Aiyla, for everyone's sake.” 

Sofia's piercing gaze held steady on Aiyla as she continued her line of questioning, probing for any possible link. “Aiyla, we know you have a boyfriend.” Sofia added taking a calculated shot in the dark without any real knowledge. “What about him? Might he be involved in these terrorist activities? What can you tell me about him?”

Aiyla's eyes flickered with a mix of fear and hesitation. “I won't talk about him. He has nothing to do with this.” 

Sofia leaned forward, satisfied she had unraveled a small piece of the puzzle. “Aiyla, if your boyfriend is involved, he is jeopardizing not only your life but also the lives of countless others. Don't let your lust or any misguided loyalty to this man cloud your judgment.”

Aiyla remained silent, her lips pressed together in defiance. Sofia, sensing the standoff, sighed. “Very well, Aiyla.”

Sofia stood up, her expression stern. “We are done for today.” As the gravity of the situation sank in, Aiyla's eyes widened in disbelief. Sofia signaled to the guard stationed outside the door. “Take Mademoiselle Canan to her room in the basement.” Sofia instructed.

Left alone, Sofia reached for her phone and dialed the number of Undersecretary Paul Rocher. 

“There is a man involved, sir. Aiyla is playing the dumb bimbo girlfriend. I am keeping her in the basement lockup. I believe letting her roast low and slow for a week or so may loosen her tongue or raise her stress to the point she unwittingly gives us some crucial information.”

“Do what you need to do, Sofia. We need to get to the bottom of this. Keep me informed.” Rocher told her.

The call ended, and Sofia settled back into her chair, contemplating the complex puzzle before her while Aiyla sat alone in her locked basement room, the weight of the evidence against her settling in. 

* * *
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PAUL ROCHER CROSSED his hands as agent Delacroix entered his office. “That woman, Canan, is not being responsive. Send a team to her apartment. Return the guns and ammo. I want cameras installed and monitored 24/7. Someone is going to come looking for those rifles, and when they do, I want those bastards under lock and key.”

“Did you say to return the guns and ammo, sir?” Agent Delacroix asked, slightly confused. “Yes.” Paul answered, chuckling. “After you remove the firing pins.”

“Understood, sir.” Delacroix acknowledged.

Paul stood up, reaching out to shake the agent’s hand. “We’re going to use those guns as the bait to lure our unsuspecting target into a trap. It is my experience that men do not leave guns or their women unattended for very long.”
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Chapter 5: Grave Importance
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Royal Palace, Bahrain

The Royal Palace was a sprawling masterpiece of opulence and tradition. Its halls, lined with intricate mosaics and towering columns, echoed the whispers of history and power. As First Minister Zayed Al Khalifa made his way through the corridors, his mind was weighed down with the burden of the message he carried.

Upon entering the Crown Prince and Prime Minister Hassan Al-Abdulla's private chamber, he found Hassan seated at a grand mahogany desk, reviewing a stack of documents. 

Hassan looked up, his sharp eyes narrowing as he saw Zayed.

“First Minister, to what do I owe this unannounced visit?” Hassan asked, his tone courteous but with an undercurrent of impatience.

Zayed took a deep breath, steeling himself. “Your Highness, I have come to discuss a matter of grave importance concerning your brother, Prince Yousif.”

Hassan’s expression immediately darkened. “Is he hurt?”

“No. He is in good health.” Zayed answered.

“Then what is it? Speak up, you old fool. Why do you come here mumbling about my brother?”

Zayed chose his words carefully. “It has come to my attention that Prince Yousif, during his time in Belgium, has fallen in with a questionable set of friends.”

Hassan's eyes flashed with anger as he stood abruptly, knocking over his chair. “Are you spying on my brother, Zayed? How dare you?”

Zayed raised his hands in a placating gesture. “Your Highness, I would never spy on a member of the royal family. However, I have many friends living in Belgium, and they have informed me of certain troubling activities.”

Hassan, still fuming, leaned over the desk, his fists clenched. “What kind of things, Zayed? Speak plainly!”

Zayed hesitated, knowing the risk he was taking, but the truth had to be told. “Your Highness, it appears that Prince Yousif has been funding and orchestrating attacks on the West. The most recent was a failed attempt to burn down the Church of Loaves and Fishes in Italy. While his endeavors have not been very successful so far, he has grown disturbingly close to Iranian operatives. It is spoken among the people that he assisted them in planning the recent attack on the European Spaceport in South America.”

Hassan’s face contorted with rage. “You dare accuse my brother of such treachery? Yousif is a prince of Bahrain, second in line to the throne, and my brother. I will hear no more of this slander!” Zayed’s heart pounded in his chest, but he stood his ground. “Forgive me, your Highness; I meant no disrespect; I only bring this to you for the sake of the kingdom and your father, the King. We must act to stop him before he causes irreparable harm to Bahrain.”

Hassan's voice boomed through the chamber as he pointed an accusing finger at Zayed.

“If any harm comes to Yousif, if any action is taken that brings him pain or suffering, I will hold you personally responsible. Do you understand, old man?”

Zayed bowed his head. “I understand, your Highness. I will do what I can to protect Prince Yousif and your father, the King. May Allah guide my hand in all I do.”

Hassan glared at Zayed for a long moment before turning his back to him, staring out the window with fists clenched at his sides. “Leave me, Zayed. And tread carefully.”

Zayed bowed again, retreating from the room. The heavy door closed behind him with a loud, echoing thud. As he walked away down the ornate halls of the palace, Zayed’s demeanor changed the further he walked. 

He squared his shoulders, and his strides became stronger and more confident. As he passed two of the faithful lovingly cleaning the palace he tipped his head as if in a blessing. 

Nearing his offices, he paused by a window and looked out across the grand plaza as a small smile curled his lips. 
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Chapter 6: Revenge of the Scorned 
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DGSE Headquarters, Paris France

The muted sounds of a bustling government building filtering in from the hallway beyond the closed door as Sofia sat waiting patiently in the ornate leather chair in front of Undersecretary Paul Rocher's expansive desk. She glanced at her wristwatch . . . her mind racing with apprehension, wondering why the undersecretary had requested her presence with such urgency.

Finally, Undersecretary Rocher looked up, a stern expression etched on his weathered face. Setting the phone down carefully in its cradle, he leaned forward in his high-backed leather chair and cut straight to the chase.

“Sofia, is there any progress with the interrogation of Aiyla Canan?” He asked, his tone soft despite the abruptness.

Sofia sighed inwardly before responding. “No,sir. I've tried every technique in the book on Aiyla, but she's not budging.”

Rocher leaned back, rubbing his hands together. “You must find a way, Captain. The information she holds may be critical to saving French lives . . . and the clock is ticking.”

“I do understand the importance of this, Paul.” Sofia replied, frustration simmering beneath her controlled exterior. “Aiyla is being held downstairs. I'm giving her time to stew and contemplate her fate while I plan my next move.”

Paul's stern gaze softened slightly, acknowledging the delicate nature of the task at hand. “I trust you, Sofia, but time is the one thing we have little of. We need answers!”

Paul's expression shifted as he reached for a folder. “I've just received some new information that might prove useful to your efforts. It is NTK classified, as the sources are deep undercover and extremely valuable to the DSGE. However, given the circumstances, I believe it's time to bring you into the loop. This is an intelligence report regarding Aiyla Canan's mystery boyfriend. It could be the leverage you need to unravel the web surrounding her.”

Sofia leaned slightly forward, absorbing the gravity of Rocher's words. “What do we know, sir?”

Rocher tapped a folder on his desk before sliding it toward Sofia. “According to the report, he is believed to be a Turkish national. Security cameras have tracked him visiting Aiyla in her apartment and accompanying her around town.”

Sofia opened the folder, scanning through the contents as Rocher continued. “His true identity is shrouded in layers of secrecy. He uses multiple IDs and credit cards with various names, making it difficult. However, intelligence has been able to validate one detail . . . his first name is Solomón.”

Sofia raised an eyebrow, contemplating the significance of the information. “Solomón.” She repeated thoughtfully. “It is not an uncommon name. Although, simply knowing it might be the leverage I need to break her.”

Rocher nodded. “I am counting on you to find out everything you can about this Solomón. His connections, his affiliations . . . we need to know who we're dealing with.”

Sofia closed the folder, confidence overtaking her features. “Consider it done. Aiyla’s love for Solomón is far more powerful than any threat I could throw at her. It is the bond that keeps her silent and the key to unlocking her secrets. If I break that bond, then I break Aiyla.”

Rocher gave her a firm nod. “I have confidence in you, Captain. Remember, time is of the essence.”

* * *
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SOFIA’S ASSIGNMENT now had a new layer. A layer she was determined to exploit. Armed with Solomón's elusive identity, expert profiler Sofia Diable knew exactly what to do, but it had to be done with great care. Aiyla's allegiance to Solomón required a delicate touch and finesse.

* * *
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“WE NEED TO TALK, AIYLA.” Sofia casually told her, pouring two cups of coffee at the counter. “Cream, no sugar, is that right?” She asked, looking over her shoulder.

Aiyla met Sofia's gaze, taking the cup from her hand. “What more is there to say? I've told you everything I know.” Sofia pulled out a chair and sat down across from Aiyla, the folder containing Solomón's information placed deliberately on the table. “My dear Aiyla, there is much that you know but choose not to share with me . . . so many things. Although you may not know everything, in fact, there is a lot you don’t know about your mysterious boyfriend.”

Aiyla's eyes narrowed, a flicker of curiosity breaking through her defenses. “What are you talking about?”

Sofia opened the folder, casually revealing a photo of Solomón and Aiyla at the open air market together. “French intelligence has been digging into Solomón's background. They know who he is, and more importantly, they know why he's been using your apartment to hide guns.”

Aiyla's composure wavered, a mix of shock and concern crossing her features. “I don't . . . I told you . . . I don't know anything about guns. Solomón said he was a gold merchant. Importing handcrafted Turkish jewelry into Europe.

Bingo . . . Sofia thought to herself, although she remained calm, not letting on her excitement. Solomón was definitely his name, and he was not a jeweler. Now it was time for her to gently pry open the crack in Aiyla's defenses a bit wider.

Sofia leaned forward, her tone measured. “Truth is, Aiyla. I believe you. It seems Solomón hasn't been entirely truthful with you. I believe Solomón did not tell you about the guns. He hid them from you. His actions put you at risk.”

Aiyla hesitated, uncertainty etched on her face. “I swear to you, Sofia, I was not involved in anything really illegal, like guns. I was just helping him smuggle some jewelry into France. Jewelry, just jewelry . . . nothing that would harm anyone. It was just a way for us to earn some money.”

Outwardly, Sofia sighed, realizing that Aiyla's loyalty to Solomón was deeply ingrained. She decided it was time to drop her bombshell that would shake Aiyla's foundation.

Picking up the folder, Sofia slowly flipped through the pages, not actually reading anything since there was nothing there other than her own notes. “You know, Aiyla, we discovered something interesting in our investigation.” Sofia said casually, watching for any change in Aiyla's demeanor. “Solomón has a wife and two lovely children in Turkey. We think they believe he's a gold jewelry merchant as well, providing for them through legitimate means. Do you think they know what he really does to support them?”

Aiyla's eyes widened in disbelief, a flicker of vulnerability breaking through her defenses. “Wife and children? I had no idea. Solomón never mentioned he was married.”

“Oh, I am so sorry, Aiyla; I thought you knew. Here, this is a photo of them.” Sofia told her, handing over a grainy photo of a woman and two young children she downloaded from the internet not an hour ago. 

“The little one takes after her father, don’t you think?” Sofia innocently asked, pouring more psychological salt into Aiyla’s emotional wound. 

Sofia watched closely as Aiyla stared at the photo. Her face easily displayed the gamut of her emotions, from anger to denial and back again. Seeing her reaction, Sofia decided it was time to push a little harder. 

“I believe it’s possible that his wife is just as in the dark as you are about what kind of man Solomón is.” Sofia added, sounding sympathetic. “Or maybe I’m wrong, and his wife knows exactly what kind of man he is and is perfectly ok with him using you in your bed to hide his real activities.”

The room fell into a heavy silence as Aiyla processed the fabricated revelation. Sofia watched closely, recognizing the internal struggle within Aiyla as the realization that her idealized image of Solomón might be a hollow facade.

Aiyla glared at the ceiling as if seeking answers from the unseen forces above. Her anger at Solomón’s betrayal smothered every other thought. There was fire in her eyes as she looked up at Sofia. “Happily married with children! That lying, manipulative . . .” Her words trailed off into a low, feral growl as she clenched her fists and slammed the table. 

The room seemed to shrink in on them as Aiyla's emotions erupted. A storm of anger and hurt that quickly consumed every other emotion. Finally, Aiyla's gaze returned to Sofia, her anger now focused on Solomón. “I can't believe I fell for his lies; I gave myself to him in ways I had never done before. I thought he loved me and that we had something special.”

Sofia, maintaining a sympathetic demeanor, leaned forward. “I understand, Aiyla, I do. This is difficult, but now is the time for you to help me unravel the truth. Please, Aiyla, help me find him. Tell me everything you know about Solomón, no matter how unimportant it may seem to you. The smallest bit of information you can remember might be the one piece that brings everything else into focus. It’s important, Aiyla, not just to me or to France, but for your own safety.”

Aiyla took a deep breath, her eyes welling with tears. “I never asked questions, Sofia, but I did notice strange things. Late night phone calls in languages I couldn't understand; packages arriving that he kept hidden from me. He always said it was business and that I shouldn't worry.”

Sofia nodded, encouraging Aiyla to continue. Manipulating her emotions to the boiling point and beyond. “Thank you, Aiyla; please go on. Even the smallest detail will help us bring Solomón to his knees. You deserve your revenge.”

Aiyla's eyes flashed with pure hate, fueling her determination as she started to recount details she had hidden until now. 

“Solomón mentioned a place, a warehouse near the industrial district. He said it was part of his business, but I never knew what he kept there. He often left for hours, sometimes days, without explanation, and when he returned, he would act as if nothing had happened and get angry if I asked him where he had been . . . forcing me to beg for his forgiveness on my knees while pleasing him over and over until he was satisfied.” Aiyla suffered an involuntary shudder and shook her head violently from side to side, remembering how he had used and abused her. 

“I was with him many times when he would meet with people I didn’t recognize, sometimes in my apartment. He would send me away to the bedroom so that he could speak in private. Some were very well dressed; I thought they were buyers for his jewelry, but some gave me a bad feeling.”

Sofia listened intently, piecing together the fragments as Aiyla continued to share her memories. It was a delicate balance, trying to navigate Aiyla's emotions while acting as her sympathetic confidant rather than her interrogator. 

As Aiyla finished recounting the last of her observations, she looked at Sofia with a mixture of defiance and newfound resolve. “I don't care what happens to him now. Solomón used me like a whore. I want him to pay for what he's done.”

Sofia set down her coffee cup, her gaze steady as she addressed Aiyla. “Aiyla, you are the victim here. This scum of a man manipulated and betrayed you. It’s all over now. I understand the toll this relationship has taken on you. You should have never been subjected to this type of abuse.”

Sofia paused, getting up to walk around the table and pulling up a seat next to Aiyla, putting a hand over hers. “With your permission, I am going to propose something to my superiors. If you agree to work with us towards capturing Solomón, I am going to request permission for you to go home. You'll be safe, I promise you. You will be under our protection at all times, even though you will never see it.” 

Aiyla's eyes widened at the unexpected offer, a spark of hope igniting within her. “You would do such a thing for me? You would let me go home? To my own apartment.”

Sofia nodded. “Under certain conditions, yes. We will need you to keep us informed and to be our eyes and ears when Solomón comes back. In return, we will drop any charges against you and ensure your safety from this man. I will need your word, Aiyla, that you won't try to escape or jeopardize our mission to find out what Solomón is up to.”

Aiyla's resolve deepened, and she nodded emphatically. “Yes, I agree with all of that. I want to see Solomón pay for what he's done to me. I will do whatever it takes.”

Sofia smiled, patting Aiyla's hand gently. “This should have never happened to you. You are a fine woman. I'll make the necessary arrangements with my superiors and brief you on the details later. For now, how about you go take a long hot shower and wash that man out of your life? 

Aiyla's expression turned resolute. “You have my word, Sofia. I won't run. I want to be there when Solomón is arrested. I want him to see me and know I caused it to happen.” Sofia nodded in approval. “Good. That will be rich. I hope I am there next to you. I would enjoy watching him when he sees that it was you that delivered his karma.” 

* * *
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CAPTAIN SOFIA DIABLE stood before Undersecretary Paul Rocher once more, her gaze steady as she requested a crucial favor. “Sir, I need your permission to drop all charges and release Aiyla Canan. She has agreed to cooperate with us as an informant and as bait to lure Solomón out into the open.”

Rocher regarded Sofia with a contemplative expression, the weight of the decision evident in the lines on his face. “Captain, do you understand the risks involved? If Aiyla betrays us or disappears, it's on your shoulders.”

Sofia nodded, fully aware of the responsibility she was taking on. “I do understand, sir. I will personally ensure that Aiyla remains committed and doesn't compromise the mission.”

Rocher sighed, leaning back in his chair. “Very well, Captain. If you believe this is the best course of action, proceed. But be cautious. We can't afford any missteps.”

Sofia softly smiled, gratitude in her eyes. “Thank you, Sir.”

* * *
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AS SOFIA EXITED ROCHER'S office, she felt the weight of the responsibility she had just accepted. 

‘Give the mouse just a little bit of cheese, earn their trust, and keep them coming back willingly for more.’ Sofia’s instructor had taught her so long ago. Cheese came in many flavors, Sofia had learned over the years, from intimate promises to fulfilling dreams of wealth, but this time Sofia had flavored the cheese with sweet revenge. 

* * *
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THERE WAS NO DENYING that she was using Aiyla by manipulating her emotions, in some ways even more so than Solomón had. At least Solomón knew why he did what he did. Obviously, he had a plan and a purpose for his actions. 

All
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