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   This novel is a work of fiction.  All names and characters are entirely the product of the author’s imagination.  Real places are used fictitiously and have been altered where required to serve the author’s purposes.  Any resemblance to real persons or to current or past events is coincidental and unintended.  Any resemblance to future events as prophesied in the Bible, on the other hand, is earnestly sought.
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Part One: Awakening Daniel Goldman
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter One
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Today it begins, Danny.”
 
   Knowing the male voice he’d just heard was real and came from above his up-turned face, Daniel Goldman instantly abandoned the dream he’d been having.  He hesitated to open his eyes, suspecting no one would be there when he did.  When he finally opened them, no one was.  He rolled up on one elbow so he could see into the heart of his bedroom and remained unsurprised when he saw no one fleeing into the dim light beyond his sleeping alcove.  
 
   He lay back and stared up at streaks of morning sun across the ceiling, reclaiming consciousness and listening to the silence throughout his master suite.  When he was sufficiently awake, the thought came to him that this was the first time he’d been asleep when it happened.  The first two times he’d heard this voice he’d been wide awake.  He spent the next several seconds pondering whether there was any significance to that distinction.  When he could think of none he drew a deep breath and let it out slowly, then twisted around to his left so he could sit up with his feet over the side of the bed.  
 
   His phone lay on the nightstand beside him where he had placed it before retiring the night before.  He disconnected it from its charger, cancelled its wake-up setting and headed to the bathroom.  All the way there, past the fireplace with its sitting area and thick Persian rugs and the floral arrangements Mrs. Harper fussed over, he didn’t once bother looking around for the source of the voice.  Despite its reality there was no reason to pretend he was anything but alone.
 
   He relieved himself, pulled on his robe, and walked back to the reading nook across the room from his bed.  It overlooked his private lake.  The first thing he saw after pulling back the drapes was sun glinting off the slate and copper roof of the Sperling estate on the other side of the lake.  The estate was vacant, had been for the past thirteen months.  There was very little wind.  Nothing moved but bass or perch breaking the surface of the lake in several places simultaneously as they rose to grab breakfast.  At least over his seventy-five acre lake, this Monday morning, September 28, 2020, woke in the usual fashion.
 
   Several minutes later Daniel found himself still staring out at the lake and his missing neighbor’s empty house, having reached only one conclusion.  Ignoring an audible voice from empty space was getting more difficult with each occurrence, whether it came to him when asleep or awake, and he had to do something about it.  
 
   He let the drapes fall back in place over the windows, crossed over to his bed and the nightstand beside it.  He tucked his phone into the pocket of his robe and headed toward the back staircase.  
 
   On the ground floor, on his way to his office, he passed through a commercial quality kitchen with enough stainless steel appliances and hanging copper pans to serve a dinner party many times larger than any he ever hosted.  Just beyond the kitchen, he glanced down a twelve foot hallway toward a closed door behind which lay the suite of the live-in couple who cared for Daniel and his property.  He satisfied himself the total stillness meant they were still asleep.  He stepped quietly through the open walkway that marked the division between his two-story entrance hall and his great room and turned left toward his office.  On his desk lay an old-fashioned business card holder.  Daniel extracted a card given him by the psychiatrist he had met by chance a couple of months ago in Manhattan.  He keyed in the phone number, all the while doubtful.  More and more people seemed to need therapists these days and the man was probably enjoying a professional bonanza.  Would have no time available in the next few weeks, let alone today.  The office was probably not open yet anyway and he would have to leave a message.  He was nearly speechless with surprise when a live female voice said, “Good morning.  May I help you?”
 
   “Uh, hello, my name is Daniel Goldman.  I know this is extremely short notice, but I happen to have a meeting not far from the doctor’s office later this morning, and I was wondering if he may have an opening in his schedule.”
 
   After only a short pause, she said, “Well, Mr. Goldman, you’re in luck.  If you can be here within the next couple of hours, the doctor can see you.  Will that work for you?”
 
   “It will.  I can be there at, say, 9:00?”
 
   “I’ll put your name on his calendar.  We look forward to your visit.”
 
   She hung up as Daniel stood looking at the phone in his hand.  What were the odds?   
 
   He immediately called his limousine service to move ahead his previously scheduled transportation downtown.  In light of increased security concerns since the Disappearance, he limited the number of times he drove himself, but since hiring a full-time chauffeur had seemed ostentatious, he had contracted with an independent limousine service.  
 
   Back In the kitchen he quietly made a breakfast of toast, shredded wheat with raisons and tomato juice.  He was just finishing when Mrs. Harper emerged from her corridor at the entrance to the kitchen, hands on her hips.  While Daniel swallowed the last bite of cereal, she rushed toward him so quickly the bottom of her bathrobe flared out behind her.  Daniel thought of a linebacker crashing through the line to sack the opposing quarterback.
 
   “Mr. Goldman, just what do you think you are doing?”
 
   He smiled at her.  “Eating breakfast.”
 
   “Daniel Goldman, haven’t I told you how happy Mr. Harper and I are with the position you’ve given us here on this lovely estate?  I’m sure you realize you pay us very well compared to current market conditions.  So if you don’t allow us to perform the services which justify such excellent compensation, I’m afraid you may decide you don’t need to keep writing those generous checks.  Can’t you see what this does to the sense of security in this old woman?”
 
   Daniel laughed, joining in with Mrs. Harper’s game.  “And haven’t I told you how irreplaceable you and your husband are?  Your jobs are totally secure.”  He knew the real source of her insecurity had nothing to do with failing to make his breakfast.
 
   Mrs. Harper began clearing away the dishes.  “Well, alright, if you say so, Mr. Goldman.  But you must let me make it up to you at dinner tonight.  What would you like?  I can have our east coast supplier fly in fresh lobster in time for dinner at seven if I get the order in by 8:30 this morning.  How does that sound?  Or, I could have our local supplier deliver fresh quail.  That might be the ticket.  I know how much you like my grilled quail with pomegranate-orange BBQ sauce and tabouli with quinoa and shredded kale.  Much better than that box of shredded wheat, I would think.”
 
    “Mrs. Harper,” he said, “I’ll make a deal with you.  Pick either of those mouth-watering dishes and that will completely make up for the indiscretion of allowing me to assemble my own breakfast.  Deal?”
 
   “And the fine salaries for Mr. Harper and me—they are to continue?”  Despite the smile-wrinkles decorating her face, there was little mirth in her eyes.
 
   “In perpetuity, Mrs. Harper.”
 
   “Then yes, deal.”
 
   “You need a contract, or will a handshake suffice?”
 
   “Neither.  I want a hug.”  She started toward him again.  “If Mr. Harper and I no longer have the privilege of serving Mr. and Mrs. Sperling across the lake, then working for their almost adopted grandson is next best—no offense—and I expect hugs from almost grandsons.”
 
   Daniel swiveled on his stool to allow Mrs. Harper to place her plump arms around his neck.  He patted her back and said, “Where is your old Irishman?”
 
   “I saw him pulling on his dirty work clothes and rushing into the garden so you wouldn’t discover he was still in bed when you came down to breakfast.  The shame was apparently too great.”
 
   “Dirty work clothes?”
 
   “His poor attempt at subterfuge, I’m afraid.  Dirty clothes might convince you he’d been at it for hours.  I look for him to come lumbering in any minute.  He’ll expect a real breakfast, I presume.”
 
   “You two add a great deal to my life, Mrs. Harper.”  Daniel studied her for a moment.  “Now, now, don’t cry on me.  But you do know that, right?”
 
   Mrs. Harper turned away quickly, muttering as she went, “Yes, sir.  And back at you.  We still have a piece of our old world, don’t we?”  Daniel heard her sniffle.  
 
   Rising from his stool, Daniel said, “OK, I got to run, Mrs. Harper, but I’ll expect an exceptional culinary surprise this evening.  Only fair, given how much wealth I lavish on you.”
 
   Apparently still fighting tears, unable to speak, her back toward Daniel, Mrs. Harper waived her hand over her head as if dismissing him.  Daniel stepped over to her, kissed her on the back of the neck, patted her shoulder, and then returned to his bedroom to get ready for the day.  
 
   After showering and shaving, still in his underwear, he stepped out of the bathroom to answer his phone.  It was Brian, his front gate guard, calling to say Daniel’s limo had just been allowed through and was heading for his main driveway.  Daniel thanked him and disconnected.
 
   He entered his closet and considered what to wear.  Normally he dressed casually—except for formal or first-time business meetings.  Later this morning he was to meet with Spears, Cramer and Moss, investment bankers he had worked with many times before.  About some new oil deal in Israel.  Such familiarity meant formality in dress was not required there.  Not knowing how to characterize his meeting with a psychiatrist he’d met only once, he chose informality and put on Kaki’s and a light blue sweater.
 
   From the drawer of his nightstand he withdrew his Smith and Wesson 38 Special and flipped open the cylinder to confirm the five hollow point rounds were still in place.  He slipped it into a pocket holster and shoved the whole rig into his right front pants pocket.  The general chaos may not have been quite what it had been at first, but he was still unwilling to leave home without his pistol.  
 
   He headed out into the corridor and hurried toward the main staircase.  There was only one way to deal with the phenomenon of the voices: it was time to confront it head-on.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   As he emerged from his front door, Daniel froze at the sight of the limo driver.  He didn’t recognize him.  This mildly concerned him in itself, but the fact that the man holding open the limousine door and smiling at him appeared to be Middle Eastern made it even worse.  
 
   He glanced past the limo toward the gate house, where his guard Brian waved back at him, relaxed and friendly as usual.  Everything appeared normal there.  Daniel slowed his pace anyway so he could study the limousine and its new driver as he covered the fifteen yards or so of cobblestone surface between his front door and the heavy black vehicle.  The driver’s Metropolitan Limousine Service uniform appeared authentic.  Based on the fleet ID number on the license plate frame, the limo was the one regularly set aside for Daniel’s exclusive use whenever he was in town.
 
   “So where is Harold?” Daniel called, still several yards from the open limo door.
 
   “He called in sick early this morning, Mr. Goldman.  My name is Assam, and I will be your driver today.  Here, you are welcome to review my license and company ID.”  He held a bundle of papers out for Daniel’s inspection.
 
   Daniel took them and flipped through each page, certificate and photo.  Everything appeared to be in order.
 
   “How long have you been with Metropolitan?”
 
   “This will be my fourth week.  The owner of the service, Mr. Hogan, helped me emigrate from Kuwait.  I had been trying for many months.  His help speeded things up.  His business is growing and he needed more drivers.  I guess not so many Americans want to drive themselves these days, and not so many home-born Americans want this job.  I don’t know why.  It’s an excellent job, don’t you think, Mr. Goldman?”
 
   “All honest employment is excellent in its own way, Assam.  By the way, your English is flawless.”
 
   “Thank you.  I studied English for many years in my home country.  I have a degree in Business Administration from an American college which offers on-line courses.  I always hoped to come here, and I wanted to sound right when I did.  Do you detect much accent, Mr. Goldman?”
 
   “Hardly any,” Daniel said, as he climbed into the back seat.
 
   Assam closed the door, walked around to the driver’s side and got behind the wheel.  After firing the engine, he drove slowly down the quarter-mile driveway toward Missouri Highway 92 which ran past the northern edge of Daniel’s estate.  “Did you know Mr. Hogan plans to sell his business in a few years?” Assam asked.  
 
   “No, I did not.”
 
   “Yes.  He says he is getting old and tired.  He has no children who would be interested.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   “He told me he would prefer to sell it to an employee but he will need at least half of the price in cash.  He cannot afford to take the whole price in installment payments over long years.  He says he is too old for that.”
 
   “After being there only a few weeks your boss told you all this?”
 
   “Actually he had told me before I came to work for him.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “He trusts me.  We have communicated for many months, since my consulate first introduced us on-line.  He says he helped me emigrate because he could tell I would make a good American businessman.  He would like me to be the one who buys his business.  I am flattered, I tell him, and I will try hard to save the money.  And if I am successful to buy his business, I tell him, I will run it as he himself would have done.  For example, ‘the customer is king,’ right, Mr. Goldman?”
 
   “That’s still good policy for a service business.  And good for you, Assam.  I have a feeling you will make it here in America.” 
 
   “Thank you,” Assam said.  
 
   Assam stopped the limo at the end of the driveway while the gate motored open and Brian waved at them.  “Aren’t you early, Mr. Goldman?  When this meeting was added to your calendar yesterday afternoon, the entry said it was not for another two and a half hours.  Are you still going to One Main?”  
 
   “Yes, but not immediately.  I have an earlier meeting that just came up.  Do you know the loft apartment buildings on Eighth Terrace, just west of Broadway?”
 
   “Yes.  So, I think I should still go east, toward Highway 169, as I had planned?”
 
   “That’s right.  You already learned your way around a metropolitan area with this much geography—in such a short time?”
 
   Assam turned onto the nearly deserted highway and slowly accelerated.  “I study maps every night.  And I usually review each day’s schedule the night before.  So I can be professional.  Also, my vehicle has GPS.”  He grinned in the rearview mirror as he touched the display screen mounted on his console.  “I had only a short time to review your schedule this morning, Mr. Goldman, because I did not know I would be taking Harold’s place until a short time ago.”
 
   “Well, you seem very professional.  We’re going first to a converted industrial building which has commercial and professional offices in it—instead of residential units like the rest of the buildings on the same block.  The one we’re going to is the building farthest to the west on that block of Eighth Terrace.”
 
   “No problem.  Shall I raise the privacy glass?”  
 
   “No, Assam, leave the glass down.  I want to ask you about your country.  I haven’t been to Kuwait in several years.  Is it as crazy over there as it is everywhere else?”
 
   “I think yes.” Daniel could see him nodding his head.  Then Assam moved to his right again to bring Daniel into focus in his rearview mirror.  “Maybe not at first, but I think it is equally crazy now.” 
 
   Daniel thought Assam’s eyes were questioning, as if he thought Daniel may have an explanation.  He didn’t.  His phone buzzed.
 
   “Excuse me, Assam.  I need to check on this.  He held up his phone for Assam to see.
 
   “No problem.  You need privacy now?”
 
   “No.  It’s just a text message.”
 
   Daniel opened the encrypted message.  It was from his regional manager in Canada about the new pipeline company recently added to the portfolio.  His man wanted to speed up one of the projects which had been in the works when Daniel had acquired the firm.  
 
   Daniel began crafting his instructions the slow way, character by character.  He could have used the voice recognition feature, but then he would need Assam to raise the privacy glass.  In his text response he told his manager he had no objection to speeding up the project.  In fact, that had been his intention all along.  Daniel didn’t elaborate, partly because of the limitations of manual texting and partly because he wanted to challenge him a bit.  His assistant’s earlier proforma’s on the expected results from the increased investment had been a bit shallow.  He wanted him to think for himself, not just try to guess what the boss wanted.
 
   When finished, he looked up.  They were just coming to a stop where Highway 92 met Highway 169.  They were on the northern outskirts of one of the several small towns which surrounded Kansas City proper and which, together with the main city, comprised the Greater Metropolitan area.  Even here there were political activists.  He watched a group of about a dozen people marching in the grass strip between the highway and the parking lot of a convenience store, carrying signs.  From the hand-scrawled messages, Daniel concluded about half were in favor and half were opposed to the military disarmament being debated in Europe and the United States.  
 
   Assam obviously noticed the signs also.  “What do you think about military disarmament, Mr. Goldman?  A good idea?”
 
   “Nice idea I guess—but it won’t work.  Human beings don’t come equipped with claws or deadly teeth, so they make weapons.  I don’t expect that to change because a bunch of politicians sign papers to control munitions.”
 
   Assam brought Daniel back into focus in his rearview mirror and pantomimed surprise with his eyes.  “You don’t think man is fundamentally good?  That all he needs is the right environment and he will live in harmony with his fellow man?”
 
   Daniel smiled, surprised somewhat with Assam’s sarcasm, expressed so succinctly in a non-native language.  “I’m no philosopher, Assam.  Not a sociologist, either.  But, no, I don’t think mankind is capable of getting along, regardless of environment.  That doesn’t make me a misanthrope.  You understand that word, misanthrope?”
 
   “Yes.  One who hates mankind.”
 
   Daniel was impressed.  “Right.  I don’t hate mankind, and I don’t look down on them.  But I am a realist.  Thousands of years of history must prove something.  Has mankind ever gone more than a few years without war?  Has there ever been a society where the subjects, or citizens, don’t kill each other and those of other societies for the same handful of reasons—love, sex, religion, money, power?”
 
   “I see your point.”
 
   They drove in silence for a while.  The marchers reminded Daniel of an incident years ago, when he had first entered military school.  Shortly after arriving at the school, he and the other cadets had been on a long march in the hot sun.  Despite being young and in excellent physical condition, Daniel was rapidly becoming exhausted—probably less from physical reasons than from the aftermath of his parents’ recent funeral, followed in mere weeks by going off to this strange school.  By the fourth mile, he had been able to keep himself going only by concocting a plausible and face-saving explanation he could sell the drill master for dropping out.  After a while, he gave up on that approach.  It had begun to sound sissy…and since he had no one but himself to depend on, he could not afford to be sissy.  For the final mile, he’d kept going by reminding himself how soon it would be over.  Just a hundred more steps…just fifty more.
 
   In many ways, that long-ago march had never ended.
 
   “Many things are falling down, that’s for sure,” Assam said.  “I just thought most Americans were in favor of disarmament.  But you know, maybe crazier than these people who want disarmament—which, as you say, has no possibility of making a difference in the world—maybe even crazier are those who try so hard to carry on as if nothing has changed, you know?”
 
   “I guess they don’t see any alternative, Assam.  And I didn’t realize you were such a philosopher.”
 
   “I’m not.  I’m just carrying on as if nothing has changed.”  He laughed at himself.  “You are right about not seeing any alternatives.  I’m curious, Mr. Goldman.  Do you not believe the words of the prophets, that peace will one day reign over the world?  Especially with a name like Daniel, you should believe that.”
 
   “OK, I’ll bite.  What’s my name got to do with anything?”
 
   “You know.  Daniel was a prophet, in the Bible.”
 
   “Oh, right.  Are you Muslim?”
 
   “No.  I’m chauffer.”
 
   Daniel laughed.  “OK.  You’re from Kuwait, so it would be not be likely you are Jewish or Christian.  If you are not Muslim either, then how do you know about Daniel from the Bible?”
 
   “I’m a well read chauffer.”
 
   “No doubt you are.  Well, I’m sorry I can’t shed any light on mankind’s ultimate destination.”
 
   They drove quietly for several more miles as Daniel texted another hint to his Canadian manager about the pipeline.  When finished, he leaned back and started thinking about the psychiatrist he was about to see.  The voices hadn’t convinced him he needed a psychiatrist, but they had certainly convinced him he needed to talk to this particular psychiatrist.  An unknown psychotherapist showing up out of the blue in New York wanting to share a cab?  And then intimating Daniel would have a need for his services soon?  And he happened to have an office in Kansas City?  Now these voices?  He definitely needed to talk to this man.
 
   The limo had exited the freeway and was entering the surface streets of Downtown Kansas City when, from his left, Daniel saw a burnt-orange dump truck screaming toward them.  It ran a red light and seemed to speed up.  Assam screamed.  Daniel realized they couldn’t stop in time to avoid a collision and neither could the dump truck, but he remained strangely unconcerned.  Somehow the truck did miss them, passing just off their rear.  It skidded and nearly turned over as it sped off in the opposite direction from the limo.  Daniel was still unshaken.
 
   After a few seconds, Assam caught his breath and said, “Are you OK Mr. Goldman?”
 
   “I am.”
 
   “How did we miss that truck?  Maybe I should say how did it miss us?”
 
   “I don’t know, Assam.”
 
   “There couldn’t have been more than a coat of paint between us.”
 
   “I’d say that’s about right.  One coat.”
 
   “I’m not sure that was an accident.”
 
   Until now Daniel had focused exclusively on the phenomenal aspect of the voice coming to him three times from empty space.  For the first time he actually considered the messages: “A test is coming, Danny”; “Soon, Danny”; “Today it begins, Danny.”  Maybe that was why he’d been so calm as the truck roared toward them.  He had been warned for the past two weeks.  
 
   He entertained that for only for an instant.  He was not about to give credence to a voice that didn’t exist. 
 
   “No, Assam, I think that’s all it was.  An accident.  Probably the driver was just drunk.  More and more people start their days that way lately.”
 
   “With all due respect, Mr. Goldman, I don’t think so.  That driver had to be targeting us.  You, that is.  I’m nobody.”
 
   Not being inclined to believe in coincidence any more than Assam, Daniel couldn’t conjure enough enthusiasm to continue the debate.  Instead he changed the subject.  “By the way, Assam, what were you shouting back there—when it happened?”
 
   “I was praying to the Prophet.”
 
   “I thought you weren’t Muslim.”
 
   “I was for a minute there.”
 
   “OK,” Daniel chuckled.  “I like your attitude, Assam.  You seem…I don’t know…circumspect.”
 
   “Ah, another good word, Mr. Goldman.  And before you ask, yes, I understand the word.  I am indeed a careful man.  That’s why I believe in keeping all my options open.  So I say, why ignore the Prophet, you know, just in case?”
 
   “Amen, brother.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “There it is, Assam.  I shouldn’t be long.  Why don’t you find someplace to wait for me.  I’ll call you when I’m finished.”
 
   Assam pulled to the curb in front of the building.  “You got it,” he said.  He climbed out of the driver’s seat and looked around as he opened the rear passenger door.  “I see no-parking signs everywhere I look, Mr. Goldman.  But I noticed a small parking lot behind this building.  I’ll wait for you there.  Just call when you’re ready.”  He recited his personal cell number so Daniel could key it into his phone.
 
   Daniel climbed the exterior concrete steps to the entrance and entered the open lobby.  He could tell from the directory that the floor he was on was the ground floor.  Since he’d climbed several steps to get here, there must be a basement of some sort under him.  There were only three suites listed and only two had company names beside them.  He assumed the third unlabeled one, suite one hundred, was the one he wanted because it matched the suite number on the card the doctor had given him in Manhattan.  He wondered why the suite had not been labeled, since the psychiatrist had been here at least two months.  Low budget, he thought.
 
   He entered the suite.  No one was in the reception area.  Already uneasy about the visit, as he stared at the unoccupied desk facing him and the emptiness of the room he became further unnerved.  He turned in a slow circle, studying the room, finding it to be a jumble of antique furnishings vaguely suggestive perhaps of the 1920’s.
 
   After a bit he cleared his throat to announce his presence.  In moments, the doctor he had met in New York entered from a door behind and to the left of the receptionist’s desk.
 
   “Hello, Daniel.  Very nice to see you again.”
 
   “Nice to see you, Dr. Michaels.” 
 
   “Actually, it’s singular.  Michael.”
 
   Daniel glanced at the business card.  Sure enough.  The card said only “Michael, psychotherapist.”  He had obviously misread it before.
 
   “Michael is the only name I use,” the doctor continued.  “Never saw the need for more than one.  Like Liberace, Cher or Madonna.  And I have no need of a flattered ego by making you use the title ‘Doctor’ every time you address me.  Just call me Michael, and please come in.  I see you’re looking at the receptionist’s empty desk?  She could be out running an errand.”
 
   Daniel was directed to a straight-backed wooden chair facing Michaels’ desk.  Almost immediately after dropping his weight on the hard wood he wished for the ubiquitous soft couch.  As Michael walked around behind his desk, Daniel’s gaze fell on an ornate grandfather clock in the corner of the otherwise sparsely furnished office.
 
   “From our conversation in New York, I think I know why you’re here, Daniel.  So let’s get right to it, shall we?”
 
   “That was two months ago.  You remember me that well?”  
 
   “I do, and I’d like to begin by reviewing what I already know.  I do this with many of my people.  It serves as a kicking off point, so to speak.  Does that sound reasonable, Daniel?”
 
   “It does.”
 
   “Good.  So let me start by showing off my powers of observation if you don’t mind.  I find it builds confidence right off.”  Michael turned around, facing away from Daniel.  “You are 5’11”, a hundred eighty-five pounds.  I’d say thirty-three years old.  Am I close?”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   Still facing away, Michael said, “Your hair is jet black, thick, cut about an inch in length and combed forward—although it’s not really combed at all.  It just wants to go mostly forward.  You are dark complexioned with an almost rosy undertone to your skin.  Eyes are brown-to-black.  Eyelashes long.  Lips a bit thick—also with an under-lying rosy hue.  Your nose is thin and a bit longer than your typical Gentile, because you aren’t a Gentile.  Overall, Daniel, you have the striking, classic appearance of a Jewish man.  And you are handsome, if I may say, so much so some could almost say you are pretty—but in a way not to impugn your masculinity.  You are obviously athletic, with a noticeable spring in your step.  How am I doing?”
 
   “I never thought of myself as pretty,” Daniel said.  
 
   Michael turned back to face Daniel.  Daniel remembered the man’s smile from their shared taxi.  He had interpreted it as shyness then.  That still seemed accurate.
 
   “I remember you play tennis, Daniel.  You fence.  Shoot handguns with competitive skill.  You have since your days in military prep school.  Your favorite poem back then was Invictus.  What do you think so far?”
 
   “I’m impressed with your memory.  I don’t remember telling you all that.”
 
   “I’m good at eliciting information without seeming to, Daniel.  It’s my job.”
 
   “Like I said, I’m impressed.  But I have a question I would like answered.  Why did you come up to me to share that cab?  You seemed to have picked me out specifically.”
 
   “You think it was not just random?”
 
   “I thought so at the time.  Now…I’m not so sure.”
 
    “Why would you think I picked you out of all the hundreds on the street that day?”
 
   “I see what you’re doing, Michael.  Professional technique—offer little and get the patient to talk.  Ok.  By your question you seem to suggest I jumped to conclusions—about your picking me out.  So, what do you think that means?  Do you think that makes me overly self-centered?  Like maybe I see everything as relating to me personally when in fact it has nothing to do with me?”
 
   “Who’s the therapist here, Daniel?”  His smile was friendly, still shy.  “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.  All your questions will be answered in proper order.  And don’t worry about any fee for my services.  All such matters can wait.  Let’s see if I can help you first, Ok?”
 
   “If you say so.”
 
   “Good.  Let’s continue laying our foundation.  First, as I recall, your father worked for an extremely wealthy Kansas City family named Sperling.  The Sperling business was organized as a private equity fund, which your father helped them create.  Am I right so far?”
 
   “You are.”
 
   “Your father was second only to Henry Sperling, the source of most of the fund’s capital.  The Sperlings eventually came to devote much of their time to charitable work, which left your father Joshua to handle the details of investing the funds.  Then your father and mother were killed together when a ski lift in Switzerland collapsed, plunging them to their deaths against boulders more than a hundred fifty feet below.  Since you are an only child, you were then profoundly alone.  You were fourteen at the time.”
 
   Suspicion had begun to squirm through Daniel’s mind, but he couldn’t define it.  “You are very good at your job, Michael.”  
 
   “Thank you.  Shall we continue?”
 
   “Sure, go on.”
 
   “Mr. and Mrs. Sperling were childless, and while not legally adopting you, they fully assumed your care.  Since your father Joshua had been more or less Henry Sperling’s surrogate son, you became his surrogate grandson.  They sent you to a military prep school in a small rural town in Missouri—not to prepare you for a military career but to prepare you to take your father’s place.  And your unquestioned loyalty to the private equity fund during your subsequent employment more than justified his confidence and investment in you.”
 
   “You’ll have to excuse my bluntness here, Michael, but I did not tell you all this.”
 
   “Perhaps you told me more than you recall.  May I continue?”
 
   Daniel wondered why he didn’t just put a stop to this foolishness, but he wanted to get to the bottom of it.  “Go on.”
 
   “Mr. and Mrs. Sperling were caught up in the world-wide Disappearance thirteen months ago, and since then you feel…chased.  Am I correct?”
 
   Understanding, faint and distant, flickered in the back of Daniel’s mind at the word chased, and then just as quickly faded.  He simply looked at Michael.  “Are you about finished, Michael?”  
 
   “Almost.  The Sperlings were sincere Christians,” Michael continued.  “Your father was, shall we say, a secular Jew—which is to say he occasionally attended synagogue and kept Hanukah instead of Christmas.  Judaism was not a theological issue for him.  It was an ethnic one.  His real religion was investing.  And he was an exemplary practitioner of that religion—he personally made the Sperling family more than a billion dollars and was himself richly rewarded in the process.”
 
   “Who are you?”  
 
   “In time, Daniel.  This summary is an essential part of your therapy.  It sets the stage.  May I?”
 
   Daniel considered walking out.  If he got to his next appointment with the investment banking house early, they wouldn’t turn him away.  But he didn’t get up.  He nodded.
 
   “Your father and Mr. Sperling politely debated religious issues from time to time but had long ago agreed to disagree.  Henry Sperling accorded you the same patience and respect he had granted your father.  At times he endured personal pain from your responses—or lack of them—to his effort to witness to you.  Especially this was true the last time he attempted to talk to you openly about his Christian faith.”
 
   Mystery and intrigue gave way to impatience and maybe even fear.  Daniel brushed his hand over the steel lump in his right front pocket.  “OK, Michael,” he said, “what gives here?  Have you been hired to…what…extort me?  Kidnap me?  What?  I’m not the easy target you may expect.”  
 
   “No one has hired me, Daniel, and I do not consider you defenseless.”
 
   “You can’t know all the things you know about me.”
 
   “Is not your argument logically inconsistent, Daniel?  Does it not imply I could have known all these things simply because someone hired me to do you harm?  Could I not have learned these things through careful research whether hired or not?”
 
   “I guess you could have, but why would you?”
 
   “So I can better help you, Daniel.”
 
   “Help me what?”
 
   “Choose the correct mission.”
 
   Daniel wanted to force him to admit he was a fraud.  He also wanted to uncover the man’s angle.  But he couldn’t think how to do either.  So he said nothing and waited.
 
   Michael quickly filled the silence.  “Where was I?  Oh, yes.  You have not had good fortune with members of the opposite sex.  Few girls were around during your years at the military school.  Then, shortly after entering college, you became engaged to Amy Jordan.  Then your fiancée was lost to you through unspeakable violence before the marriage could be consummated.  This led to years of self-imposed isolation from women while you hoped against hope she would be found alive.  So as much good fortune as you have had in business, you have failed equally in your personal life.  Only by staying relentlessly focused on your holy mission—investing—are you able to avoid being furious and despairing at the same time.  But now you wonder if maybe there is more.  Am I right?”
 
   “I didn’t get where I am being gullible, Michael.  You are not what you appear to be, and I’m not willing to waste any more time hearing things I already know.  And things you can’t possibly know.”
 
   “Hearing your life summarized this way gives you the needed perspective.  It provides the frame.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For what comes next.”
 
   “OK.  Quickly, Michael.  You need to wrap this up.” 
 
   “Then I will do so.  Since you never ask anything from God—assuming He even exists—you are not disappointed in Him for what has been given you: emptiness in your personal world and chaos in the world at large.  But lately you have a new problem which is much more difficult to ignore.  You have begun hearing Henry Sperling’s voice warning you of some crisis in your immediate future.  This obviously escalates the pressure you already felt from your sense of having missed out on something important last year.”
 
   Rising from his chair, Daniel said, “Who are you?  No research could have provided you this information.”
 
   “You recognized the voice was Henry Sperling’s from the first, didn’t you, Daniel?”
 
   Daniel ignored the question.  “I will ask you this just once more, Michael.  What is going on here?”
 
   “At another time I will tell you.  Eventually all your questions will be answered.  But now you must leave this office immediately.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because it will be most deadly right where you are standing.  If you did not move, you would be killed.  You cannot die before you choose.”
 
   “Choosing…being killed…what kind of nonsense are you peddling, Doctor?”
 
   “No more time, Daniel,” Michael said.  
 
   He was suddenly beside Daniel, guiding him forcefully toward the reception area.  Michael’s strength startled him as he shoved him into the outer office.  The receptionist area was still empty except for all the old furniture.  In the second or so it took Michael to bum-rush him through the outer office toward the entry hall, he registered the distinct impression there was never any receptionist.  It flashed through his mind that all this old furniture was not fashion statement reproductions but original pieces, left here by tenants long gone.  He found himself wondering why such speculation should cross his mind just as he was shoved into the hallway and an explosion rocked the building.  
 
   Instantly deafened by the blast, the sounds of falling debris seemed to come through thick wads of cotton.  He felt himself falling and he saw massive wooden beams splintering and plastered walls collapsing.  Michael’s powerful grip on his shoulder suddenly ceased.  He came to rest in a heap of debris, in the floor below the lobby.  He felt no immediate injuries.  He was lying on his back on the padded bench from the corridor leading to Michael’s office.  Old growth timbers not used for nearly a century stacked about him like massive pick-up sticks, blocking him from moving forward.  The wooden back of the bench pinned him from behind.  He couldn’t rise, couldn’t roll off the padded bench.  Could barely move at all.  
 
   Through breaks in the dust cloud, he saw daylight through the rubble where the brick outside wall had been blown open.  He shouted for help and noticed his hearing was starting to return.  He heard no answer.  As he struggled to squeeze out of his timbered prison, the bench collapsed under the effort.  This left him below the stacked timbers, allowing him to slip under and out and crawl toward the light.  He squirmed over and around debris, noticing bits and pieces of what had apparently been a heavy vehicle at one time, as he inched toward the void and daylight beyond.  He could see that the area he was in was a private parking space in the basement, and that the color of the vehicle parts was the same as the dump truck which had nearly smashed into him earlier.    
 
   Then he saw blood dripping.  The source became clear.  Barely recognizable body parts literally pasted the brick walls and portions of the ceiling in a spiral pattern surrounding the crater in the concrete floor.  Those body parts had to have been blown out from the epicenter of the explosion—the crater in the floor.  
 
   Before he could make sense of this, he heard Assam shouting outside the hole in the wall.  His normal hearing had returned.  Then he saw his driver.  He pulled himself through the rubble and through the hole.  Outside, he stood, discovering he was not injured.   Not even scratched.  His clothes were not torn or soiled.  And Michael was still nowhere to be seen.
 
   “Are you injured?” Assam asked.
 
   “I’m Ok.”
 
   People from surrounding buildings had by now entered the street to see what had happened.  As Daniel looked at the terrorized faces, he heard a siren whoop and subside.  A patrolman stopped his car askew in the street a few yards from Daniel and Assam.  As he approached, his hand on his holstered revolver, Daniel heard more sirens, coming from farther away.
 
   The patrolman, eying both Daniel and Assam, asked “What happened here?”
 
   “There was an explosion,” Daniel said.
 
   “A large one,” Assam added.
 
   “Were you two outside when it happened?  Did you see anyone?”
 
   “I was inside,” Daniel said.  “I saw no one other than the man I was meeting with.”
 
   Assam said, “I saw no one except Mr. Goldman.”
 
   The patrolman suddenly seemed especially wary of Assam.  
 
   Daniel said, “I was in a meeting with a man named Michael.  The building exploded.  I fell into the basement parking area and managed to crawl out of that hole.”  
 
   “Is that how you saw it?” the patrolman asked.
 
   “Yes,” Assam said.
 
   “Neither of you saw anyone else?  No one running away or anything?”
 
   “No,” Daniel said.
 
   “I didn’t see anyone running away,” Assam added.
 
   “Who are you?” the cop asked Assam.
 
   “I am his limo driver.”
 
   “OK.  And do you have a Concealed Carry Permit, Mr. Goldman?”  Daniel saw him pointing to the bulge in his right front pocket.
 
   “I do.”  He removed the permit from his wallet and handed it to the officer.
 
    “Ok,” the officer said, as he handed the permit card back to Daniel.  “I didn’t think a man who could afford a chauffeur would risk carrying illegally.”
 
   Seconds later a cacophony of dying sirens accompanied the arrival of additional police cars, an ambulance and a fire truck.  These vehicles rounded the corner from Broadway onto Eighth Terrace and formed a growing cluster of emergency vehicles in front of the building.  Throwing open their doors and jumping from their stands these late arriving cops and firemen cautiously approached the front steps of the building.  The ambulance backed into the curb and sat with its emergency lights flashing.
 
   The first cop said to Daniel, “You don’t appear hurt, but if you were inside when this building blew, you should go have yourself checked out.”
 
   “I agree, Mr. Goldman,” Assam said.  “St. Luke’s is not far from here.”
 
   “I’m fine.  I don’t need a hospital.”
 
   “I would really prefer you to go anyway, Sir,” the cop said.  “Could be something internal.”
 
   “He is right, Mr. Goldman.”
 
   “You can take this ambulance,” the patrolman said, “unless we find someone who is really hurt.”  He looked around, watched his fellow officers carefully entering the building.
 
   “I won’t need an ambulance.  Assam can drive me.”
 
   “That’s up to you,” the cop said.  “Let me take down your info.”  He pulled out a note pad.  “Full name?”
 
   “Daniel Joshua Goldman.”
 
   “I am Assam Mustaphani.”
 
   “Mobile number, Mr. Goldman?”
 
   Daniel gave it to him.
 
   “And you?” he said, looking at Assam.
 
   Assam gave the cop his business number.
 
   “Ok.  You guys can go.  We will want to talk with you later.  You say you’re going to St. Luke’s?”
 
   “Yes,” Assam said.
 
   “OK,” the cop said.  He turned his attention to the hole, approached it cautiously and peered at the rubble inside.  Over his shoulder he said, “I need to see if there are any other survivors.  We’ll probably have someone meet you at the hospital, to get a full statement."
 
   Daniel and Assam got in the limo.  Daniel placed his revolver in the door boot of the passenger compartment.  It obviously wasn’t as concealed as he had thought, and he didn’t think you could carry in a hospital.  Assam fired the engine and worked his way slowly through the growing congestion of emergency vehicles.
 
   After only a few blocks, Daniel’s heart slowed toward normal.  Apparently recent history had inured him to trauma.  “Assam, did you see anyone else in the basement when you looked in at me?  A man a little taller than me, maybe…hard to tell, really, but…maybe sixty years old?  Wearing a sweater and slacks about like mine?”
 
   “I saw no one, Mr. Goldman.  Of course, I was not looking anywhere except at you and the hole in the wall where you eventually came crawling out.”
 
   “Unscathed...” Daniel said.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I was unscathed, Assam.  That means…”
 
   “Yes, Mr. Goldman.  I know the meaning of the word.  I thought you were asking a question rather than making a statement.  Since I am obviously unhurt physically, I thought perhaps you were inquiring after my emotional condition.  And that would have required use of a different word.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   After making Daniel wait ten minutes before huffing into the exam room, the over-weight ER doctor needed only another ten minutes to verify Daniel was indeed physically unhurt from the explosion.  Daniel thanked him and pulled a business card from his wallet as he got dressed.  “I already gave my information to the people at ER check-in, but just in case, I’ll give you this.  You can send your bill here, doctor.  I’m self-insured and I’ll take care of your fee myself.  And thank you again.”
 
   “No problem, Mr. Goldman.”  He pulled a pad from his pocket and scribbled on it.  “Here.”  He handed Daniel the piece of paper.
 
   “What’s this?”
 
   “A prescription for a mild sedative.  You show no physical effects from your ordeal, but sometimes the emotional impact can come a bit later.  This is mild.  No side effects to be concerned about.”
 
   “Alright.”
 
   “You know, Mr. Goldman, I’m not familiar with the particular building you were in, but I do have friends who live in one of the converted residential buildings on that block.  I’ve been there several times.  All the buildings in the area appear to have similar construction.  And, you know, the distance between floors in those old buildings is huge.  I’d guess sixteen feet or so.  It’s amazing you fell that far and don’t even have any bruising.  You must be living right.”
 
   Daniel had just finished cinching his belt.  “I guess so.  Have a nice day, Doctor.”
 
   Daniel had gone only twenty feet or so down the corridor when he saw two men approaching him.  The shorter of the two said, “Daniel Goldman?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You were in the building when it exploded?”
 
   “I was.”
 
   “I’m Detective Casey; this is my partner, Detective Bradley.”
 
   “Nice to meet you both.”  He shook their hands.
 
   “So, are you OK?” Casey asked.
 
   “I am.  Thank you.”
 
   “Remarkable.  Well, we’d like to ask you some questions about the incident.”
 
   “Sure.  I don’t know much, but I’ll tell you what I can.” 
 
   “Let’s go to the cafeteria, have some coffee,” the taller man said.
 
   “Detectives, if you don’t mind, can we skip the coffee?  I have another meeting I need to attend.  Can we just step over to those chairs by the window?”
 
   “Sure, no problem,” Casey said.
 
   They pulled three chairs into a semi-circle.  Daniel sat with his back to the window.
 
   “Mr. Goldman, why don’t you just summarize the incident as you recall it?” Casey said.
 
   “Well, I had a meeting in that building.  Started about 9:00 this morning.  It lasted maybe forty minutes.  As I was leaving, this huge explosion went off.  It apparently occurred in the basement.  Tore a chunk of the ground floor out and the rest just collapsed.  I fell with it into the basement.  At first, I couldn’t get loose from the rubble, but a bench I landed on eventually crumbled and allowed me to crawl out a hole in the outside wall.  One of your patrolmen saw me climb out.  I came here for an examination, just to be safe.  Doctor says I’m fine.”
 
   Daniel noticed Casey’s partner, Bradley, making notes.  He had the feeling something was troubling the taller detective.
 
   “That bench was a lucky thing, don’t you think?” Casey said.  “Must have broken your fall.  Good thing you don’t carry in your hip pocket.  That might have broken your hip when you hit the bench.”
 
   Daniel looked questioningly at him.
 
   Casey indicated Daniel’s flat right front pocket.  “Officer Beaman told us you have a CCW permit and that you carried your revolver in your right front pocket.”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   “You’re not carrying now.”
 
   “I didn’t think it was appropriate in a hospital.”
 
   “I see.  Do you always carry or were you expecting trouble at that Eighth Terrace building?”
 
   “I always carry—when it’s appropriate.  I wasn’t expecting trouble this morning.”
 
   “Ok.”
 
   Everyone was quiet for a moment.  Bradley quit making notes and looked down the hall.  His mind appeared suddenly to have moved on.
 
   “Your clothes aren’t even soiled,” Casey said.
 
   Daniel said nothing.
 
   “Now you told patrolman Beaman you had been meeting with a man named Michael.”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   “What happened to him?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   Bradley started making notes again.
 
   “No one can find this Michael,” Casey said.
 
   Daniel said nothing.
 
   “And you were with a Middle Easterner, a man named Assam?”
 
   “He’s my limo driver, yes.”
 
   Bradley quit scribbling.  He appeared suddenly more interested.  “Your Limo driver?” he said, emphasizing the first word.  “Like personal driver?”  He emphasized the second word.
 
   “Assam works for the limo service I contract with.  He’s not really my personal driver.”
 
   “Ok,” Bradley said.  “That agrees with what he said when we spoke to him.  What do you do for a living, Mr. Goldman?”
 
   “I run a private equity fund.”
 
   “Does your fund have a name?” Bradley asked.
 
   “World Opportunity.”
 
   “Sounds really important,” he said. 
 
   Daniel said nothing.
 
   “Actually,” Casey said, “I’ve heard of that fund.  It’s local.  I read an article about how the head of the family and most family members were taken in the Disappearance.”
 
   “Yes, they were,” Daniel said.
 
   “So now you’re the head of the company.” Bradley stated this.  It was not a question.
 
   “I am.”
 
   “Why were you in the building today, Mr. Goldman?  Business?” Casey asked.
 
   “Personal business, yes.”
 
   “Can you elaborate?” Casey asked.
 
   “I had an appointment with Dr. Michael.”  
 
   “Doctor,” Bradley repeated.  “So Michael is a doctor.  That’s his last name?” He appeared ready to make another note.
 
   “He told me that was the only name he went by.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “That’s what he said.”
 
   “There was only one other occupant of the building who was not seriously hurt, Mr. Goldman—and he had some noticeable cuts and bruises—and his name is not Michael,” Casey said.  “What kind of doctor is this Michael?” 
 
   “That’s a personal matter.”
 
   “I see.”  He looked at his note-taking partner for a moment and returned the eye contact with Daniel.  “You said you have another meeting you have to get to.  Can you tell us what that is about?”
 
   “It’s about a potential oil deal.”
 
   “Oil deal?” Casey said.  “Sounds important.  Here in the States?”
 
   “No.  It’s in Israel.”
 
   “Ah; Middle East,” Bradley said.  He looked at Casey as if that last revelation meant something.
 
   Casey said, “My partner and I are struggling a bit to get a clear picture of the incident.  So far, we know of seven other people who were injured by the blast and one dead.  So far.  And only one unscratched—you.  And you were with a Middle Eastern man.  And you’re chasing an oil deal in Israel.  And so you can see why we have all these questions.”
 
   Daniel said nothing.  He assumed, because he insisted he fell through the floor and suffered no injuries—and because no one could locate Michael, and because he mentioned a foreign oil deal—that he was under some kind of suspicion.  
 
   “Just seems odd, you know,” Casey added.  “Did you know your driver, Assam, is from Kuwait?”
 
   “Yes; he told me.”
 
   Casey said, “We just heard from the forensic team before we began our interview with you, Mr. Goldman, and they found the remains of a motor vehicle in the basement.  A dump truck.  We’re thinking this was a car-bomb.  Looks like a terrorist act.  You know much about this driver of yours?  This Kuwaiti?”
 
   “I just met him this morning.  He said he came here about a month ago.”
 
   “You see any dots to connect, Mr. Goldman?” Casey asked.  Bradley quit making notes and looked at Daniel.  
 
   “No, Detective, I don’t.  Assam seems trustworthy.  If he chooses, I’d expect him to be a good citizen one day.”
 
   “Did you look around the basement as you crawled out?  You see the truck and body parts?”
 
   “I did.”
 
   Casey nodded.  “From what we hear you couldn’t have missed them.  When we spoke with Assam a few minutes ago, he said a dump truck tried to run you down on your way to this meeting.  That right?”
 
   “A dump truck did almost hit us, yes.”
 
   “Was it the same one you saw in the basement?”
 
   “Same color.”
 
   “Did you see who was driving the truck when it tried to run you down?  Get a license number?  Notice any insignia that might identify it?”
 
   “No, I was looking at my phone at the time.  I didn’t see the driver.  Certainly didn’t notice the license number or identifying marks on the truck.”
 
   “But it was the same color?”
 
   “Yes.  Burnt orange.”
 
   “The one that tried to run you down?”
 
   “I don’t really know if it tried to run us down.  Could have been an accident.  Maybe the driver was drunk.”  
 
   “Same truck, though?”
 
   “I don’t know that, either.  I said it had the same color, was also a dump truck.  I don’t know if it was the same one.”
 
   “You have legal training, Mr. Goldman?”
 
   “Nothing formal, why?”
 
   “You seem to parse your words like a lawyer.”
 
   Daniel realized what might be fueling the distrust.  It was his need to avoid disclosing most of the details of his discussion with Michael.  He was not being as open as normal.  Maybe by behaving contrary to his norm he gave off some kind of vibration the detectives could decode.  “Detective Casey, if I knew more, I would certainly tell you.”
 
   Bradley asked, “You think there is something odd about this one-name man, this Michael?”
 
   “Odd in what way?”
 
   “Other than a couple of celebrities, how many human beings do you know with only one name?”  He emphasized human beings.
 
   Casey jumped in.  “Marvin, maybe we don’t want to go there.”
 
   “I’m your partner, right?  I can ask questions, too,” Bradley said.
 
   Casey stood.  “I know that, Marv, but…”
 
   “Just because you don’t want to ‘go there’ doesn’t mean I don’t.”  Bradley also stood.  Both men kind of huddled up.
 
   “Let’s step over here, Marv.  Let’s catch our breath a moment.”  Casey tried to guide his distraught partner away from Daniel and toward the main corridor. 
 
   “I’m not out of breath, Mark.  I’m out of patience.  What’s the matter with you people?”  He looked from Casey to Daniel.  “Don’t you see what’s happening?  Mr. Goldman—I know you know what’s happening.”
 
   “Apparently I don’t, Detective,” Daniel said.
 
   “This Michael is obviously not human.  He’s one of them.”  Bradley pointed to the ceiling.  “The same aliens who took everybody last year.”
 
   Casey placed his hand on his partner’s shoulder and tried to guide him away.  Bradley resisted, wanting to confront Daniel.  “Admit it, Mr. Goldman.  You’re in on it, aren’t you?  The Disappearance made you a really big shot over night.  Right?  They would certainly want to enlist the big shots, the politicians, the mega-rich—right?”
 
   Casey said to Daniel, “I think we’re finished here for now, Mr. Goldman.  I guess things are falling down everywhere.”
 
   Bradley began to pace away from the two men and then back toward them.  He whispered to himself as he paced.
 
   Casey said to Daniel, “Mr. Goldman, you can go.  Go have your meeting about some oil deal in Israel.  But please stay in touch.  We may need to talk to you later.  Here’s my card.  I carry my phone all the time.  Unless it’s an emergency, I’d prefer you not call me when common sense might suggest I’d be sleeping, but other than that, call me if you think of something.”
 
   Daniel put the cop’s card in his pocket and headed to the lobby.  After a few paces, he glanced back at the two.  They were talking quietly to one another.  Casey had his hand on Bradley’s shoulder as if consoling him.  Casey noticed Daniel watching them but he did not interrupt his conversation with his partner.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Monday evening in Tel Aviv, street traffic was somewhat heavy despite the fact Yom Kippur had officially ended just minutes ago at sundown.  Rebecca Shaul sat in the passenger seat of her late model green Toyota, looking at the screen of her mobile phone, while her bodyguard Saul drove.  They were on their way to a meeting where her favorite rabbi would speak, which was why she considered her car trip appropriate even though it had begun just before the holiday had ended.  
 
   In deference to Saul, she spoke formally, in the official language of their young nation.  “Saul, I think I will be going to the office tonight after our Break Fast meal.” 
 
   Also speaking Modern Hebrew, he said, “If you go, I will go with you.”   
 
   She smiled at him.  “Thank you, Saul.”
 
   Saul slowed the car so he could execute a right turn into a residential section on the out-skirts of town.  “Is our trip to the office about your potential investor?” Saul asked.
 
   “Yes,” she said.  “If Spears, Cramer and Moss succeeds with him today, I will not want any delay.  I will want to keep things moving.”
 
   “You are a loyal employee, Rebecca.”
 
   “No more than you, Saul.  You are not required to work after hours.”
 
   “I am responsible for your safety.  If you go, I will go with you.”
 
   She smiled and touched his massive shoulder.  “I guess we are both burdened by a heavy sense of duty.  You work after hours without extra pay out of loyalty to me.  I work after hours without extra pay out of loyalty to my boss, who trusted me with the initial contact with such an important American investor.”  She looked at the time on her phone and quickly calculated.  “And he should just about now be on his way to meet with the bankers.”   
 
   Saul turned another corner and the private residence where their scheduled meeting was to take place came into view on their right near the far end of the block.  It was a stately home.  Rebecca had been informed the house had been permanently donated to the New Israelites by a wealthy member several months ago.  As Saul parked at the curb a half block away—the nearest place available among all the parked vehicles—Rebecca saw their New Israelites sponsor waiting for them up ahead.  Saul pulled his yarmulke out of his coat pocket and hurried around to let Rebecca out.  He carried it in his hand as they walked up the street toward the house.  When they had drawn near enough, their sponsor, in English, said, “Ah, Saul, I see you brought your own yarmulke.  Good.  And Rebecca, very nice to see you again.”
 
   “Nice to see you, Mr. Silvers,” she answered him in Hebrew.
 
   She and Saul both shook his hand.
 
   Apparently her sponsor noticed her language shift, because he responded in Hebrew.  “Sorry; I forgot Saul does not feel competent in English.  As I informed you both, Rabbi Magid does not consider this to be the equivalent of a formal synagogue meeting, which is why he wanted to wait until after official sundown.  But he has requested a couple of observances just to show respect to our traditions.  Men and women have separate entrances.  Men will enter through the side door over here; ladies will come in through the side door over there. There are separate seating arrangements for men and women in the main family room inside.  Men will use the yarmulke; married women will cover their hair; unmarried women will not.  Other than that, the rabbi says we should just use good manners.  Good?” 
 
   “Yes,” Saul said.
 
   “Excellent, Mr. Silvers,” Rebecca said.  “I do appreciate your inviting Saul and me to this meeting.  I have listened to the rabbi’s addresses on the Internet and have read some of his material, but I have never met him in person.  I look forward to it.”
 
   “You are welcome, Rebecca.  I, too, look forward to it.  And may Adonai be glorified today.  Shall we enter?”
 
   Saul and Mr. Silvers headed toward the men’s entrance while Rebecca walked down a brick sidewalk to the women’s side entrance.  A smiling man nearly as large as Saul greeted her and opened the door.  As directed, she crossed the side entrance hall and out into the meeting room.  It was large, perhaps twelve meters long and eight wide.  More than a dozen men were seated on folding chairs to the street side of the room, while about half that many women were seated on identical chairs on the opposite side.  In the center of the room was a rather small conference table around which sat four men in yarmulkes; one of them also wore a colorful linen shawl over his shoulders.  Rebecca knew this was Rabbi Kagan Magid.
 
   Rebecca took her seat among the women, greeted them quietly and waited.  In a matter of minutes, the rabbi stood.  All chat ceased as he raised his hands toward the ceiling.  His voice was strong and deep as he prayed in Hebrew.  “Adonai, all glory and honor to the Holy One of Israel.  May Your ineffable Name be honored by the words of Your servants here today.  May Your wisdom be given that we may do Your will this day and always.  Amen.” 
 
   Still standing, he continued, “Brothers and sisters, Israel’s Day of Atonement, Yom Kippur, has just ended.  You bring honor to that day by attending this New Israelites meeting—even before your Break Fast meal.”  He smiled warmly all around and continued.  “This evening we will discuss the proper course of action for our group in these unique days.  And by being here, you signal faith that the Lord of Hosts will soon fulfill for our nation the redemption foreshadowed by the ancient holiday just concluded.”
 
   He sat and nodded to the man on his right.
 
   “Thank you, Rabbi,” the man said, as he rose to his feet.  He, too, spoke Hebrew.  “I will offer this consideration.  The mission of the New Israelites is to establish Israel as the supreme nation in the earth, as Adonai promised our fathers.  He has, with the recent Disappearance, removed the Christians to end their reproach against His people Israel when they claimed to have replaced Israel as recipients of His favor.”  The speaker nodded again and sat back down.  
 
   “Thank you, Brother,” Rabbi Magid said.  “You have stated your premise concisely.”
 
   The next man to the right stood.  “I will offer this,” he said.  “The mission of the New Israelites is to take up the ministry of the followers of Yehoshua who were taken in the Disappearance.”  
 
   He nodded and sat back down.
 
   The rabbi acknowledged the second speaker and smiled. 
 
   He indicated the next man in rotation around the table, who stood and said, “I will offer this.  By this event, Adonai has taken to Himself all those of His household who throughout the era just ended were prohibited from taking up the sword to advance His Name.  He now expects His New Israelites to become warriors and rise up as did our ancient ancestors and prepare for Messiah’s coming by defeating all enemies of the Holy One of Israel.”  With that he sat back down.
 
   Rebecca was enthralled.  She had never seen such decorum in the midst of what was obviously a kind of debate.  These men were plainly conservative and observant, as indicated by their consistent refusal to pronounce the Hebrew name of God, Yahweh.  To them it was too holy to be spoken out loud except within the Temple, which of course no longer existed.  The concise clarity of their comments also impressed her.  Being much less conservative or observant, she was glad she was not required to “offer” anything to the group.
 
   “Brothers,” the rabbi began, still seated, “you have all done well for yourselves.  These are good thoughts, expressed in few words.  Let me now offer mine—with, perhaps, a few more words.”  He stood, still smiling at his little joke about scholarly verbosity.  “You have ably summarized the schools of thought among the New Israelites.  Some think we are to become Christian missionaries; some say we are to become Jewish warriors.  Although there are germs of wisdom in all the considerations just offered, I suggest each falls short of the full revelation found in Adonai’s Word concerning the unique times in which we find ourselves.
 
   “The Disappearance last year fulfilled the promise to all those who, by their faith in Yeshua Meshiach, had become collectively His Bride.  Having been called home, with great significance, on Tishah B’Av, they are all now with Him forever.  I say great significance because, as you all know, Tishah B’Av completes the three week period of our annual national mourning for the many calamities which have come upon our nation over the centuries—the most famous being the destructions of the First and Second Temples.  But it is to the first of the commemorated hardships that our attention is especially directed by the timing of the recent event.  The hardship to which I refer occurred when our ancient ancestors had to endure forty additional years of wandering in the wilderness because they lacked the faith to enter the Promised Land when Joshua and Caleb first offered it to them.  By reflecting upon this particular calamity we learn that once again our faith has failed.  We did not recognize our Yeshua Meshiach, called Jesus Christ by those who have now gone home with Him.  
 
   “But do not despair, Brothers and Sisters.  To remind us of our various calamities is only the first reason the Disappearance occurred on Tishah B’Av.  The second reason is to inform us our national sin will soon be covered.  Just as Tishah B’Av brings to an end our period of ceremonial mourning, so the personal mourning of those of us not included in the Disappearance will come to an end when Meshiach comes—which will be soon.  We will soon enter our Promised Land.  All of it.  Not just this little piece of it in which we now sit.  And when we do, it will not be by our own might, but by the loving kindness of Adonai.  May we in this room receive this second lesson above all else!” 
 
   The rabbi looked kindly at the second man who had spoken.  “I must inform you that we cannot secure any measure of redemption by embarking on a belated Christian ministry.  Certainly not by ministering the exact same message.  That message was for an age now past.  The time of the Christian is over, and we who missed that time will never know the distinctive privilege which belongs only to them.  But praise be to Adonai; we can know the distinctive privilege He offers us.  He offers us to be part of His earthly family—and to be His trusted servants forever.” 
 
   He looked at the other speakers.  “We will not redeem ourselves by taking up arms against our Gentile enemies and becoming Jewish warriors as in ancient times.  The times of the Maccabees and Bar Kokhba have passed as well.”
 
   The rabbi looked at the male on-lookers in their folding chairs, then turned to look at the women.  He held his arms out as if to encompass the entire group.  “How then?  I will offer this: We must prepare ourselves for the time of Jacob’s trouble—a time Yeshua Meshiach Himself likened to the concluding birth pangs of a woman in labor.  We must educate ourselves to recognize the last Gentile enemy of our people.  He will be a ferocious beast, and he will revive the ancient empire which destroyed our Second Temple nearly two thousand years ago.  We must also look for the rise of 144,000 special Servants of Adonai from the twelve tribes of Israel who are to guide us through the horrors of this coming time.  And we must resist all the new forms of idolatry which these times will bring.  We must do all this because only after the conclusion of these next seven years will Yeshua Meshiach return to fulfill all our nations’ covenant promises.”
 
   Rebecca noticed all other watching faces were as rapt as hers.  It was something about the rabbi’s voice.  Not just the deep, comforting sound of it, but the certainty with which it resonated.  The rabbi continued to survey the room, meeting the gaze of his audience one-by-one.  Finally he said, “I am persuaded that the Gentile who is to restore this ancient empire will soon reveal himself.  He will step forth from the shadows in which he has hidden his whole life and make his true identity known by a very specific act.  And in this he will not act alone.  He will be helped by a man from among our own people—a false prophet with the power to perform signs or miracles in behalf of his Gentile master.  Those who know what to look for will recognize both of them.”
 
   The rabbi nodded and lifted his head heavenward, as if to emphasize the truth he was about to share.  “So do not think I bring bleak tidings by my talk of what we all have missed and by my talk of this coming time of Jacob’s trouble.  Instead I announce the necessary transition from one age to the next.  The new age to begin in just seven years will endure for a thousand years.  It will be the age of peace and righteousness for which Israel and all the world’s peoples have yearned.  It will be the Kingdom of Heaven on earth, and when that Kingdom has come, our nation Israel will be exalted for all time!”
 
   Rebecca thought the rabbi, breathing heavily, was about to surrender to ecstasy brought upon him by his own words.  But he recovered his scholarly demeanor quickly and continued slowly and distinctly.  
 
   “So, what then are the New Israelites to do?  We are to refuse the new false messiah and his false prophet when they step forth, regardless of personal consequences.”
 
   The rabbi abruptly sat back down.  There was silence for some time before the small group at the table resumed their polite discussions.  Rebecca barely heard another word.  The words of Kagan Magid, even when heard only on the Internet, always had the power to transfix her attention.  Something about his words had for her the ring of truth.  But when spoken in person, from just a few meters away, they were mesmerizing.
 
   When the discussions had ended and the good-byes said, including a brief, private discussion with her New Israelites sponsor, Mr. Silvers, Rebecca and Saul returned to her Toyota.  As Saul began driving them back to Rebecca’s apartment to pick up his own car, in Hebrew, he said, “I believe the rabbi.”
 
   Rebecca nodded.  “I do as well, Saul.”
 
   “I guess that means I am also a believer in Yehoshua Meshiach, for now I am confident our Meshiach will not simply come, He will return.”
 
   “I agree,” Rebecca said.  “Each time I have taken in the words of the rabbi, whether in recorded sermons or in print, I have become more confident in Israel’s glorious future because of the soon return of Meshiach.  Today, hearing the rabbi in person, I am more confident still.  I yearn for Yehoshua Meshiach’s return.  But I must confess I do not yearn for this ‘time of Jacob’s trouble’ which he says we must first confront.”
 
   “I fear that time as well, Rebecca.  I am glad we can face it together.”
 
   Rebecca smiled at him and gently touched his shoulder.  “Would you join me and my family for our Break Fast meal this evening?”
 
   “I would be honored,” Saul said.
 
   “Good.  Then afterword, since you generously insist on going with me, we can go to my office and hopefully push forward with our investor Daniel Goldman.”
 
   “I have confidence you will succeed with him, Rebecca.”
 
   “Thank you, Saul.  Is it not good that Yahweh has given us both useful work to do, to distract our minds from the approaching time of Jacob’s trouble?”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Daniel found Assam waiting for him in the main lobby.  They walked together to the parking lot, got in the limo and headed to Daniel’s second meeting of the day, the one with the investment bankers.  On the way, Daniel retrieved his revolver and pocket holster and put them where they belonged, in his right front pocket.  
 
   Despite the unexpected events he actually had plenty of time to make his meeting with Spears, Cramer and Moss.  His mind was whirling from the events of the crazy day, which was not even half over, but he forced it back to the business at hand.  There was little conversation, Assam seeming as lost in his thoughts as Daniel was.  
 
   Assam double-parked in front of One Main and hurried back to open Daniel’s door.  “I’ll find a public parking area, Mr. Goldman.  Just call me when you’re finished.”  He hurried around to the driver’s seat and eased his way back into the traffic.
 
   From the main lobby Daniel took the elevator to the sixth floor, where he stepped out into the waiting room of the floor’s sole tenant, Spears, Cramer and Moss.  The receptionist got him coffee and led him into the conference room.  He was the first one there—early by several minutes.  
 
   His top assistant was in London on a new deal, where it was late afternoon.  While he waited, he decided to call him.  The call was answered on the second ring tone.  “Progress?” he said when his UK manager came on.  He recognized such abruptness showed impatience, maybe even rudeness.  But in his present frame of mind he couldn’t bring himself to engage in normal preliminaries.  
 
   “Hi, Dan.  Yeah, I just finished reading an encrypted copy of the research report we commissioned.  You were right.  There is unusual buying.  And I think you’re right about the reason.  Some group getting ready to take them private.  Daniel, you Ok?  You sound short of breath.”
 
   “I’m Ok.  I’m just moving fast.  I want a piece of that deal, Smitty.  There’s not much there long term, but I still want a piece.  About fifty million dollars I think.  Anything smaller is not worth the effort.  And I don’t want this opportunity to slip away.  As we’ve all learned, when they’re gone, they’re gone forever.  Besides, we got more ammunition than targets.”
 
   “You’re the boss, Dan, but shouldn’t we at least wait for confirmation of the trend before a commitment that big?  Watch how it all develops?  After all, short term trading of public stocks is not in our mission statement.  We build private companies into public companies.”
 
   “No, Smitty.  Nothing just ‘develops’.  You have to make it happen, Ok?  Be the captain of your soul.  Don’t you read old didactic poetry?”
 
   “Not all that often, no.”
 
   “You’re feeling down again, aren’t you?”
 
   “Not so much.  I even took time out yesterday to snap a few good shots of people and places here in the UK.  I’ll print them out on some good paper and send you copies.  Add to your collection.”
 
   “Good.  So, what’s the problem?”
 
   “It’s just hard to accept that the Sperlings are gone.  Whenever I’m in London’s financial district, I think about them.  By the way, some things are a bit calmer here, just like in the States, but many other things are still falling down.”
 
   That metaphor again.  “It’s weird all over the world, Smitty.  No doubt about that.  We’ve got to carry on.”
 
   “We do?  Why?  Where is it all going, Dan?  Does it really matter all that much if we add a few million to our Equity Fund now that so much as has…changed?”
 
   First, a clairvoyant psychotherapist and now his top assistant—both questioning his life’s work.  “You’re on re-wind, Smitty.  We cleared all that up in July.”
 
   “I’m not talking about World Opportunity stock voting rights.  You’re right.  When we walked out of that court in Delaware two months ago, we all had a nice increase in our voting share-count.  Without declaring the Sperlings officially dead.  I was relieved at that, especially since it left you our CEO and largest voting shareholder.  That’s not what I mean by all the changes.”
 
   “So what did you mean?”
 
   “I mean I know you don’t believe in little green guys beaming everybody up any more than I do.  So how can you go on like nothing’s happened when you can’t explain…anything that’s happened?”
 
   “I can certainly explain some things, Smitty.  I can explain why Tyler Internationals’ stock is going up—and I can buy it before the big tender offer becomes official.  If we have to sit in the dark about some things, we might as well sit here with a few million more dollars ready to get in the game when the game finally takes off full-tilt again.  I won’t let what I don’t know keep me from using what I do know.  We have to keep moving.  Ok?”
 
   “Sure. You got it, boss. No problem.”   
 
   He was beginning to feel guilty about his brusqueness with Smitty.  Smitty wasn’t responsible for his weird morning.  Michael would probably say Daniel was guilty of psychological transference.  Before he could apologize, a man dressed in Arab garb literally skidded off his leather sandals in the doorway because he stopped so abruptly when seeing Daniel.  The man stared at Daniel.  Returning the man’s stare, Daniel nodded toward him, smiled, and said into the phone, “Good job over there, Smitty.  I really mean it.  Gotta go now.  Take care and I’ll see you in a few days.”
 
   When Daniel disconnected, the new man said, “Daniel Goldman?” 
 
   “Yes.”  The man seemed nervous.  
 
   “My name is Joe.”
 
   Daniel tilted his head to the side, a universal questioning gesture, as they shook hands.  
 
   “Ok,” the newcomer said.  “That’s not my real name.  But most westerners have a problem pronouncing all my real names.”
 
   “I understand, Joe.”
 
   “Besides, in Saudi Arabia, my full name would identify my entire family tree, which would allow someone to obtain the names of my near relatives.”
 
   Daniel nodded, as if he understood perfectly.  He didn’t.
 
   “In these strange times,” Joe went on, “when everything is so, Uh, off balance in the Muslim world and elsewhere, it just seemed prudent to use the name Joe.  Let me explain.  I am a member of the Saudi royal family.  Not that portion of the family in line for the throne—my branch of the family tree is called the Cadet branch.  Most of us hold meaningful but not high government offices.  So, although I have no great importance in the government, some potential enemies might not make that distinction and wish to do me harm through my family.  Allowing such an enemy to search out my full family relationships simply by knowing my whole name would be foolish.  There are even some who have accused me of not being Sunni.  They accuse me of being a Twelver.”
 
   “A what?”
 
   “A Twelver.  One who believes in the Twelfth Imam.  I realize that is not our topic.  But while we’re on it, let me assure you, Mr. Goldman, I am pure in my theology.”
 
   Daniel nodded.  “Good.  That’s good, Joe.”  The guy talked way too much, and he mixed topics without logical connections.  He was obviously nervous about something—or maybe just surprised.
 
   “I offered my services to Spears, Cramer and Moss,” the Saudi said.  “I specialize in Middle Eastern investments, especially oil and gas.  I don’t always dress in traditional Arab clothes like this.  In my country, you see almost as many western suits as you do here, actually.  But I am scheduled to give a presentation about Middle Eastern culture later today at a local junior college.  I dressed accordingly.”
 
   Was he nervous or was he trying to cover something up?  He seemed not to want to look Daniel in the eye.  His hands fidgeted.  When he did allow himself to glance at Daniel, he seemed to see something he hadn’t expected.  Maybe that was it.  However improbable he had to ask.  “Joe, do I have some kind of debris stuck in my hair?  You seem to be shocked at my appearance—or something.”
 
   “I am sorry, Mr. Goldman, but, Uh, I have only seen photos of you, and I was just comparing the flesh and blood man to the pictures.  I apologize.”  His smile was forced and self-conscious.
 
   “OK, Joe.  No problem.  Would you like…”
 
   Three other men—John Spears, Warren Cramer and Craig Moss—suddenly entered the room, moving briskly but not frantically, as Joe had been.  All were dressed in expensive business suits.  Daniel knew them personally.  He’d done business with their investment banking firm a number of times over the years, although he hadn’t seen them since before the Disappearance.
 
   “John, Warren, Craig, nice to see you again,” Daniel said.  He shook hands with each man.  He noticed no one carried any brief cases or computers or drawings.
 
   As they scooted their chairs to working position at the conference table, Craig said, “Have you heard about the bombing on Eighth Terrace?”
 
   “Uh, yeah, I heard.”
 
   “Sounds like terrorism to us,” John Spears said.  
 
   Daniel thought John’s gaze was expectant.  “Well,” he said, “the authorities will get to the bottom of it.  So, what have you guys got for me?”  He hoped he didn’t sound as impatient as he felt.
 
   “OK,” Craig said.  “First.  Have you met Joe?”
 
   “I have.”  He nodded at Joe.  Joe seemed to have calmed down a bit as he took a seat beside Cramer.
 
   “Good.  Let’s get right to it then, Dan.  I know you’re busy.  As we told you yesterday when we asked for this meeting, this is about an oil and gas deal.  Data suggest it’s huge.  It’s in Israel.  That’s why we accepted Joe’s offer to attend this meeting.  He’s a free-lancer employed occasionally by one of the parties kind of involved in this deal behind the scene.  He has extensive expertise in oil and gas ventures in that area of the world.  He’s been vouched for.”
 
   “Yes, Joe told me that much.”
 
   “I need to repeat something,” Craig said.  “This deal is huge.  That’s why it’s right for you.  It’s also politically charged.”
 
   “What isn’t these days?” Daniel asked.
 
   Craig nodded.  “Warren, give Mr. Goldman a run down.”
 
   “Ok.  We know this deal is political for three reasons,” Warren said.  “First, someone with high political connections has an interest in it.  Second, we have been required to sign a secrecy agreement in blood.  That shouts political.  And third, we know it’s political because Israel is involved.  Because of the location of the deal and its political nature, we know security costs will be high.  Because we value your business, we want to make sure you don’t under estimate the security aspect of the deal if you decide to go forward.”
 
   “I appreciate that.  Is this a new oil find?” Daniel asked.
 
   “Technically, no.  There’s been work on the leases for ten years.  But what is new is the probable valuation.  Several test wells have all simultaneously shown significant increases in potential over just the past few weeks.  It should be thought of as a new find that has already proven to be enormously lucrative.”
 
   “That would be a rare bird,” Daniel said.  Indicating the nearly empty table, he added, “Where’s the geology work?”
 
   “That’s another area where this is different.  Our agreement precludes our sharing anything in writing with you, even if we had anything in writing.”
 
   “Warren, you guys aren’t new to this business.  You must have some reason you bother yourselves and me with a deal that has no paper to analyze.”
 
   “We have what we feel is confirmation,” John said.
 
   “But why no paper?”
 
   “We said this thing has high political connections.  Consider that an understatement.”
 
   “OK.  Can you at least tell me who?”
 
   Warren began shaking his head.  He just smiled.
 
   Daniel said, “Why did you guys bother to get a whole team together today if we can’t do any real work?  Why Joe here?”
 
   Craig Moss answered.  “We want you to know who will be backing you up on this, if you decide to go forward.  No underlings.  Just the three of us—principals of the firm—plus Joe for his expertise in the region.  This will be the team that digs in as things proceed.  If things proceed.”
 
   I see,” Daniel said.  “So, what do you want from me today—since I can’t really study anything?  You know I don’t commit funds without something solid.”
 
   “Of course not,” Craig said.  “But you know us.  We’ve done business together many times over the years.  With Henry Sperling, too, when he was still with us.  So I think you know we wouldn’t waste your time.”
 
   “I’m counting on that, but we could have covered all this on the phone.  Why meet in person?”
 
   “We aren’t allowed to say as much as we have on any of our phones.”
 
   Daniel grinned.  “What kind of a non-disclosure agreement did you guys sign, anyway?”
 
   “One very similar to the one you’re going to sign if you want to take the next step.“  Craig opened a leather tablet protector and produced a single sheet of paper.  He pushed the page across the table to Daniel.  “So we had to get you here in person for us to tell you even this much, and so we could get your signature.”
 
   Daniel quickly scanned the sheet.  A signature block had been prepared for him, with today’s date, at the bottom of the page.  The single paragraph was straight forward.  It said he could not initiate any discussion of this oil find in Israel.  He could only respond to a discussion initiated by others.  He could not even do that over an insecure phone connection.  It said that if he signed this agreement and took the next step, there would be additional confidentiality agreements to sign along the way.
 
   “Someone is sure proud of this deal,” Daniel said.
 
   “If you go forward and learn the details, I think you’ll agree they have a right to be proud of it.”
 
   “Ok.  I don’t see a down side to going that far.”  He signed the sheet and slid it back to Warren.  “Now what?”
 
   “You will be contacted.”
 
   Daniel made a show of frustration, although his smile remained.  “Sounds like spy stuff.  Can you at least tell me who will contact me?”
 
   “I’m sure glad you know and trust us, Dan, because I can’t even tell you that much.  In fact, I don’t know the actual individual who will contact you.  You’re to get an encrypted email telling you the basics and giving you a number to call.  Here’s the security key to open the email.”  He handed Daniel one of his business cards with the key written on the back.  “And here’s the phone you’re to use when you call them back.  It’s got the required encryption app installed.”
 
   Daniel looked at the phone.  It looked much like his own smart phone.  He pocketed it and grinned.  “Ok.  This might be fun.  Kind of like playing James Bond with a little Clue-slash-Monopoly thrown in—and all with real money.  We finished then?”
 
   “We are.  But we can tell you one more thing.  It seems certain Islamic jihadists have somehow gotten wind of the potential here.  They seem to have some idea about how much oil we’re talking about and don’t want Israel to get it.  Too much of an advantage for them.  So, you should be careful if you get in.”
 
   “Thank you, gentlemen.  I will.”  He stood, reached down to take the one and only sip of his coffee, and shook hands all around.  
 
   He thought the Arab consultant still eyed him strangely as he left the conference room.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Daniel called Assam’s mobile just before he got in the elevator, so his limo was waiting for him by the time he stepped through the main building entrance and onto Main Street.  He hurried to the front passenger door so he could get in before Assam could get around the car to open the rear passenger door.  Half way out of his seat, Assam stopped and looked back at Daniel.  “You don’t want to ride in the passenger section?  Much more comfortable back there.”
 
   “No.  It’s easier to talk from here.  I want to talk about the bombing.”
 
   “OK.”  Assam got back in and pulled out into traffic.  He began working his way over to the first north-bound street so he could head toward Daniel’s home.
 
   “Did you see anything unusual before the bomb went off, Assam?”
 
   “I think yes.  I think I saw the same dump truck that tried to hit us before driving slowly past my limo just seconds before.”
 
   “You sure it was the same one?” 
 
   “I think I’m sure.  Same orange color.  Same size.”
 
   “Could you see who was in the truck?”
 
   “There were two men, and they seemed to notice me parked just behind the building as they drove by.  Then they drove away so I couldn’t see them anymore.  Then I heard the explosion.  I think they crashed through the roll-up door on the underground tenant parking spaces.”
 
   “I think it was the same truck as well, Assam.”
 
   “Mr. Goldman, as I said before, I believe they were targeting us—which means you—since I’m nobody special.” 
 
   “Oh, I doubt that, Assam.  If they were targeting anyone, I think it would have been the man I was meeting with.  He is a strange dude.”
 
   “That might explain crashing into the building, but why our limo before we got there?”
 
   Daniel just shook his head.  No answer to that one.
 
   Assam said, “The policemen who talked to me while you were at St. Luke’s said there were dead bodies in the parking basement.  Must have been the two guys in the truck.  It sure seems like a suicide mission.” 
 
   “They’re dead, so I guess we’ll never know who they were after.  They may not have been targeting anyone.  Could be they were just after someone else in that building.”
 
   “Many mysteries, Mr. Goldman.  I’m just glad you were miraculously spared.”
 
   “Probably no miracle, Assam.  Just luck.”
 
   “Who can say?”
 
   “Right,” Daniel said, “who can say?”  
 
   He watched the muddy Missouri river for a moment as they crossed over it on the Broadway Bridge on the way out of downtown.  He had already concluded the vehicle parts he’d seen in the basement were almost certainly from the same truck that had nearly run him and Assam down.  Now Assam had seconded that.  Daniel was not a big believer in coincidences.  So, the two suicide guys had either been after Michael, or the building itself—or him.  
 
   He decided he’d worried that issue enough for now.  He called his head of security.
 
   “Merrill, before I say anything else, let me assure you I’m not hurt, OK?  So don’t worry.  But I was involved in an incident this morning that…”
 
   “I know boss.  I got an RSS feed about it from a local news blog.  Story said only one guy was totally unhurt—you.  The blurb said you were going to St. Luke’s just to be sure.  By the way, don’t you have your phone on?”
 
   “Yeah, why?”
 
   “I texted you an hour ago, making sure you really were OK.”
 
   Daniel looked at his phone.  Sure enough, he saw he had an un-read message.  “I had the phone on vibrate because I was going to a meeting.  Guess I couldn’t feel it.”
 
   “No problem.  You need me to do something?”
 
   Daniel decided not to tell him too much about the truck.  He didn’t want to force him to any conclusion or escalate security too much just yet.  “Yeah,” he said, “I’d like you to check on the dump truck that was apparently used as the car bomb.  An orange dump truck.  I didn’t see any insignia on it, but I know you have some police contacts from back in the day who might be willing to read you in.”
 
   “No problem.  I know just who to call.  Anything else?”
 
   “Yeah, I’d also like you to see what you can find about a psychiatrist who goes by the name of Michael.  His office was in the building that was bombed today.  This is a guy I’d met once before.  Ran into him in New York back in July.  About the 17th, I think.  I shared a cab ride with him.  He claims not to use any other name.  Just Michael.  That should actually help you run him down.  How many people do that—just use one name?” 
 
   “OK.  I can get the building information easily enough.  See who signed the leases.  Where in New York did you guys meet?”
 
   “Heart of the Financial District.              Near Broadway and Liberty.”
 
   “OK.  You got it.  Anything else?”
 
   “That’s it, Merrill.  And thanks—for trying to check on me.”
 
   “Worried about you.”
 
   “Don’t.”  He disconnected.
 
   He and Assam didn’t talk any more about the incident.  They talked about Assam’s business plans.  By the time Brian, his gate-house guard, had motored open the gate and waved the limo through, Daniel had learned quite a bit about Assam’s aspirations—and about his good sense.  He liked what he’d learned.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Assam let him out in the circular drive and Daniel walked to his front door.  Before the door had closed behind him, Mrs. Harper had thrown her arms around his neck.  John Harper stood a few feet behind her, a concerned look on his face.
 
   “Daniel,” she said as she hugged him.  “Are you alright?”
 
   “Yes.  I’m fine.  Now don’t cry.”
 
   “But a truck-bomb?  We could have lost you, too.”
 
   “I’m not hurt, I swear.  Not even a scratch.  And I was being careful.  This didn’t have anything to do with me, anyway.  Just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.  Don’t worry, Mrs. Harper.”
 
   “I saw on the news a few minutes ago they’ve decided to demolish the whole building to keep it from falling into the street.  It must have been awful inside.  What was it like in there?”
 
   He winked at John over her shoulder.  “Loud.  Scary.  Quite a thud.  But I’m OK.”
 
   She kept hugging, hard, trying to suppress her tears.
 
   “Mrs. Harper, you’re cutting off the circulation in my neck.”
 
   She sniffed, stepped back, smiling.  “Sorry.”
 
   “How did you even know I was in the building?”
 
   “I saw you on the news.  A cameraman got a shot of you coming out of St. Luke’s hospital.  He had the story.  Said you had to crawl out of a hole in the wall of that building.”
 
   Daniel just smiled and patted her shoulder.  He needed to downplay the whole affair.  He didn’t want to worry them, and he certainly didn’t want to spend the whole afternoon talking about the strange morning.  “Now Mrs. Harper, I want you to put this truck-bomb incident completely out of your mind for now, because I have an important question.  It is out of your mind?  You ready for my question?”
 
   She sniffed again, nodded, and said, “OK.”
 
   “Good.  What did you decide about dinner tonight?”
 
   “The quail,” she said, still sniffing.
 
   “Is your quail dinner at a resting point for the time being?”
 
   “You mean can I leave it?  Yes, I suppose I can.”
 
   “Good.  And Mr. Harper, John, have you reached a stopping point in your work on my estate for today?”
 
   Daniel could read on the old man’s face that he understood what was coming.
 
   “I have.”
 
   “Good.  Then get the cards.  It will be cut-throat, seven point pitch.  And I will want to see all four of your hands above the table at all times.”
 
   Mrs. Harper smiled at him.  “I suppose we could get in a couple of games before I have to work the sauce,” she said.  “But first, have you had any lunch, Daniel?”
 
   He shook his head.
 
   “OK.  You guys get the cards ready.  I’ll grab roast beef sandwiches for three.  Made them earlier.  Iced tea OK for everyone?
 
   Daniel nodded.  So did John.
 
   By the time John returned with a deck of cards and a score pad, Mrs. Harper had the sandwiches and tea set out.  The three of them gathered around the table in the breakfast room.  Midday sun streamed in with sufficient force to be blinding, so Mrs. Harper adjusted the curtains.
 
   “Alright, John,” Daniel said, “why don’t you deal first.  I’ll keep score.  And Mrs. Harper, please remember that we try to set the bidder, even if that bidder is your husband.  In cut-throat pitch, that is not considered bad form.  Got it?”
 
   “In light of your instructions, I will set the old bidder with true relish, Mr. Goldman.”   
 
   “Good.  John, yes—I will cut the deck.  Thank you.”  He took a large bite of his sandwich and smiled around the table.
 
   John dealt six cards to each of them and placed the remaining deck to his left.  Daniel looked at his cards.  “You guys both understand this deck is not reduced, right?  The lowest cards, the deuces, are still in?  Plus, we have only three players.  So points will be hard to come by.  Just wanted to remind you—especially you, Mrs. Harper.  You are known to over-bid your hand.  Your competitive juices frequently get the better of you.”
 
   “I don’t think you need to worry about me, young man.  I was playing pitch before you were a gleam.”
 
   “OK.  Just so you know.  Your bid first, Mrs. Harper.”
 
   Around a bite of roast beef, she said, “I’ll bid four.”  She smiled sweetly at Daniel.
 
   “Four?  You’re bidding four points?  There were only eighteen cards dealt.  Because we left both Jokers in the deck to start with, that leaves thirty-six cards there in the remaining deck beside your husband.  You’ll notice they’re not in circulation.  Probably jacks and jokers in there which cannot possibly do you any good because they’re locked up there in the left-overs.  Do you want to re-think that bid?”
 
   “I know basic math.  I said four, and that’s what I mean.”
 
   “OK.  Then I’ll pass.”
 
   “Me, too,” said John.
 
   She led with a three of clubs.
 
   “That’s your lead?” Daniel said.  “On a four bid?”
 
   “You know, Izzy,” John said.  “Mr. Goldman is right.  That is an odd lead.”
 
   “Just follow suit if you can, gentlemen.”
 
   Daniel was next to play.  He had the four of clubs and the king of clubs in his hand.  He couldn’t read John’s face, but he knew the odds of catching a jack or a joker on the first lead were a bit slim—since John got to play behind him.  If John had a jack or a joker—unless either was lone—he would obviously not play it if Daniel played his king ahead of him.  Besides as he’d reminded Mrs. Harper, this was cut-throat.  Set the bidder.  If John had something to run, that would work against Mrs. Harper, the bidder.  He played his four of clubs.  
 
   John ran a joker.  Since he took the trick, he led back.  With a queen of clubs.  
 
   “That’s it, John,” Daniel said.  “Set the bidder.”  He gloated at Mrs. Harper.  “What do you think about a four bid now?”  He took another bite of beef.
 
   She smiled and played a nine of clubs.  Daniel had to play his king and took the pointless trick.  He led with a meaningless off-suit.  John followed suit, also with a meaningless card.  Mrs. Harper took the trick with the off-jack, the jack of spades.  Then she led back with the ace of clubs.
 
   Daniel just looked at her.  “You had the ace, but led with the three?”
 
   She nodded.  “I did do that, yes.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Strategy, Mr. Goldman.  Unless you had a lone joker, you would never have played it.  So, I took a chance.  My odds of catching something on this lead are much better.  I may not know how to calculate those odds in actual numbers, as certain young men sitting at this table could probably do, but I know I’m right.  So, play your jack or joker now.”
 
   “Sorry, Mrs. Harper.  No such luck.”  Daniel had no trumps and played another meaningless card—the nine of spades.
 
   Mrs. Harper laughed.  “Now I know you’re empty of trumps, and you had to waste your king on the last trick.  Really sorry for your luck, Mr. Goldman.”
 
   John Harper grunted, shook his head and slammed down the ten of clubs when it was his turn to play.
 
   “Thank you, Mr. Harper,” she said, and do you have anything else for me?”  She led the jack of clubs.
 
   “Mrs. Harper,” Daniel said, “how do you do this?  Ace, jack, off-jack and probably the low trump—all in three-handed, full-deck pitch?  That’s not possible.”
 
   “Well, I presume it is.  You’re looking at it.”
 
   Daniel played off, since he had no trumps and certainly didn’t want to feed her any game points.
 
   Mr. Harper reluctantly slammed down the last joker.
 
   Both men looked at each other and shook their heads.
 
   “Who would have guessed she was that deep?” John said.
 
   “OK, Mrs. Harper; that’s one hand,” Daniel said.  “You got high, low, jack, off-jack, joker and game.  Six points.  John, you got one.  Well played, Mrs. Harper.  I have to give you that.  But there’s a long way to go.  No cigar yet.  Now, your deal.”  He took another bite.
 
   After two complete games to twenty-one, both of which Mrs. Harper won, he stood up and was preparing to take his leave of them when she said, “Thank you, Daniel.  I saw through what you were doing with this pitch game, and it helped.  But, I have to tell you—I’ve had a bad feeling lately.  Even some bad dreams.  I can’t shake the feeling something bad might happen to you, and I don’t think I could survive another loss.  So please, just be careful.”
 
   Daniel hugged her.  “I promise.”
 
   John patted Daniel on the back and said, “I know you will.  Just stay alert.”
 
   Daniel assured them he would be vigilant.  He left the kitchen to go to his office.  He decided he could do some work and, hopefully, sort a few things out before dinner.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nine
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   He closed his office door, dropped into his desk chair, and leaned back so he could rest his head on the high leather cushion.  He felt the need to engage in the only hobby he allowed himself these days.  Strange physics and math.  Today, specifically, he felt like Chaos Theory.  
 
   Although he hadn’t entered a shooting contest in years, rarely went hunting or fishing, hadn’t donned his fencing garb since college days, he did allow himself time to read slightly dumbed-down books about the unfurled dimensions of String Theory, about Chaos Theory, about various takes on esoteric particle physics.  Today, he felt like a little Chaos Theory—especially its foundational premise, which was that a strange order underlay seemingly unconnected events.  This day had certainly provided the seemingly unconnected events.  So where was the ordered foundation beneath the chaos of this day?  What was the pattern?
 
   After several minutes of deep reflection, the only connection he could think of among all these events was a common element.  Mr. Sperling’s voice had addressed him; the dump truck had nearly plowed into his limo; the therapist knew impossible things about him; and the terrorist attack targeted a building where he was.  It all revolved around him.  But, was that the same as a pattern?  
 
   After finally admitting he could not answer the question, he decided he’d wasted enough time with his single hobby.  That’s why the books he read on these topics had to be dumbed-down.  He was only an amateur in these matters.  But he was not an amateur in business.  He was an expert.  And, as he’d told Smitty, they needed to keep moving, doing things they could understand and refusing to be distracted by what they could not understand—so he leaned forward, pulled out his phone, and called his head of security again.  
 
   Merrill answered on the second ring.  “I know I’m over-loading you, Merrill, but there’s another name I want you to look into.  A man named Assam.  Can’t remember his last name.  I saw it briefly and even heard it, but there were too many letters.  He emigrated from Kuwait just a few weeks ago and works for Metropolitan Limousine Service here in Kansas City.  You shouldn’t have any trouble finding his last name.  Can’t be but one guy who fits those criteria.”
 
   “Metropolitan.  That’s the limo company you use locally, right?”
 
   “It is.”
 
   “What’s up?”
 
   “I need to know if Assam is who he says he is.”
 
   “Who’s he say he is?”
 
   “I don’t want to tell you.  Might slant your judgment.  Just get a reasonably thorough background check—personal interests and typical activities, education, character references, you know the drill.”
 
   “You got it, Boss.  When do you need it?”
 
   “Next few days will be OK.”
 
   “No problem.  By the way, I already have some information on the bomb truck.  I just got a text from my police contact.  She’s a good friend, if you follow.  They ID’d the dump truck that car-bombed the office building you were in.  From the VIN on a piece of the engine block they know it was registered to the Kansas City Public Works Department.  I’m about to contact them to see what I can learn.”
 
   “Great work, Merrill.  Let me know what you find out.”
 
   Daniel disconnected.  He spent the next half hour reviewing and answering emails.  His phone rang.  It was Merrill.  
 
   “Boss, I found a very helpful dispatcher in the KC Public Works Department.  She said that truck was signed out for road maintenance today to a three-man crew which includes two temporary city employees, Abdul Qadeer and Eshan something or other—can’t pronounce it.  I checked on them, and, yes, they are both Muslims.  Hired as part of a foreign exchange program with a sister city in Turkey.  They were supposed to have been accompanied by a regular city employee, an American, but the two foreigners left the city garage without him this morning.  And our Turkish Muslims have not been heard from since early this morning.  This incident has to have been a terrorist act.  And as a matter of proper precaution, I think we have to assume you were the intended target.  I think I should assign a couple of my best men to stay close to you for a while.  At least until we figure out who’s after you and why.” 
 
   “I appreciate your concern, but let’s not jump to conclusions just yet.  I might be taking a private jet to Israel for a few days anyway, so if some Turkish Jihadist group has a gripe with me for some reason they won’t know where to find me because my itinerary will be private.  You see what you can find and we’ll discuss it when I get back, OK?”
 
   “Ok, but apparently they knew where to find you this morning and that itinerary was private, too.  I could choose guys with passports.  They could travel with you, just to be safe.”
 
   “I know, but I don’t want an entourage.  That would complicate a first business meeting like this.  I’ll be careful.  We can talk about it after I return to the States—assuming I decide to make the trip in the first place.”
 
   “I’m not sure I agree with that decision, Boss, but you got it.”
 
   Moments later he heard the ping of an email arriving in his computer.  He looked.  It was from a firm called Geophysical Associates, Inc., from Israel, and it was encrypted.  He entered the key the investment bankers had given him and opened it.
 
   It was from a woman named Rebecca Shaul, Assistant Marketing Manager for the seismic exploration company managing the oil property he’d discussed with the downtown firm.  Her private number was given in the first line of the email, which went on to say she was available for a return call any time.  Daniel quickly confirmed the prefix as an Israeli number.  
 
   Addressing him as Mr. Goldman, she said she represented an Israeli subsidiary of a US company incorporated in Delaware, and that she would like to discuss the oil and gas venture in Israel which he had learned about in his meeting today.  She assured him of its huge potential—bigger than anything she has ever been involved in—or even heard of.  She mentioned the name of Vicente Romani and the Roman Lake League.  She asked Daniel to call the number given above using the secure phone the investment bankers should have given him today.  She encouraged him to call any time, not to worry about any time difference—the deal was that important.
 
   Daniel quickly calculated the local time in Israel.  It would be about 9:30 PM, same day.  He pulled out the phone he’d been given, keyed in the number and put it on speaker so he could make notes and walk around as needed.  He listened to the call tones being issued.  When the phone was answered on the other end, he said, “You really know Vicente Romani?”
 
   The phone was quiet for a moment.  “Mr. Goldman?”  
 
   A woman’s voice.  Even in such a brief response Daniel detected an undertone of mirth.  “Call me Daniel,” he said.
 
   “Alright.  So this is Daniel Goldman of World Opportunity?  The private equity fund?”
 
   “It is.”
 
   “You don’t waste any time.  I just pressed the send button on my email a few moments ago.”
 
   Daniel chuckled.  “We’re both Jewish, right?  We don’t waste time.  To us, time is money, right?”
 
   “That is the stereotype, yes.”  
 
   Daniel could hear outright humor in her voice now.  He looked again at his watch.  “You’re working late.  Another stereotype?”
 
   “Perhaps, but I have a practical reason for being here late.  Yom Kippur ended a few hours ago, and I’m trying to catch up today’s postponed business.  Just finished my Break Fast meal a while ago and decided to send you a note.”
 
   “I’ve never partaken of that meal, but I’ve heard of it.  So, what do you folks in Israel eat for a Break Fast meal?”
 
   “Well, I had Lox with bagel, boursin and avocado.”
 
   “You’re kidding, right.  You could get that in New York.”  Daniel chuckled.
 
   “Now you’re speaking in stereotypes.”
 
   “But I’m not the one eating bagels, boursin and avocado.”
 
   “Well, I really am a proud daughter of Abraham.”  Daniel pictured her grinning, leaning back in her chair.  
 
   “Oh, yeah, which tribe?”  Now he leaned back in his.
 
   “Now you know nobody could know that,” she said, “not after all our genealogical records were destroyed along with our last Temple—almost two thousand years ago.” 
 
   “Ok.”  Daniel laughed again.  “Enough Jewish wisecracks.  I’m sure we’ve both heard plenty of those over the years.  Do you really know Vicente Romani?”
 
   “No.  But my big boss knows him.”
 
   “Ok.  That’s still good, I guess.  Have you at least ever seen him?”
 
   “No.  Not even a photo.”
 
   “Ok, go ahead, Ms. Shaul.  I’m listening.”
 
   “And you can call me Rebecca—and can you please take your phone off speaker?  I have no idea how many people I might be talking to.  That makes me…nervous.  Is that OK, Daniel?”
 
   “Ok, Rebecca.  We’re alone.  And by the way, you sound just like me.  I mean, you sound American.  No accent.”
 
   “Thank you, Daniel.  I learned English as a child at the same time I learned Hebrew.  At home my dad always insisted we speak English at least a few hours every day.  His parents did the same when he was growing up.  I guess the Shaul family always considered America to be Israel’s great protector, and we believe we should honor our protector by speaking her language well.  Plus, I picked up a lot of American idioms in college.  I went to Texas A&M.”
 
   “Well, it worked.  Anyway, go ahead.  What’s your deal?”  Now he leaned forward and picked up a pen.
 
   “Well, there will be details I cannot tell you over the phone—even this phone, and even though, as you put it, we’re alone.  I will try to tease you enough that you will come see me in Israel immediately.  Fair enough?”
 
   “Fair enough.”
 
   “We have a client that has been exploring for oil and gas in Israel for over ten years.  They are…or I should say were…really good people.  Honest.  Kept their word.  Until recently, always paid their bills.  They found some oil and gas.  No really big strikes.  But they kept us busy laying down seismic lines for them, and they kept drilling exploratory wells.  The data continued to keep them optimistic about an eventual payday.  Recently, our firm has acquired additional data that convinces us there is an extremely high probability of a significant find on leases they control.  Our client, Yeshua Oil and Gas, appears to be almost broke.  They haven’t paid an invoice in months.  We suspect this is because their founder and most of their management team are gone now.”
 
   “Taken along with all the others by the little green guys, I assume?” Daniel said.
 
   “That’s a common theory, yes,” Rebecca said. “You’ll have to trust me on this for the moment, but we have solid evidence that the reserves of oil and gas are potentially many times as large as we had previously estimated.”
 
   “Ok.  Big question.  Why do you need me?  Won’t any investor group be more than happy to pony up for a high probability shot at something this big?”
 
   “I’m sure they will, once the expected new flow rates are fully confirmed…and once we’ve gone beyond a handful of test wells…and once…Well, you get the idea.  There are still major costs to get to where this find is considered fully proved.  Not to mention, as you should have been informed today, costs in this region are higher now because of the resurgence of terrorist activity.  Certain Muslim groups are causing problems again.  They specifically target Israeli exploration activities because they don’t want Israel to become self sufficient in oil and gas.  So we still need a very confident investor.”
 
   “Can you tell me about the Vicente Romani connection?”
 
   “I can tell you what I know.  I’m sure there are even more things I don’t know.  It’s no secret Vicente Romani has proposed a Mutual Defense Treaty that would offer protection for Israel.  That’s a sensitive issue here in the Middle East.  But if that Treaty were to become effective, well costs would go down somewhat because security concerns would be reduced.”  
 
   “There you go.  Let me repeat.  Why me?  Once the Treaty is in effect, you’ll be back to having dozens of investor groups happy to get on board.”
 
   “Well, there are some complicated politics involved here.  I don’t pretend to understand them all.  Apparently it has been considered best that this oil potential not become public knowledge before the peace efforts are successful, because Arab jealousy might make the Treaty negotiations even more difficult.  And I can tell you Vicente Romani is a personal friend of the Israeli Petroleum Commissioner, who is a personal friend of my big-boss, the CEO of my company.  So, Vicente Romani has agreed to assume a role in these efforts.  He wants a private financial entity which can make large investments on the word of a single person—avoiding any bureaucratic delays and potential leaks.  He specifically suggested you, Daniel.”
 
   “He did?  That is flattering.  But, is it just me, or does everyone seem to be in big hurry?  Is there some deadline I’m not aware of?”
 
   “Mr. Romani is a high-powered man of action, Daniel.  I would think you of all people could appreciate that.” 
 
   “Ok.” Daniel chuckled.  “I have confidence in you.  Not many can handle objections as smoothly as you do.  So, I’ll have an early dinner this afternoon and head your way.  I’ll be coming in a Gulfstream G650.  From Kansas City that should take about ten hours; should be there tomorrow before noon your time.  I’ll have my pilot call you with details after we take-off.  Can you meet me at the airport?”
 
   “I can, and we’ll arrange for your hotel.  And Daniel, thank you for your prompt response.  Maybe I’ll even get a bonus for this, and you know how important bonuses are to us Jews.”
 
   Daniel laughed, said goodbye and disconnected.
 
   He leaned back and pictured Rebecca Shaul.  From her pleasant voice, from her obvious sense of humor, from her quick-wittedness, his picture of her was flattering.  Of course, she might be very large and twice his age.  But what he really needed to ponder was the potential of this deal.  He put aside thoughts about Rebecca Shaul.  
 
   Their need for speed and secrecy meant he’d have no competition.  Both Mr. Sperling and his dad had always impressed upon him the value of bringing something to the table so unique it limited or even eliminated competition.  That concept had even been enshrined in World Opportunity’s written mission statement.  
 
   That made him recall the recent interest of “Michael” in his “next mission.”  
 
   He thought about that for only a moment before he forcefully dismissed the whole crazy day up to now and began to think about his new Canadian pipeline company.  
 
    
 
   --------
 
    
 
   Disconnecting from Daniel Goldman, Rebecca Shaul opened a folder on her desk.  It was a dossier on Daniel, including several photos obviously taken without his knowledge.  Photos of him playing tennis; fencing; shooting a handgun at an NRA competition.  These were several years old, but there were others taken recently.  Dark.  Handsome.  A combination of muscled calves and feet turned ever-so-slightly inward as he walked–yet not so much as to deserve the moniker of “pigeon-toed.”
 
   She was impressed; not only with his looks, but with the decisiveness he had just shown.  It was consistent with the reports, which also emphasized his integrity and his loyalty.  Analysis of a dozen of his better known deals revealed no hint that the other party had felt aggrieved or cheated in any way.  In fact, terms such as “brilliant,” “synergistic,” “mutually beneficial” crop up time and again in interviews with his counterparts in major business deals.  
 
   As for integrity, the dossier included the statement that Goldman had turned down opportunities to increase his profit from pending deals by accepting late proposals from a third party after a deal had been struck but not yet signed.  The report’s summary also pointed out that, given the tremendous trust and unsupervised latitude accorded Goldman by his boss, Henry Sperling, there was no doubt that Goldman had opportunity to make deals for his own account instead of for the account of the firm he represented, but there was no indication he had ever done so. 
 
   Following Rebecca’s admiration of Daniel’s character and the flattering photos, she placed a call on her mobile.
 
   The call was answered with a simple, “Yes.”
 
   Rebecca said, “Mr. Goldman will be here tomorrow.  He will leave the States in a private jet.”
 
   “You have spoken with him, then?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Any new thoughts on why they want Daniel Goldman specifically?”
 
   “Not really.  But they certainly expended effort putting this report together.  Obviously they are very impressed with him.  And I can kind of see why.  I’d say Mr. Goldman is remarkable.”
 
   “As the rabbi teaches, he is expecting certain remarkable men to start appearing.  Not all of them remarkable in a good way.”
 
   “I remember.”
 
   “If you learn anything you think we should know, please call me.”
 
   “I will, Mr. Silvers.  Until then, Shalom.” 
 
   After disconnecting, Rebecca placed her stolen copy of all the materials about Goldman back in the folder and hid it in the bottom of her lower left-hand desk drawer.  She concealed it under a stack of papers, tablets, notebooks and coffee mugs where, hopefully, Kefira Perloff, the big boss’s jealous and overly protective personal secretary wouldn’t snoop.  After nonchalantly strolling around the empty offices of Geophysical Associates, surreptitiously verifying she was still the only employee there, she left by the main door and locked it behind her.  Saul waved when he saw her, fired the engine of her Toyota and pulled to a stop by the main entrance so she could climb into the front seat beside him.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Ten
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Al Cutter, Daniel’s regular second shift driver, looked sharp in his crisp Metropolitan uniform as he held open the door to the passenger section of the limo.  Daniel slid his overnight bag and the snack Mrs. Harper had made for him across the seat and climbed in.  The privacy window was up, which was good; he didn’t want to talk.  He wanted to eat—and fume.  
 
   He closed his eyes.  CONOMUSE—what a pain!  He had tried to set up his private flight through the charter company he retained but couldn’t because of some snafu about the Certificate of Non-Military Use.  Smitty usually handled this detail for the whole executive staff but he had many other things on his mind lately and had neglected to place his thumb print in the correct box on the form.  The charter company had told him the bureaucrat who had to sign off for the Kansas City region was on vacation and had never assigned a second-in-command to handle such matters in his absence.  His charter service could not get clearance to fly him—in any of the jets he normally used for travelling overseas.  He was temporarily grounded from private travel.  He was told it would take a couple of days to get the problem resolved, but his charter service would book a public flight for him—which they said they’d gladly do at their own expense to make up for the inconvenience.  So, he was flying commercial from Kansas City for a connection through Philadelphia—and eating his dinner out of a sack.
 
   Daniel opened the snack sack and pulled out a roast beef sandwich and started eating.  He should have just bought a plane and hired his own pilot.  A full time pilot, with no other responsibilities, would not have missed the thumb print on the CONOMUSE form.  But he’d been too worried about appearing ostentatious.  He wasn’t sure who to be mad at—himself for not owning his own jet, the Federal Government for having passed the CONOMUSE law, or the Roman Lake League for having introduced the concept to the world in the first place.  He knew one thing.  Among the several ripples this bureaucratic oversight had produced, having had to tell Mrs. Harper that he would have to skip out on the quail ranked right up there.  
 
   “But I’ve spent most of the day on this dinner, Daniel,” she had said.
 
   “I know.  It can’t be helped.”
 
   It didn’t take her long to say she understood and forgave him and to hastily shove another roast beef sandwich in a sack for his dinner.  
 
   “Well, just remember what I said earlier,” she said as he walked out the door.  “I’ve had a bad feeling lately.  Promise me you’ll be careful.”
 
   He had promised.
 
   Al had the nose of the limo pointed toward KCI where his flight was to leave in a little over an hour.  They sped along the mostly quiet rural roads, the afternoon sun making it clear he was cutting it close.  He suddenly realized he needed to alert Rebecca to his change of plans.  She’d probably be asleep now, so he laid down his sandwich and used the secure phone they’d given him to pull up her private mobile number.  He sent her a text, asking her to contact the charter company when the sun came up over in Israel to get the details of his new flight.
 
   It took about twenty minutes to eat his dinner and arrive at the terminal at KCI.  Al let Daniel out by the terminal entrance.  “Have a nice flight, Mr. Goldman,” he said.  He didn’t linger, not only because he apparently had nothing else to say, but because he didn’t want to be hassled by the security people for parking too long in the drop-off zone.  Daniel watched him pull away and entered the terminal.
 
   He found his flight number on the big board near the door.  The check-in counter for that flight was nearby, and he could see the line was long.  But he already had his paperwork and wasn’t going to check his single carry-on, so he went directly to the gate.  Medium length line, mostly men.  Passage through security went reasonably well—no one would worry much about passports and no-fly names here.  That would happen in Philadelphia, where the international leg of this trip took off.  
 
   Because it hadn’t taken as long as normal to undress and re-dress through the security gauntlet, he had twenty minutes before boarding would begin.  Daniel selected a seat under a TV screen.  Fox News was playing.  He watched only for a minute or so, saw nothing he didn’t already know, and turned away.  
 
   Nearly all the other waiting passengers were either like him, travelling alone, or were accompanied by only one other traveler.  Of course, there were no young children—only an infant or two.  The smallness of the groups seemed a commentary on the new world.  People seemed less friendly now, more alone by choice.  Outside of the secured area, where passengers were still rushing toward their gates, everyone seemed harried.  He saw people bump into each other in their single-minded focus on getting somewhere quickly.  It made him think of bumper-cars at Worlds of Fun, the largest nearby amusement park.  Another sad commentary.
 
   A young woman entered the secure area and took a seat in the row behind Daniel.  She had a plastic laminated photo, like those used as employee ID’s, hanging from a jewelry chain around her neck.  He hadn’t seen that for months.  He glanced away.  The photo was not of the woman, and it was not her ID.  It was a lingering example of a practice common right after the Disappearance, when people often wore laminated pictures of a missing child or spouse or parent.  Sometimes there were several such emblems hanging from one neck.  The pictures were of loved ones taken in the Disappearance.  Apparently being constantly reminded of their loss had offered some strange comfort to these grieving survivors.  Apparently this young woman still needed that comfort.  
 
   He needed to change moods.  Using his own phone he called the number on Detective Casey’s business card.  Casey answered almost immediately.  
 
   “Detective, this is Daniel Goldman.”
 
   “Mr. Goldman; you remember something else, or are you just keeping in touch like I asked?”
 
   “Well, I wondered if you had found the missing tenant, this Michael.” 
 
   Casey chuckled.  “You still pretending?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “You still pretending this guy is real?”
 
    Daniel said nothing.
 
   After a pause, Casey asked, “Are you in a public airport?  Sounds like airport noises in the background.”
 
   “I am.”
 
   “How refreshing.  Big shot like you flying commercial.  All the way to Israel I would guess, based on what you told us today.  Why not a private jet?”
 
   “CONOMUSE problems.”
 
   “Feds have a problem with you, too?”
 
   “Detective, I guess I’m either under suspicion or you just don’t like me.”
 
   “I don’t know you, Mr. Goldman, so I couldn’t dislike you.  But you are under some suspicion because what you told me this morning doesn’t add up.  If the world were still normal, I’d be all over it and try to force you not to leave the country.  But it’s not normal.  So just be reachable, Ok?”
 
   “Detective, let me ask you something.  What was wrong with your partner this morning?  He seemed on the verge of a breakdown.  How did you put it…everything is ‘falling down?’  Is he falling down, too?”
 
   Casey huffed into the phone but didn’t answer Daniel’s question.  “Just be reachable, Mr. Goldman.  Please.”  He disconnected.
 
   Daniel mulled the conversation for a few minutes.  Thought of the breakdown of society, the barely suppressed chaos, the strange new phrase nearly everyone used to describe the situation—falling down.  Seemed pretty appropriate.  
 
   He still had a couple of minutes before boarding, so he called up the old voicemail.  It was the message Mr. Sperling had left him less than an hour before the Disappearance.
 
   “Danny, I haven’t seen you since you closed the deal with Swyhart Equity Partners.  That was not the work of a top notch investor.  That was the work of a virtuoso!  How you got Ralph Betts in the same room with Wally Berger I’ll never know.  I would have expected bloodshed, not hugs staged for the camera.  I couldn’t be more proud.
 
   “I need to run in just a minute, but I want to tell you about something I just learned.  I think it’s big.  Based on off-the-record comments from some of our European associates, I think there is something unprecedented about to happen in Italy, and I want to give you my take on it.  But not on the phone.  Ever hear of Vicente Romani?
 
   “Ok, one more thing.  I know I pushed you too far about religion before I left, but I really have to say one more thing.  I have an overwhelming feeling there is something very important you have to do.  And, knowing me, you probably already guessed who I think has assigned it to you.  I don’t know what it is, but I can give you some hints about how to find out for yourself.  Anyway, I really want to hear your voice.  
 
   “Call me.  We’ll talk about it.  Hope to see you in person soon.”
 
   And that was it.
 
   Daniel had listened to the recorded phone message dozens of times over the past thirteen months.  That was as close as he could come to really hearing from his boss—not counting, of course, Mr. Sperling’s voice startling him with audible esoterica out of thin air.  
 
   What had his mentor thought was so important for him to do?  It was obviously at least partly religious, but the mention of Vicente Romani had sounded practical.  He was sure of that.  Mr. Sperling had wanted to give him a heads up about some investment potential.  
 
   Especially in light of how Daniel had responded to his last little sermon, he would love to have the opportunity to listen to one again, and be more respectful this time.  Recover at least one lost opportunity.  Of course, that was not possible.  In addition, he’d really love to hear what Mr. Sperling had picked up about Romani.  
 
   Romani’s private think tank and lobbyist group, the Roman Lake League, had been appointed “Official Representative for the Peace Initiative” by the governments of Italy, Greece and Spain just a few weeks after Mr. Sperling’s last voice message.  These countries’ heads of state had even been made honorary fellows of the think tank.  Romani himself remained a faceless mystery, but his name and that of his institution were on everyone’s lips.  Understanding everything Mr. Sperling may have learned about Romani could have practical value.
 
   Maybe that was the underlying pattern he’d missed earlier.  Maybe regret over his last religious discussion with his mentor, and frustration over this missed opportunity to learn an inside secret about Romani—maybe these things explained the recent weirdness with the voices.  Could his mind have spun so far into over-drive, searching for hidden clues, that it conjured up his mentor’s voice?  Possible.  This might also explain “Michael.”  Maybe his mental machinery had been sufficiently stressed it fabricated a make-believe psychiatrist bent on helping him “choose the correct mission.”  Pretty exotic.  But that would explain “Michael’s” omniscience.  A creation of his own subconscious would know whatever he knew, right?   Even things he’d suppressed?
 
   All kind of far-fetched, but what was the alternative?  
 
   Unable to think of any after a few minutes, he decided to do as Assam did—and just keep his options open.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Part Two: Courting Daniel
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The seventy meter yacht sailed southeastward under the Italian flag.  Emblazoned on its side in dark blue script was Roman Lake League.  
 
   The morning sun had sufficient power above the Mediterranean to prompt Vincente Romani to raise the blue-striped umbrella over the sundeck where he and his guests currently lounged.  The artificial shade and soft sea breezes created the perfect atmosphere for this important meeting.  
 
   He smiled at the politician beside him, waiting for a response to the laboriously crafted question he had just posed—laborious because it was not asked in one of the dozen languages Romani spoke.  He looked from the face of the sixty year old Derin Sadik to his splendid attire: the white linen slacks, the white knit summer shirt and the white deck shoes.  He shifted attention to the politician’s two young “assistants” in their tiny bikinis, and rested his eyes only briefly on their glistening sun-screened bodies, before looking back to the politician.
 
   Finally, speaking English, Sadik responded, “Yes, Vicente, the three of us passed a very pleasant night.  Thank you for asking.”  He winked at his assistants.  “But do not think I will be bought off so cheaply.  Even this fabulous yacht—and your obvious effort to address me in a minority language of my country—will not cause me to be bought off easily.”
 
   Responding in English, Vicente said, “You must not think of me in such debased terms, Mr. President.”  He hoped his smile appeared natural.  “I have learned over my career that…”
 
   His personal aide interrupted him with a gentle touch on the shoulder.  Romani looked around and nodded to him.  “Excuse me, Mr. President…and ladies.”  He rose and stepped a few feet away from the others so he could speak to his man in private.
 
   “Yes, Omar?”   
 
   His aide said in English, “I apologize for interrupting your meeting, Mr. Romani, but I have just learned something I thought you should know about right away.”
 
   Romani said in Arabic, “No problem, Omar.  But let’s use Arabic.  I do not believe our guests speak that language.”
 
   Omar nodded and said in Arabic, “Daniel Goldman is not flying his charter jet.  He is flying commercial and will land at Ben Gurion International at three-ten this afternoon, local time.  He will be checking into King Solomon’s Palace and will be meeting with GAI later this afternoon.  Our contact with GAI re-affirms they will be persuasive in that meeting.”
 
   “Good report, Omar.  Concise and to the point.  Let us hope GAI can be as persuasive as they claim.”
 
   “Yes.  Let us hope.”
 
   “The timing is perfect.  This gives me the opportunity to meet him personally.  We can wrap things up with the President here, get him in the air on the way back home and be anchored in the Tel Aviv harbor, waiting for Mr. Goldman’s arrival.  I am confident Daniel Goldman will be enthralled by the opportunity GAI will pitch to him.  In fact, I expect he will want to visit the Aquarium Find without delay.  Just to be safe, why don’t you ask Marcel and The Rock to keep an eye on him after he checks into his hotel?  We wouldn’t want anything to go wrong now.”
 
   “Very good.”  He gave a quick little bow and left.
 
   Romani, smiling, turned his attention back to his guests.  He spoke English again.  “I was just saying I have learned that comfortable men make more pleasant meeting companions than uncomfortable men.  And establishing rapport by speaking a common language is time-honored.  I was merely being courteous.”
 
   “That is all well, Vicente; just so we both understand each other, whether in Kurmanji or English.”  
 
   Vicente took comfort in the President’s smile—that it was no more natural that his own.  He said, “I’m glad your English is good, because my Kurmanji is quite limited.  So, let’s continue to use only English, shall we?”
 
   “As you wish.  But first, Cassandra appears to need another Bloody Mary.”  He then said something to the other woman in Kurmanji which Romani only partially understood.  To Romani, in English again, he said, “And Maria would like another Champagne Spritzer.  You said you wanted us all comfortable, yes?” 
 
   “Absolutely.”  Romani motioned to a jacketed waiter standing at a respectful distance, who left immediately to refresh the guests’ drinks. 
 
   Turkey was a nation Vicente wanted to sign as the eleventh Sustaining Member of the Roman Lake League.  He understood that may be politically difficult for his guest in the short term, but he believed it was not impossible.  Failing that, he at least wanted Turkey not to actively resist the Mutual Defense Treaty.  He considered this secondary goal to be fairly easy.  Turkey was still officially a secular state.  Still amenable to the West.  
 
   The waiter returned with the fresh drinks and sat them in front of the two young women.
 
   Romani continued, “As you know, Mr. President, there has been some renewal of Islamic terrorism.  For a few years prior to the Disappearance, with the help of peace loving Muslims all over the world, civilization had made steady progress against those radicals.  Fewer suicide bombings, fewer recruits to radical Islam.  That progress has recently been lost to some extent, and Turkey, I’m sorry to say, is not exempt from the problem.  ICOW is a case in point.”
 
   “Mr. Romani, did I fail to see the TV cameras for which you perform?” He looked around in mock surprise.  “I had thought it was just the two of us.”  His eyes twinkled as he spoke, but Romani was not fooled.  This man did not speak in mirth.  He intentionally showed disrespect.  What kind of negotiating tactic was this…to purposely put your adversary on high alert?  He decided not to take the bait.
 
   “Your sense of humor is noted and appreciated, Mr. President.  But do you fully appreciate the new situation in the world?  Do you understand all you think you understand?  Ten other nations have already seen the wisdom of my shared military structure.  Having granted the League full control of their military establishments by signing Special Article One, they have turned us into a superpower overnight. And these are all significant nations in their own right: The United Kingdom, Australia, the Netherlands, France, Southern Iraq, Monaco, Switzerland, Hungary, Luxembourg and Brazil.  Even the United States is nearly on board.  I believe eventually all the world’s nations will join me.  Why not?  All I propose is world peace.  Who could be against peace?” 
 
   “You have so far told me nothing I did not already know.”  He winked at one of his “associates.”
 
   The man was a peacock posturing for his nearly naked peahens, but Romani remained undaunted.  “The Roman Lake League suddenly has the necessary muscle to sign a meaningful Mutual Defense Treaty with Israel.  And the real benefits of such a Treaty accrue to the members of the League.  Membership in the League grants to each Sustaining Member more security than it could ever hope to have while standing alone, or by relying on alliances which belonged to the world before the Disappearance.”
 
   “Mr. Romani, why do you assume I do not know these things?  My country consists of more than sand and camels.  We have the Internet, TV’s, newspapers.  We even have Facebook.  It’s just that I am…I still have one…personal hesitancy.”
 
   Romani sensed progress and rushed ahead.  “Good.  Then you must agree that it is in the universality of the agreement that each individual state finds its security.  Only when a nation has become part of the shared military power can it be truly safe.  Only those who remain outside the Roman Lake League’s protective circle could ever face any real military threat.  No one would be foolish enough to attack a League Sustaining Member and thereby incur the wrath of all the League’s combined military power.  And we certainly would not attack ourselves.  You would not want Turkey to remain outside that circle of protection, would you, Mr. President?”
 
   “That’s not the reason for my hesitancy, Vicente.  Your plan is remarkably simple and effective.  When we are all for one and one for all, then we are all safe.  You have crafted a beautifully simple and effective…silk-gloved threat…I would call it.  That’s not my hesitancy.  I, as President, see the wisdom of your proposal.  But our Prime Minister has yet to give his blessing, and I am not yet sure everything has been fully considered so that I can begin to persuade him.”  He emphasized the word “fully.”
 
   Vicente reflected for a moment and was immediately relieved at what he now understood about his adversary.  “Oh, I see.  By this, you mean you are not sure what is in it for you personally, am I correct, Mr. President?”  He emphasized the word “personally.”
 
   The president smiled and looked around.  “That is not how I would phrase it if there really were TV cameras here.”
 
   “I understand, Mr. President.  What I perhaps meant to say is that you think heads of state should be individually benefitted as they seek to benefit their nations, is that better?”  He emphasized the word “individually.”
 
   “Yes, Vicente; that might be better phraseology.  As I have suggested, the Prime Minister has already assured me he will not contest any decision I reach in the matter.  If I am persuaded, he will sign the documents and present them to the Parliament as being what is best for our people.  Then Turkey will have officially joined your Roman Lake League.”
 
   “Excellent.  But, it’s not my Roman Lake League.  It is the world’s Roman Lake League.  It is a truly shared source of military strength.  Tell me, Mr. President, what is the single most significant concern you have—as an individual, that is?”
 
   “Well, I would not want to be passed over for a meaningful role in our new consortium.  But such a thought must not be seen as self-serving.  The people of Turkey deserve to see their head of Government fulfilling a central role in any consortium which usurps the sovereignty of the nation.  And signing a military agreement such as you propose does challenge our sovereignty.  Does it not?  But setting that aside for the moment, because I am confident a suitable arrangement in that matter can be reached, I also remain deeply skeptical about the Muslim extremists.  I simply do not see them cooperating in any peace with the Jews.” 
 
   “I assume you refer to ICOW, Islamic Caliphate of the World?”
 
   “Yes.  You must realize that group is no longer just Turkey’s problem, Vicente.  Everyone knows the group has fighters, and even leaders, from Saudi Arabia and many other Muslim nations as well.  ICOW is becoming a kind of nation in its own right.”
 
   “I knew ICOW had expanded beyond your country, Derin.  But it is still centered in Turkey, and if you will agree—at the very least—to step up your efforts against their activities for even just a few weeks, then I can say in full confidence you can let me worry about the Muslim extremists.  We have already determined upon the best course to deal with them.”
 
   “Certainly I can try to do that much, Vicente.”
 
   “Good, because I have full confidence in my spiritual advisor, Rabbi Akiva Sharabani.  The EU is the best means by which we can draw the whole world to our way of thinking, including the Muslims.”
 
   “I assume by ‘EU’ you do not refer to the European Union.”
 
   “Of course not, Derin.  The European Union belongs to the Old World.  I refer to the Ecclesiae Unitatem, the Church of Oneness, founded by my good friend and spiritual advisor, Rabbi Sharabani.”
 
   “No doubt his new world-wide church has attracted many followers in only a short time, but among them are very few Muslims of the Fundamentalist persuasion.”
 
   “It may take a little more time for some to see the light, but I have no doubt the Muslims will join us.  And not just the moderates, who already embrace our Church in increasing numbers, but the so-called Muslim extremists as well.  Such as ICOW.”
 
   “If you say so, Vicente.”
 
   “I do say so.  And while you’re dreaming of your new role at The Roman Lake League and deciding how best to get the Prime Minister on board, please promise to keep your focus on what is really at stake here.  Simply stated, my Mutual Defense Treaty is more important than anything else in the world at this moment in history.  As you know, I spent years financing major projects all over the world, leveraging my family’s name and vast financial resources in the process.  The great riches I brought myself through these efforts mean little.  I like to think the real good I did was in behalf of the world itself.  I did a great deal of good through the various oil and gas and other energy projects I brought into being—and through the many real estate developments I financed and managed.  I would never want to risk my reputation with a failure now.  I instead wish to build on that record of global achievement.  But as important as that is to me, my current political project is vastly more important than any personal legacy.  It is also more important than your new role in the Roman Lake League—with all due respect, Mr. President.  The whole world needs what I propose.  There are billions of frightened, hurting people all over the globe who need this.  The conflict in the Middle East has become not only the worst problem in the world, but actually the only one.  If we can solve that one problem, nothing stands in the way of world-wide cooperation, and with world-wide cooperation, we can solve any problem.  Mankind can finally be free from war, religious strife, maybe even from hunger and poverty.  After all, there are considerably fewer people we have to worry about feeding now than there were just a bit over a year ago!”
 
   “Amazing performance, Vicente!  I think you really believe all that.”
 
   “With every fiber of my being.  The world needs peace, Derin.  It needs to be a family.  It needs brotherly love.  And to achieve these ends, it needs the right leadership, both spiritually and politically.  It needs these things as never before.  And we have never before been this close to their achievement.  I can share this much detail with you.  I am about to consummate one more oil project.  Except this time, I will not be personally financing or managing it.  That would pose a conflict of interest the mere whiff of which cannot be allowed.  But this one last deal will springboard the world to a place it has never been—to real Universal Brotherhood!  And, when fully developed and functioning, this oil project will bring untold financial resources into our…consortium, as you put it.  Through the administrative fees I have outlined.”
 
   “That is all well and good, Vicente.  But what about Israel?  As you say, Israel is the world’s only real problem.  War lives there.  The world cannot possibly have peace until Israel signs the Mutual Defense Treaty, and my sources tell me that is by no means certain.  Not all Israeli leaders are willing to put their military might in your hands, even for the sake of peace for the first time in their short history.”
 
   Romani smiled.  This was the final objection he’d hoped for.  Because he knew he was about to possess the solution.  “You are astute, Mr. President.  You have gone to the heart of the matter.  So let me answer with a question of my own.  If we can accomplish that, get Israel to sign, would Turkey then join the Roman Lake League as a Sustaining Member?”
 
   Sadik looked at him for several seconds, his eyes twinkling.  “Let me answer you with a question.  Would I have a meaningful role, individually, in such a marvelous new world order?”
 
   Got him, Romani thought.  “Absolutely, Mr. President.  So, when I obtain Israel’s agreement, that means you will then come along with me—with us?”
 
   Sadik nodded.  “You are clever, Vicente.  Let me put it this way.  On a scale of one to ten, with ten being ‘yes,’ and one being ‘no,’ I am already at nine—maybe even at nine and a half.  Ok?  So, for the rest of our time on this magnificent yacht, let’s drop all these heavy issues and enjoy ourselves.  Agreed?”
 
   “As you say, Mr. President.”
 
   The politician studied Vicente’s face for several moments.  “And, Vicente, I have to bring this up…please don’t be insulted…but I have to say…I was led to believe you were a younger man than you appear to be.  Not that you look old, you understand...it’s just that…
 
   “No offense taken, Derin.  You are observant.  The simple fact is—Vicente Romani is a younger man.  And while I certainly am Vicente Romani, you do not happen to be seeing my given face at the moment.  I am wearing a disguise—a combination of a custom silicone mask and Special FX makeup that I’ve learned to apply myself.  You understand, right?”
 
   Derin continued to stare at him.  After several seconds, absently nodding ‘yes’, he said, “No.  I don’t understand.”
 
   “What don’t you understand?  Few people have seen my face, Derin.  I like it that way.  It allows a measure of anonymity and therefore freedom to move about as I please.”
 
   “I knew you had made no public appearances for years, Vicente, and that few people had seen you in person.  Everyone relies on second hand descriptions.  But I had not heard that you…”
 
   “Wear disguises on occasion?  Well, that says something for you already, does it not, Mr. President?  You are privileged above most people on just your first in-person meeting with me.  Not many know about my occasional disguise.  Now that you do, I hope you will guard our little secret?”
 
   Sadik still nodded absently, and still stared.
 
   “I am afraid you are taking this personally,” Romani said.  “Be assured I am not hiding from you because you are Derin Sadik.  In fact, I’ll share something with you.  Tomorrow you will be among those to receive a formal invitation to an exhaustively authentic costume party we have been planning for weeks.  At that event we will celebrate the strides we have made since winning our initial three Governing Council Members, Italy, Spain and Greece.  To tie in with our name, the theme will be Ancient Rome.  I promise you it will be unforgettable, and if you attend, I also promise you will see me without disguise.  You will see my real face.  How’s that?”
 
   The President nodded again but was obviously still stunned.  Finally, he sighed and turned toward his two young aides.  Without trying to be discreet, he allowed his eyes to sweep across each glistening body.  He winked at each, smiled, and said, “Let’s enjoy the rest of our time here on this fabulous boat, shall we?”  
 
    
 
   --------
 
    
 
   The ICOW warrior who went by the name Abu walked beside his fellow warrior, who went only by Ibrahim, down a corridor of the King Solomon Palace hotel.  The desk clerk, whose name Abu did not recall, preceded them, pushing a food cart.  This desk clerk was not good at this.  His frequent glances were furtive, as if he feared observation, which was foolish since he worked here.  Abu decided that didn’t really matter.  This would be the last mission in which this desk clerk would be involved.
 
   He and his fellow warrior wore black.  On their heads were black flat-brimmed hats and dangling under them and down over their ears were long stringy strands of black curly hair.  He knew these were called peyot and he knew wearing them like this had something to do with a Torah commandment, called mitzvah.  He had memorized this much in case he was called upon.  The mitzvah about the strand said, “leave these alone; do not trim them.”  Of course his strands were fake, as were Ibrahim’s, and as was his respect for the religion they represented.  But the garb worked.  Few people here in Tel Aviv seemed to take much notice.
 
   The clerk stopped in front of a locked door topped by a name plate which read in English, “Food Prep.”  As he inserted his key he said, “This gives you perfect access, Abu.  There is a common wall between this room and the VIP suite.”
 
   “And you are certain he will stay there?”
 
   “GAI always uses the VIP suite for their important guests when it is available.  I will make sure it will be.”
 
   Abu nodded and entered the room behind the clerk and his fellow warrior.  “We do not know how long we must be here,” Abu said.  “Our brother in the belly of the Great Satan knew only that our target had accepted the invitation.  How long can you hide us?”
 
   The clerk pushed the cart farther into the room and turned to Abu.  “No more than two days.  Two days from now is my day off.  I hope it will not be necessary even for that much time.”  Fear showed in his eyes.
 
   “That should be more than enough,” Abu said.  “This man is greedy and will not be willing to delay.  Allah will provide.”
 
   “Yes,” Ibrahim said.  “Allah will provide.”  
 
   Abu just stared at his partner, wondering if this man ever had an original thought.  
 
   “You may leave now,” Abu said to the clerk.  “You will not speak of this?”
 
   “Of course not.”  He shook his head vigorously.
 
   “Good.  May Allah bless you for this.”  He wondered if Ibrahim would parrot this back, too, but he remained silent, trying to appear formidable despite his orthodox Jew outfit. 
 
   When the clerk was gone Abu removed the white cloth from the food cart and began to inspect the materials hidden on its lower shelf.  He was joined by Ibrahim.  They handled the items respectfully, especially the incendiary pouch, as they arranged them on the floor for assembly.
 
   A few minutes later, Ibrahim said, “Our computer warriors did well hacking into the reservation systems of all the hotels near here.”  
 
   Abu shook his head.  “You speculate, Brother.  Our hackers had very little to do.  We have known for some time which hotel he would use if he came.  GAI always uses this hotel for its guests.  The only question was our target’s actual room and his arrival time.”
 
   “I see the leaders share much with you, Abu.”
 
   Abu arranged bundles of pre-assembled wires in the proper order.  “Yes,” he said, “they trust me.”  He liked having inside knowledge.  “Our leaders decided to kill him here because we have the advantage of a brother sympathetic to our cause working at the front desk.  The clerk’s next assignment is to let us know when our target has arrived.”
 
    “I knew that,” Ibrahim said.  
 
   After he had unwrapped the little connection board and laid it in place, Ibrahim said, “I expect we will be called upon many more times to kill such men to keep the Jews from stealing Allah’s wealth.” 
 
   Abu smiled to himself.  More insider knowledge.  “No, Ibrahim.  This one should be the last.  Our brave brother working in the belly of the Great Satan told me this one is famous among the infidel investors.  When he is dead, we will take advantage of his fame to send a message to all such men.  Leave the Aquarium Find alone.  Do not finance it.  Unless you wish to end up like Daniel Goldman.”
 
   When his phone rang Abu could not prevent jumping.  His phone would become the detonator and his knowledge that nothing was yet assembled could not short-circuit his instinctive response.
 
   “Yes,” he said into the phone.  He listened for a few minutes.  “Thank you, Omar.  May Allah’s blessings rest upon you.”  He disconnected and looked at Ibrahim.  “Allah is already providing.  Our wait here will be short.  Daniel Goldman will be here this afternoon.  He could not use his private jet and had to fly commercial.  I agree with Omar.  Because he will arrive later than he intended and because he is greedy, as are all Americans, he will go directly to GAI.  So we have just the right amount of time.  Sometime in the next six hours, our desk clerk will give us the word.  We will meet him at the door to his room with a special welcoming present.  And because such shows of respect are common to him, he will not be suspicious.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Daniel arrived at Ben Gurion International Airport at 3:14 PM, local time.  His flight through Philadelphia, where there had been a bit less than a two hour delay, had gone well by the standards of public transportation, and he considered himself lucky to have caught that flight at the last minute.  But with the CONOMUSE and flight times and waiting times and time changes, he’s lost most of a day.  He felt wrinkled, and other than the sporadic sleep he’d grabbed on the last leg of the flight, he’d been awake for a long time.
 
   After exiting the plane and entering the receiving area of Terminal Three, his phone began to buzz, announcing the arrival of several text messages and one voice message which had been undeliverable until now.  One text was from Rebecca Shaul, confirming she’d received his new itinerary and would meet him personally at the airport.  Among the remaining text messages, only one needed a response.  He stepped out of the flow of passengers and keyed in a message to his Canadian manager.  Using his best shorthand and abbreviations, he reminded his manager that the pipe line company remained a Canadian company by incorporation.  The fact that its new owner was a US private equity fund did not bring them under different operating regulations than currently applied.  He ended by urging his man to be a bit more forceful.  
 
   Re-joining the foot traffic, he sent the text and called up the latest voice message.  Detective Casey’s voice said, “Mr. Goldman; just thought I’d let you know the forensic team found a business card in the rubble on Eighth Terrace.  It said, ‘Michael, Psychotherapist’ and gave the address where the bombing occurred.  Now I understand why you were so squirrely about your reason for being in the building.  You were right.  That was private business.  So, no more scrutiny from me, Mr. Goldman.  And I hope your…problem…whatever it is, gets worked out.  Later.”
 
   Well, good.  The detective was happy now, convinced Daniel wasn’t a criminal but was simply nuts, because he used the services of a psychotherapist.  Casey obviously figured Michael was real because of a business card with his name on it.  Daniel wasn’t so sure a little piece of paper and a dab of ink proved any such thing, but at least he wouldn’t be bothered by the detective any more.  
 
   As he looked around for Rebecca, he noticed the tight security—not only uniformed airport security guards such as you might see at any international airport, but IDF soldiers as well.  While he obviously couldn’t see any undercover security personnel, he knew they were there, too.  The Airports Authority here was outstanding.  Despite being a frequent target for terrorists over the years, Ben Gurion International had never suffered a plane hijacking. 
 
   After following the exit signs for only a few minutes, he saw a petite woman flanked by two men, one burly, wearing a dark suit, the other smaller, in slacks and sport coat with no tie.  Judging by the vigilance of the burly guy, he was not on vacation.  Who knew about the smaller man?  Judging by the small, discrete sign the woman held in front of her, she would be Rebecca Shaul.  He had to approach several yards closer to read the letters on the sign she held: GAI.  It was Rebecca.  
 
   Her features became clearer as he continued toward her.  She was medium height, dressed in a flattering but tasteful business suit.  Dark complexioned, with medium length black hair.  Wavy, almost curly.  Shimmering dark brown eyes—and on her gorgeous face an expression suggesting seriousness and playfulness at the same time.  As he drew closer still, he could also see a figure that wouldn’t quit.  All in all, she exceeded even the most fanciful image he had formed from her voice alone.
 
   From long practice, he quickly managed to put her physical appearance out of his mind so he could concentrate on the purpose for this long, tiring trip.
 
   “Well, Daniel Goldman, I presume.  We finally meet.”  She reached out to shake his hand.  Hers was warm, small—soft. 
 
   “I picked up on that word ‘finally’,” Daniel said.  “Sorry we blew our CONOMUSE.  If I could have flown as planned on my charter, I could have had a great dinner at home yesterday evening, gotten a good night’s sleep in a comfortable recliner on the plane, and been here in time to buy you lunch.  Sorry for making you wait.”
 
   “Missing lunch is not my problem.  It’s missing my bonus that hurts.  Since you blew your original schedule, I missed out on my bonus by a few hours.”
 
   She managed to say it with such a straight face Daniel missed a beat or two before he realized she was continuing their mutual Jewish quips. 
 
   “Well that’s not fair,” he said.  “Maybe we can manage to hammer out a deal on my first visit.  Would that put you back in the running?”
 
   She appeared to consider that.  “It might,” she said, and then broke character and laughed.  He had been right about the underlying mischief.
 
   “Let me introduce Mr. Shamuel,” she indicted the smaller man.  “He is part of the management of the airport security team here, and his presence is why we can meet you this close to your gate.”
 
   Daniel shook his hand.  “Thank you, Mr. Shamuel,” Daniel said.  “I appreciate your help.”
 
   “You’re welcome, Mr. Goldman.  If you would, hand me your passport; I’ll run ahead and grease any skids which might otherwise be sticky.”
 
   Daniel handed it to him.  “Excellent.  Thank you again.”  
 
   He was impressed.  Obviously, not all local companies could expect a ranking airport security man to serve as escort for their arriving guests.  Rebecca’s firm was apparently well connected—which upped his estimate of their business proposition another notch.
 
   “And this rather large man is Saul, my friend and bodyguard.”
 
   “Saul,” Daniel said as he shook his hand.  Saul only smiled and nodded.  
 
   Rebecca took Daniel’s arm and nudged him in the direction the security man had taken.  As they moved ahead at a leisurely pace, Saul fell in behind them.  He had not yet said a word, although his smile was friendly enough.
 
   “Oh, by the way,” Daniel said.  He stopped and pulled the secure phone from his pocket.  “Here’s your phone.  Shouldn’t need it now, since we’re face to face.”
 
   “Thank you,” she said.  She handed the phone to Saul.  “Saul is more than just a big scary-looking guy.  His recommendation played a big part in GAI choosing this particular secure phone system.”
 
   Saul shrugged off the compliment, but he was obviously pleased.
 
   “How long ago was that?” Daniel asked.
 
   “Two months,” she said.  “It was deemed necessary because we need to carefully limit who knows about the…opportunity…you are here to discuss.  Too much unwanted attention already, I’m afraid.”
 
   “I see,” Daniel said.  They started forward again.
 
   “Getting into Israel through Ben Gurion is fairly easy,” Rebecca said. “It’s getting back out that can consume time and try your patience.  But I wanted to take no chances with such an important visitor.  Here turn to the left.  We’ll go along the Green Path.”  
 
   In less than fifteen minutes they were through the process and, after thanking Mr. Shamuel as he returned Daniel’s passport, they were on the escalator on the way up to the departure level. 
 
   “I hope you like the hotel we’ve selected for you,” Rebecca said.  “It’s in an older section of town, not far from our offices.  The area is called “the White City.”  The buildings all date from the 1930’s, nearly all built with a common architectural theme called ‘Bauhaus.’  The hotel is really nice, 5-star, but it’s not a modern high rise.”  They rode silently until they reached the departure floor, then she added, “I imagine globe-trotting financial types get used to certain amenities.”
 
   They had moved several yards from the top of the escalator when Daniel decided two could play at this game.  He stopped suddenly and tried to appear concerned. Rebecca stopped alongside him and stared silently at him.  Daniel said, “Can you arrange a sedan chair with at least six slaves to carry me into the hotel?  If so, I’m good.”
 
   Rebecca jerked her phone from her purse.  “All I can do is try.”  She seemed genuinely panicked as she thumbed through her numerous phone contacts.  Then she smiled up at him sweetly, put the phone back in her purse and led the way to the main exit.  Daniel thought she grew even cuter by the minute.
 
   Outside a limo waited for them in the pick-up area.  Daniel could tell from the bulk in the door panels and roof that the vehicle was of bullet-proof construction.  He and Rebecca got in the rear passenger section.  Saul got in the front with the driver.  As they pulled into traffic, Daniel could hear the diesel engine labor to accelerate the great weight of the limo, and he could hear Saul speaking to the driver.  He assumed it was Hebrew.  Probably the only language he spoke, which would explain his previous silence.
 
   “Part of my job,” Rebecca said, “is to present GAI in its best light to all outsiders.  I actually have very little to do with direct selling of our product—which is exploration services and drill program management to the oil and gas industry.  We have a technical sales staff to prepare bids and proposals.  So often I’m basically a PR woman.  Since we are headquartered in Tel Aviv, the city is kind of an extension of our company.  So, if you want, I can play tour guide later.”
 
   “I would like that.  I really would.  But since I got here several hours later than planned, maybe we should plan to work late.”
 
   “I already thought of that.  Our team expects a late evening.  I meant after our meeting we could perhaps have dinner.  I didn’t mean instead of our meeting.”
 
   “In that case, I’d love to.”  Rebecca’s smile made it easy for him to sound genuinely enthused.  He was.  
 
   “Good.  I thought we’d drop you off at your hotel.  Let you check in, freshen up a bit, then go over to our office.”
 
   “Sounds good.  I imagine I need freshening up.”
 
   “You look fine, Daniel, and being a man, you probably won’t need too much time for your task.  So we’ll wait for you in the lobby.”
 
   Saul turned to Rebecca and spoke to her in a foreign language; Daniel again assumed Hebrew.  Rebecca listened and said to Daniel.  “Saul just corrected me.  He said we will wait for you in your room.  He is really focused on security.  Of course, I don’t mind.  It’s for my—our—benefit.  That OK Daniel?”
 
   “Sure.  I can change clothes in the bathroom.  And I understand his focus on security.  If security guys don’t take it seriously, who will?”  He lowered his voice.  “Does Saul not speak English?”
 
   “He speaks it better than he thinks.  He obviously understands it.”
 
   “Any specific reason for his concern for your—our—safety?”
 
   “Not really.  Saul’s gravitated toward being my personal bodyguard since I got this job a couple of months ago.  He thinks of me as his little sister.  Overly protective.”
 
   Saul looked around and wagged his finger playfully at Rebecca when she said that.  “You must behave,” he said, in heavily accented English.  He went back to studying the surrounding traffic.
 
   “How far to the hotel?” Daniel asked.
 
   “About fifteen miles.  In the traffic this time of day, it will take us maybe half an hour.  Should be there between four and four thirty.  It’s very near our office.”
 
   “OK.  Then we should be at your office by, say, five, at the latest?”
 
   “Yeah.  That’s about right.”
 
   “We can meet with your people for a couple of hours and go have a nice dinner.”
 
   “My thoughts exactly,” she said.  “And since I’m on an expense account, you will allow me to buy, right?”
 
   “Wouldn’t have it any other way.”
 
   “Good.  Then I will pick the restaurant.  You like Mediterranean food?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   “Then I’m thinking I should call for a reservation at Hatraklin Bistro as soon as we know for sure how long we’ll be meeting.”
 
   “Looks like I’m in good hands.”
 
   They drove in silence for a few minutes and Daniel said, “You’ve only had your current position with GAI for a couple of months, you said?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “What did you do before that?”
 
   “I had a similar job with less title working for a similar company in the UAE.  In Dubai, actually.”
 
   At that, Saul turned around again and spoke in Hebrew to Rebecca.  She smiled, a bit embarrassed perhaps. 
 
   To Daniel she said, “Saul says it was not a similar job in the UAE.  I was only a junior marketing person there, and I’m Assistant Director of Marketing for GAI.  And he says the companies are not similar either.  The Dubai company was just one of many small contractors in the seismic industry, while GAI is one of the top firms.  I told you, he thinks of me as his little sister.”
 
   “Everyone should have such a fan,” Daniel said.  He returned Saul’s smile.        
 
   “Well,” Rebecca said, “we’re entering the main city now from the south and east.  In just a few minutes you’ll begin to see why this area is called the White City.  You will also see top-notch restaurants everywhere.  Tel Aviv is a liberal city.  It believes in pleasure, actually.  Some of our more conservative citizens…elders especially…refer to this city as Israel’s Sodom.  I think that definitely goes too far.  But you won’t see too many things that make you think of the land of the Bible.”
 
   She looked at Daniel as if she expected a response.  “So, Tel Aviv’s your Las Vegas?” he said.
 
   “No.  I think even that goes too far.  We’re just not known for having a lot of men in flat-brimmed black hats and curly locks.  That would be Jerusalem.”
 
   “Ok,” Daniel said.  “Tonight, I’ll be your protector from the city’s bad influences.”
 
   Saul looked around and caught Daniel’s eye.  “And I would guess,” Daniel said, “so will Saul.  I kind of think he’ll be joining us.”
 
   “He sees me home every night.  GAI pays no overtime for salaried guards.  Makes no difference to Saul.”  
 
   “I assume then you’re not married,” Daniel said.”
 
   “Who needs a husband when you have a two hundred thirty pound body guard who thinks he’s your big brother?”
 
   Daniel could tell Saul was grinning, but he didn’t turn around.
 
   “OK,” Rebecca said, “Your hotel is only four or five blocks away.  That gives me just enough time to ask you a question I’ve wanted to ask since we spoke last night.  How did a man as young as you get such a high position?”
 
   “I’m young, but I’ve been sorta doing this for, Oh, about twenty-five years.”
 
   She looked steadily at him.  “Well, I guess that would explain it.  You’ve been an international investor since age…eight?”
 
   Daniel laughed. “No, not exactly.  But I was with my Dad a lot when he did business.  When I was in middle school, my reward for a good grade or for winning a student council election was to get to go with Dad to one of his meetings.  It happened often enough that the people he met with sometimes didn’t seem all that surprised to see a kid sitting there in the board room or conference room—or out on an oil rig.”
 
   “What did you learn from him?”
 
   “How to negotiate.  I picked up that sometimes you speak and sometimes you don’t.”
 
   “And that’s the secret to your success?  Knowing when to speak and when to be quiet?”
 
   “That’s certainly part of it.  I learned other things from Dad, too, but I probably learned even more from Henry Sperling.  When my parents were killed, the Sperlings took me in.  Treated me like a grandson.  He also took me to a lot of his business meetings.”
 
   “So, what did you pick up from him?”
 
   “How to empathize.”
 
   “I’m just a marketing woman, but that sounds more like what a poet does than a tycoon.”
 
   “I mean I learned how much easier it is to get a deal done quickly when you understand exactly what the other side needs, as opposed to what he wants or says he needs.  You don’t set out to smash the other guy just because you want to win, but you do set out to get a good deal for your side.  And that’s the secret—it is easier to get that good deal if you accurately perceive what he really needs.  That takes empathy.”
 
   “So, you learned to be a quiet empathizer?  Must work.  You’re personally worth billions.”
 
   “Did you do your own research, or did someone on your staff do it?”
 
   She smiled.  “Not much research involved, actually.  It took me about ten minutes to learn how much money you have.  I Googled the latest Forbes List.”
 
   “I guess I’d better read it, too.  See if it’s accurate.”
 
   “You can do that tonight, after we get back from dinner.  Your hotel has an excellent Internet connection.  And…we’re here.”
 
   The limo pulled into the arrival lane and stopped close to the front door.  Their limo driver waved off the instant onslaught of baggage handlers, saying something to them in Hebrew.  The baggage handlers returned to their waiting stations.
 
   “What did he tell them?” Daniel asked Rebecca.
 
   “He said you only had one bag.  I guess they decided even if you wanted someone to take your one carry-on to the room, it wouldn’t generate enough of a tip to be worth losing their position for the next arrival—which could involve a dozen bags.”
 
   ”Smart call,” Daniel said.
 
   He stepped back from under the arrival canopy and studied the hotel.  It was an attractive building.  Three stories.  White stucco exterior.  Balconies with iron balustrades outside each suite.
 
   “I can’t read that name above the hotel canopy.  I thought they always used English along with Hebrew here.”
 
   “They do.  The English sign is over there.”  She pointed to the small placard on the opposite side of the entry canopy.  Daniel read, “King Solomon’s Palace,” written in bronze letters on a black background.
 
   “I guess they don’t depend much on this sign to attract customers.  You can barely see it.”
 
   “They don’t need walk-in business, Daniel.  They’re booked well in advance.  We got you in here because we do a lot of business with them.  They let us tap reserve rooms on short notice.”
 
   Daniel nodded and entered the main lobby.
 
   On the way from Ben Gurion, Daniel had noticed there seemed to be more energy here than in the states.  More than Smitty reported from London as well.  As if here in Israel the past thirteen months may have actually been a plus.  The hotel was no exception.  The clientele were obviously international.  He heard foreign languages everywhere as they approached the check-in desk. 
 
   Before he could fish out his credit card, Rebecca stepped in front of him and said something in Hebrew to the clerk.  Daniel could tell the clerk did not understand her.  She tried again, and he seemed to get it this time.  He nodded and began keying at his terminal.
 
   “What was all that?” Daniel asked.
 
   “I told him to put your room on GAI’s tab.  We keep one open here all the time.”
 
   “That was nice of you.  Your treatment is starting to make me feel more important than a ride in a sedan chair.”
 
   “Don’t give up on that sedan chair, Daniel” she said.  “Maybe I can arrange one for you on the way out in the morning.”
 
   “Why did the check-in clerk have so much trouble understanding what you wanted?  It seems a pretty simple request.”
 
   “Most Israeli businesses bent over backward during the terrorist lull, hiring non-Israeli workers.  The clerk is not Israeli.  Don’t know where he came from, but Hebrew is not his first language.”
 
   “Most people think that lull might have ended.  Terrorists seem to be acting up again here and there.”
 
   “ICOW.  Yes; I know.  That’s probably part of the reason Saul is so vigilant.”
 
   The clerk finished and slid Daniel’s room card in a paper packet across the counter.  Daniel felt a bit sorry for the man.  He seemed overwhelmed. 
 
   As he turned from the counter with his key, Rebecca nudged him in the direction of the staircase.  He headed that way. 
 
   “I’m not complaining, Rebecca, but don’t they have an elevator here?”
 
   “They do, but it’s old, hydraulic and slow.  Seeing as how you’re still a young tycoon, I figured you’d choose saving time over saving energy.  But the VIP suite was available.  We always use that for our important out-of-town guests if possible.  So you won’t be bothered with any plebes.”  She smiled.
 
   “You’re so very thoughtful,” he said.
 
   The limo driver remained in the lobby while Daniel, Rebecca and Saul climbed the three floors to his room.  The VIP suite was near the end of the hall, to Daniel’s left.  As Daniel prepared to swipe his card in the lock, he saw a Jewish man wearing a white waiter’s jacket lean his head out of the food prep room just to the right of Daniel’s door.  He seemed surprised to see Daniel’s entourage and withdrew back into the room and closed the door.  
 
   Daniel smiled at Rebecca and said, “I thought we wouldn’t see any orthodox Jews in Tel Aviv.”
 
   “No; I said we wouldn’t see many.  That was the first set of curly locks we’ve seen.”
 
   He smiled and swiped his card.  Entry-way lights came on automatically as he and his entourage entered.  He moved farther into the suite, noticing it had several rooms, and switched on a desk lamp near the entry.  “I’ll go back and take a quick shower, put on fresh clothes and be back out here in twelve minutes, give or take thirty seconds.”
 
   Rebecca held her watch up in front of her face as if studying it, pretended to sync with the sweep of the second hand, pointed at Daniel and said, “Go.” 
 
   He started toward the main bedroom at the rear of the suite, stopped and turned back toward Rebecca.  “Oh, by the way,” he said, “how should I dress?”
 
   “Do you have another outfit like the one you’re wearing?  That would be good for dinner at Hatraklin’s.  The real movers and shakers there all dress casually.  Only pretenders dress up.” 
 
   “Glad you said that.  I had to throw things together in a hurry when I left.  I only brought one suit.”    
 
   Daniel was still smiling to himself as he closed the bathroom door, un-snapped his bag and hung it at full length on the door hook.  He undressed and turned on the shower.  While the water warmed, he selected Merrill’s mobile phone number from his directory.  It would be morning in Springfield, Missouri, where Merrill lived and had his office, and he guessed it would be about time for his security chief’s donut break.  When Merrill answered, Daniel said, “Good morning, Merrill.  Have you checked to see if any security cameras may have captured Michael and me when we met in New York on July 17?”
 
   “Hello, Dan.  Yes, I have checked.  A couple of the building operators on the block where you two met still use old style camera systems that record to tape.  They don’t keep tape more than a few days.  So they were no help.  But most now use modern systems, and I didn’t have much trouble persuading several of them to email digital files from the day and time in question.  But only one file, from a men’s clothing store at Broadway and Liberty, picked you guys up.  It’s a great shot of you, Boss, but this man you’re talking to—I assume it’s Michael—he can only be seen from the rear.  I’m afraid it won’t do us any good.  Unless something else pops up, I’d have to conclude you guys managed to meet in the closest thing to a blind spot in New York City.”
 
   “Ok.  I figured you’d think of the cameras.  Anyway, thanks—and please keep trying, Merrill.”
 
   “You got it, Boss.  By the way, I did learn one very interesting thing.  Pretty strange, really.  The owner of the building where you met Michael said no one leases suite 100.  Owner used it for storage.  Mostly old furniture.  It seems this guy Michael might have been running some kind of scam.”
 
   Daniel thought about that for a moment.  “I guess that would explain some things.  Well, thanks again, Merrill.  Talk to you later.”  
 
   “Ok.  And, Boss, although I don’t think it will happen, if you should run into this guy again, be real cautious.  And give me a call.  I’d like to talk to him.”
 
   “Ok, Merrill, thanks.  See you in a day or two.”
 
   He disconnected and thought about it some more.  If it was a scam, what was the purpose?  The man hadn’t asked him for anything.  Why would he go to the trouble of having business cards printed and then—then not trip the trap, if there was one?  And the man had clearly known in advance about the bomb.  Didn’t seem like any scam he’d ever heard of.  
 
   So, was this man real or not?  Still no definite conclusion.  
 
   He tested the shower water against the back of his hand, found it to be to his liking and stepped under the water.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Wearing fresh kaki’s and blue cotton sweater, Daniel strode side-by-side with Rebecca into the still packed lobby, where he was instantly assaulted again by the din of foreign voices.  Saul was two steps behind them.  As they crossed the lobby, the uniformed driver rose from his cushioned chair, dropped the newspaper on the lamp table beside him, and hurried ahead to get the door for them.  Daniel glanced back, confirming what he had already pictured in his mind: constant vigilance from Saul.  Eyes everywhere, watching hands, faces.  Daniel also glimpsed the desk clerk who had checked them in.  As the clerk eyed Daniel’s little marching band, he appeared puzzled.  Daniel wondered if he’d already forgotten checking him in.  
 
   “No hair drier in your fancy bathroom, Daniel?”  Rebecca, amused smile in her eyes, stared at the top of his head.
 
   “There was one, but it would have pushed me past the time limit you gave me.  It’ll dry on the way.”
 
   “Not likely,” Rebecca said.  “We’re only minutes away.”
 
   The limo had been moved several yards away from the front entrance to a spot just out of the main traffic flow.  Daniel opened the door for Rebecca while Saul reclaimed his previous place. 
 
   The streets of Tel Aviv were still bustling.  Daniel was again struck by how different it seemed here compared to the US.  It was almost as if what had happened in the past thirteen months had been good for Israel in stark contrast to the effect he’d seen everywhere else in the world.
 
   Six minutes later, he could see a small sign announcing Geophysical Associates of Israel.  It was at a corner on what appeared to be a mixed commercial-residential neighborhood.  The name White City now made sense.  The white buildings, low white property walls and red, barrel-tiled roofs made Daniel think of a Hollywood set depicting a Mediterranean scene, rather than a real Mediterranean scene.
 
   Geophysical Associates was housed in a large square lot surrounded by a low, white rock wall.  Rebecca’s office was in a building which resembled a mansion, except smaller.  Not a hint of commercialism from the outside.  It was high tech inside, however.  Badge readers.  Security guards.
 
   Daniel was shown into in a conference room to wait while Rebecca assembled the rest of the team.  Saul remained outside the meeting room, but Daniel could see he positioned himself so he could constantly see the conference room door.
 
   A slim man with some of the thickest-soled black shoes Daniel had ever seen came into the room, carrying a cup of coffee in one hand and a thin manila folder in the other.  He set the coffee down in front of Daniel.  “I’m told you take it black, Mr. Goldman.”
 
   “Yes, thank you.”
 
   “And I think you’ve been warned about these,” he said, as he slid the folder to Daniel.
 
   Daniel opened the folder.  It was a new confidentiality agreement.  A quick scan made him optimistic. Since he as yet had no detailed information about the oil project, and since the first paragraph demanded a promise never to reveal the “detailed” information to anyone—nor even be the one to initiate a conversation about it—he assumed details were finally coming his way.  He signed and slid the folder back to Slim, who thanked him and left.
 
   Rebecca returned with two men in slacks and open collared white shirts with the company logo on the shirt pockets.  Each carried leather covered notepads, also with the company logo on the covers.  The man to her left also held a manila folder which appeared to be the one containing the agreement Daniel had just signed.
 
   “Daniel, I’d like you to meet Mr. Swanson, our Director of Marketing and my immediate boss.”  Rebecca indicated the medium height man to her left.  Daniel rose and shook his hand.
 
   “And Mr. Elon,” she said, indicating a shorter, older man to her right.  “He’s our chief geologist.”
 
   Daniel shook the last hand.  Everyone took chairs around the polished table.
 
   Elon the geologist said,” Mr. Goldman, I’ll give you a quick summary.  Rebecca may have already told you some of this, but I’ll make it quick.  Almost eleven years ago, Yeshua Oil and Gas out of Port Arthur Texas contacted us about properties here in Israel where they had acquired exploration leases.  They wanted fairly typical seismic tests run on these properties.  What wasn’t typical was the method they had used to select those properties in the first place.  Apparently one of the founders, a Christian oilman named Dwight Roberts, kept having the same dream.  He would dream he sat in his study and watched pairs of numbers appear on little plastic tags on the inside of his aquarium wall.  Long story short, he eventually concluded these were GPS coordinates and that God was telling him where to drill for oil.  The coordinates led him to an area here in Israel just north of Tel Aviv.   
 
   “Well, their selection methods were none of our concern, and we were, of course, happy to lay down the seismic lines for them, as long as they paid their bills when due, which they did.  In the early years we continued to uncover enough scientific evidence of potential oil and gas to keep them interested.  They continued to keep us busy and to extend their leases as required.  After several years, we had finally discovered enough promising underground structures that they became convinced to dig some serious test wells.  They called the area the Aquarium Find, for reasons I’m sure you can imagine.  That first group of wells didn’t yield enough oil and gas to become actual operating wells, in the financial sense, but they did yield more than most test wells—and we quit laughing at Mr. Roberts’ GPS dreams.  That first modest success led them to dump more money into the project, and they began exploring in several other areas at the same time—all selected based on Mr. Roberts’ GPS numbers.  We also by that time had come to rely more on 3D lines as opposed to 2D lines.  Things really did begin to turn promising.  Later still, we added 4D lines.  I believe you are familiar with the advantage of 4D seismic testing, right Mr. Goldman?”
 
   “Yes.  It adds the factor of time.  Otherwise the data are simply static pictures.”
 
   “Correct,” the chief geologist said.  “By comparing multiple 3D lines taken from the same perspective over time, it is possible to observe changes in flow patterns deep in the earth.  And that brings me to why you are here now.  It is not well known, because there was no surface damage, but a series of very strong yet very deep earthquakes occurred in areas related to the Aquarium Find this past July.”
 
   As he said this he pulled several sheets of paper from his notebook cover.  “Look at this.  The extraction rates tabulated here are from all eight of the current test wells, all dated from before the earthquakes.  Good rates, promising rates, with the later wells producing better than the earlier ones.  Then look at these.”  He slid another sheet out of the stack.  “Here you see the extraction rates for the same wells four weeks ago.”  He pulled up yet another sheet.  “And then this page summarizes the wells as they were only two weeks ago.  I think you will agree the increases are significant.  Almost certainly this is related to the quakes.  As far as we know, only Geophysical Associates and a few top Israeli leaders know of this.  In addition to the enhanced flow in all lease areas, there are reports that relatively nearby producing wells, owned by entities who are enemies of Israel, have simultaneously slowed down in their production rates, indicating the connectedness of the various oil pools deep within the earth.  The post-quake flow now seems to favor Israel.”
 
   “How could you learn that about those other wells so soon?”
 
   Before the scientist could answer, Rebecca’s boss said, “We are not at liberty to say.”
 
   They really didn’t need to.  Daniel knew espionage was rampant in the oil business—especially here in the Middle East.  
 
   “This can be explosive on many levels,” the geologist continued.  “It means the state of Israel may be on the verge of having more oil wealth than any nation on earth.  Not just the various private businesses affected, but the state itself.  Through royalties and other fees.”
 
   “Royalties and fees?  No chance Aquarium gets nationalized?” Daniel said.
 
   The geologist paused and looked to Rebecca’s boss, who jumped in without missing a beat.  “None.  You can be assured that will not happen.  Israel has moved away from any collective impulses which marked its founding and has no intention of returning to them.  The state is content with royalties, fees and reasonable taxes.  It wins if its private citizens win.”  He nodded to the geologist, who pulled out a thin stack of papers.  “What Mr. Elon is showing you are official memoranda from our Petroleum Minister confirming what I just said.”
 
   Daniel glanced over them and nodded.  “OK.  So it will stay private.”
 
   “It will,” Swanson said.  “And it will also stay politically explosive.  Our enemies obviously do not want us to have the oil.  They certainly do not want us to have it at their expense.  This is one reason for the recent increase in what was already tight security.  And the quake effect explains why our CEO and the Israeli National Petroleum Minister, both personal friends of Vicente Romani, wanted the leader of the Roman Lake League to remain actively involved.  As I’m sure you know, Romani wants to broker a Middle Eastern Peace.  The Petroleum Minister believes that a strong peace treaty needs to be in place before everyone learns the magnitude of the Aquarium Find—and certainly before it becomes widely known what the recent deep quakes have apparently done to surrounding deposits.”
 
   Daniel asked for his coffee to be refreshed.  What he really wanted was a few moments to digest what he’d heard and formulate his opening offer.  Rebecca started to get up to go get the coffee, but Elon wouldn’t have it.  He left the room to get Daniel’s fresh cup himself.  
 
   Everything Daniel had just heard helped answer his repeated concern—why him?  But not entirely.
 
   When Elon returned with the fresh coffee, another man in a formal business suit, expensive, accompanied him.
 
   “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Goldman,” the new man said.  “I am Abram Semmel, CEO of Geophysical Associates.  I have been briefed on the conversation up to this point, and I’d like to add my take at this time.  I will speak bluntly.  We will need a large amount of cash, because of the need to move very quickly, to test and drill in multiple locations at once—and because of the need for unusual security measures until a peace treaty with real teeth is in place.  And, still being very blunt, we are in a hurry because no one is paying our invoices right now for all these expensive tests.  Our customers’ people are all now missing, and our available funds are being depleted.  The company which holds the exploration leases is on the verge of bankruptcy, as far as we can tell.”
 
   “If the owners are all missing, who do you deal with?”
 
   “A grandson of the GPS guy.  He is the only remaining heir.  Name is Dwayne Roberts.”
 
   “What does he say about all of this?”
 
   “We haven’t spoken to him.  He seems to be difficult to find.”
 
   Daniel didn’t want to be rude to Rebecca’s bosses, but he needed to get to the point.  “I hope you haven’t wasted my trip, Mr. Semmel.  I won’t make any decisions on the word of an agent.  No offense—I’m sure you’re all honest people—but I would need to deal with the principal.  Can you get to him?”
 
   “Relax, Mr. Goldman.  I said we haven’t spoken to him.  I did not say we’ve had no contact.  The grandson first contacted us by home-made video just weeks after the Disappearance.  He asked us to continue our work and send him the bills.  He kept his bargain for several months, then he stopped paying.  Not long after that he sent a second video promising to give us authority to represent him in a sale of all his rights and properties associated with this oil find.  He has since forwarded all the necessary notarized documents granting us the right to negotiate on his behalf.  I don’t know his circumstances or what he is afraid of, but they are sufficient to make him very easy to deal with, as far as we are concerned.  He apparently doesn’t want to be anywhere near Israel or the Aquarium Find.”
 
   He pulled a sheaf of papers from his logo-stamped folder and slid them over to Daniel for review.  Daniel studied them for a few minutes, nodding.  Dwayne Roberts’ signature was everywhere it needed to be.  The document set seemed complete.
 
   “Then,” the CEO continued, pulling more papers from his folder, “if you are so inclined, we could present you with some of his currently unpaid invoices which you may wish to assume on his behalf while you are here.”  
 
   Daniel could tell the CEO was not joking, and that was good news.  More than anything else he’d heard, this explained why GAI wanted to deal with him exclusively instead of shopping the deal.  They had severe cash flow problems and therefore not much time.  He no longer had any problem dealing with agents.  Under these circumstances, he could probably name his terms.  He now knew his opening offer.  
 
   He nodded.  “You have my attention.  First, let me be clear I have no intention of making anyone a loan on any terms.”  He paused for effect.  “However, I would be willing to consider buying all lease rights, land improvements, intellectual property, drilling licenses and all well-head and associated equipment at their current book values.  No ‘blue sky’ anywhere.  Would that work for you?”
 
   “Would the cash be available immediately?
 
   “It would.”
 
   “Then your proposal works for me,” Semmel said.
 
   Rebecca said, “Excuse me, gentlemen, I see I need to make some dinner reservations.  I think we’ll be done here for tonight sooner than I expected.”  She left the room, smiling broadly.
 
   “OK, Mr. Semmel,” Daniel said, “If I can get my CONOMUSE taken care of so I can bring my team in, we can meet again tomorrow.  I’d like my technical guys to visit the nearest wells and review all your test data—not just these summaries.  Then, if everything checks out, we can draft some agreements.  If my guys can’t get here as early as tomorrow, I’m sure I can get them here by day after tomorrow at the latest.”
 
   “Excellent plan, Mr. Goldman.”
 
   Daniel studied the invoices for a few minutes until Rebecca re-entered the room.  Sliding the invoices back to the CEO, Daniel said, “Good.  In the meantime, Rebecca and I have a dinner date.”  He caught her eye and added, “And I suppose that will include Saul.”
 
   Rebecca shrugged.  “I had to improvise.  Couldn’t get in at Hatraklin on such short notice.  I didn’t think you’d want to wait around, since you didn’t get much sleep last night.  So I switched us to Milgo and Milban.  They offer first-rate seafood.  If that’s OK, we could get in there in an hour.”
 
   “That’s fine.  Love seafood.”
 
   “Good.  Only problem—you’ll probably want to put on that suit.  Dress code seems a bit higher at Milgo’s.”
 
   “No problem.  If I need to, I’ll wear my one suit again tomorrow.”
 
   “Alright,” she said, looking at the CEO.  “I guess we’re finished for tonight?”
 
   “We are,” the CEO said.  “You guys have fun and enjoy our wonderful city.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Daniel, why were you disappointed last night on the phone when I said I had never met Vicente Romani?”
 
   Rebecca asked this from behind an antique changing screen in her bedroom, where she was getting ready for dinner.  Daniel sat on the edge of her bed, facing the screen. 
 
    “Because I thought I might not be as important to the deal as I had assumed.  Because I was obviously not dealing with a principal—no offense.”  
 
   “No offense taken,” she says.  “I know I’m just a lowly employee.”
 
   “No you’re not,” Daniel said.  “You are a highly trusted employee.  Your firm wouldn’t leave you alone with me if you weren’t.”
 
   “Why do you say that?”
 
   “Because of your age.  You’re very young to be assigned to the principal in a deal this large and important.  They must have complete confidence you will put them in a good light.”
 
   “Thank you,” she said, “but I’m not a girl.  OK, tell me this.  Why did it seem so important to you that we are both Jews?” 
 
   Daniel realized his Jewishness had been on the top of his mind because shortly before talking to Rebecca Michael had made that a central part of Daniel’s personal history.  He wasn’t about to share that strange event.
 
   “I guess my ethnicity is just suddenly very important to me.  And I knew you were Jewish from your email.”
 
   “You did?”
 
   “Sure.  Instead of ‘sincerely’ or ‘later’ or any other standard business closing, you wrote ‘Shalom.’”
 
   “You’re observant.”
 
   “No.  I’m quite secular.”
 
   Rebecca bobbed her head above the screen and exaggerated a wry smile.
 
   “Sorry.  Not my best pun,” he said.  “But we are both Jewish, which I guess I felt established an immediate bond.  Although…we probably don’t have all that much in common.  We’re certainly more different than alike.”
 
   “Why do you say that?”
 
   “Other than the obvious, such as I could never wear anything in your closet?  OK, you are about my age…that much we have in common…by the way, how old are you?”
 
   “Twenty-eight.”
 
   “OK, but after that, the similarities stop.  You’re about, what, 5’4” tall?  Couldn’t weigh a hundred twenty pounds…”
 
   “One sixteen, thank you very much.  You know, Daniel, you could have just asked my vitals if they are important to you. You didn’t need to be so crafty.”  She bobbed up, smiled and ducked back beneath the top of the screen.  
 
   “Got me there,” Daniel said.  “But there really is one main difference between us.  You’re not just Jewish.  You’re an Israeli citizen.”
 
   “Well, that’s true.  My family history in Israel does date all the way back to the founding of the modern state.  My paternal grandfather immigrated with his family to Israel in 1949 at age eleven.  Eighteen years later, he fought in the Six Days War.  I can barely remember my mother and my maternal grandparents.  They were all killed in a suicide bombing in Gaza when I was eight years old.  But they were all 100% Jewish.  My paternal grandfather is an observant Jew.”  She emphasized the adjective.  “He tells a story of how an angel fought on the side of Israel in that war by enabling his small band of infantry to capture an entire enemy tank command.  And then there’s my paternal grandmother. She’s the one who gave me this family heirloom.”  She touched the top of the changing screen. “There is a story which her sisters have told for decades.  They aren’t her blood sisters.  That’s just how the girls thought of each other when they lived together in Kibbutz Hahal Oz in the early years.  The story is that Grandma actually had an affair once with Moshe Dayan.”
 
   “The guy with the eye patch?”
 
   “That’s him.  Now I’ve never heard my grandmother actually tell the story herself, but various sisters tell it in her presence and she never stops them.  She’ll even correct little details when necessary.”
 
   “What’s the story?”
 
   “Well, it takes place in early 1961, when Grandmother Rachael was about eighteen and Moshe Dayan was maybe forty-five.  Rachel lived in the agricultural Kibbutz Hahal Oz in what is now the Gaza strip.  She had met Dayan a few times when he visited the Kibbutz on official business.  He was Minister of Agriculture under David Ben-Gurion.  This was when the Kibbutzim were experiencing economic revival, partly based on reparations received from the Holocaust.  Well, it seems Grandmother Rachael had just finished a night swim alone in the newly completed community swimming pool when Dayan suddenly appeared out of the dusk, standing there in his uniform with his signature eye patch.  Without speaking he had made it clear his being there was no accident.” 
 
   “So, what happened?”
 
   Daniel noticed Rebecca’s voice changed when she answered.  She suddenly reminded him of a TV news anchor.  “Smiling slyly, acting as she imagined an older, sophisticated woman would—so the story goes—Grandmother Rachel entered the women’s bath house without a word.  Dayan followed.  At this first passionate meeting, Grandma Rachel recalls no spoken words, but has never said what actually did happen.”  In her normal voice she said, “I’m telling the story this way because that is how it is always told.  Same words.  Almost ritualistically.  Anyway,” she resumed her news anchor voice, “if asked about it directly, Grandmother Rachel, nearing eighty now, will gladly acknowledge the decades old story, but she will neither confirm nor deny the truthfulness of any of it.  She will sometimes say, and I quote, ‘One can easily imagine how the years of living on the border with my enemies could provide the fuel to which a warrior-hero could readily provide the spark.  And for a quiet Jewish girl with a smoldering Bohemian fire within…’  Rebecca returned to her normal voice.  “The story never goes any further.  Grandmother Rachael must have composed this story herself at some point.  Apparently she can be somewhat poetic—and more than a little bit of a drama-queen.”
 
   “Rebecca, I can’t tell whether you believe any of that or not.”
 
   “I’m not sure about the facts, if that is what you mean by ‘believe.’  But there is an obvious truth to it in any case.  The youth of my maiden grandmother, the dashing appeal of a mature yet still vibrant Israeli hero.  With an eye patch, no less!  A quiet night under the moonlight.  No one around.  Danger just outside the fence of their Kibbutz.  There is a type of truth that goes beyond matching up with simple facts, don’t you think?”
 
   “I have a feeling you are a lot like your Grandmother Rachel.  I bet you even look like her.”
 
   “OK.  Now how could you know that?  Yes, my father says photos of me and of his mother at my age are hard to distinguish.” 
 
   “I would like to meet her some day.  I’d like to see how you’re going to turn out.”
 
   Rebecca straightened up so her head and shoulders were visible above the screen.  She smiled and returned to her preparation.  They were both quiet for a time.  Daniel could hear Rebecca step into the bathroom behind her for a while before she returned to the changing screen.  From behind the screen she said, “Daniel, do you believe what some say about those missing in the Disappearance?  That they seem to be disproportionately the best in their fields of activity?  They were the best engineers, the best lawyers, the most honest politicians, and so forth?”  She straightened up to hear Daniel’s answer. 
 
   Daniel merely stared back at her.
 
   “I didn’t mean to insult you, Daniel.  Obviously, not all the best were taken.  Some very good men were left.  Certainly everyone knows your reputation in the investment world.”
 
   “This is not about my ego,” Daniel said.  “What you said just made me think about Mr. Sperling.”
 
   “Oh, your founder.  He was taken in the Disappearance, right?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You two were close?”
 
   “Very.  I miss him.  Always will.”
 
   At that moment, Rebecca stepped from behind the screen.  She wore what made Daniel think of a wilderness outfit—tan pants tucked into high brown boots, a V-cut light yellow shirt under a light tan jacket.  The ensemble suggested to Daniel they were embarking on an expedition.  The pants, expensive and attractive, were also very tight, and her shirt’s V-cut was just a bit low.  While it was all tasteful and fashionable, the outfit would not help Daniel keep his mind on business.
 
   “You look wonderful, Rebecca.”
 
   “Thank you.  The crowd at Milgo and Milban tends a bit toward the avant-garde after eight or so, and we might decide to linger a while after dinner.  For men, of course, business suits are always in.  Women on the other hand are expected to be more adventuresome.”
 
   “You’ll not disappoint.”
 
   “And Look.”  She pulled her jacket away from her body, revealing a green pouch strapped to her side at the waistline.  “I even have a miniature fanny pack—like we’re on safari.  Looks cool, plus I won’t have to keep track of a purse.”   
 
   She smiled and headed toward the hall.  Saul, who had been waiting across the corridor in the small living room of her apartment, rose when he saw her.  She said to him, speaking slowly in English, “You want to make sure our cabbie is still the same man—the one you happened to know?”
 
   Saul smiled and wagged his finger at her.  Rebecca said to Daniel, “Saul didn’t want to give up our armored limo, but the regular driver took it home with him when he left work so he’ll have it first thing in the morning when he picks us all up.  Saul knew the cabdriver, though, and feels some better.”   
 
   The cab driver—still the same one Saul knew—was waiting outside the building and everyone quickly assumed their normal places, Saul in front and Daniel and Rebecca in the back.  A few minutes later they were on a main surface street on the way to the hotel.
 
   Rebecca touched Saul on the shoulder and said something in Hebrew.  Saul did not appear too pleased but he eventually nodded.
 
   “What did you say?”
 
   “I told him I wanted the driver to let us out about a block ahead of your hotel.  I want to play tour guide just a bit, and I think we have time before our reservations.  We can walk the last block or so while the cab follows us.  I told Saul he can walk along with us if it makes him feel better.  It does.”
 
   “What will we see?”
 
   “There is a fabulous and locally famous little collection of jewelry stores just this side of The King Solomon.  Actually, they’re not really separate stores but sections of a single block-long shop which is a kind of joint venture.  Several of the finer jewelry stores in Tel Aviv display their wares side by side.  You have Agas and Tamar, H Stern, Orit Ivshin, Shay Lahover, Yael Herman and others.  Being a man, you may not be as fascinated by jewelry as most women, but as an investor, you can certainly appreciate such a unique joint venture among competitors.  And I know you can appreciate a collection of high quality assets.”
 
   “Indeed I can,” Daniel said.
 
   At that, Rebecca tilted her head to the left and smiled.  Daniel was instantly embarrassed.  He had supposed his little double entendre had been better veiled. 
 
   The co-op structure was a shallow store front nearly a block long with lighted display windows the full length.  Each retailer’s individual collection was displayed in a separate section about thirty feet long and maybe fifteen feet deep.  The glass was obviously designed to stop anything short of a Howitzer.  The display techniques would make the average retailer envious—the lighting, the artful use of mannequins, the quantity and variety of the displayed merchandise. 
 
   Daniel and Rebecca walked along the block with Saul just behind them, the cabbie doing his best to idle along without disrupting traffic too much.  Rebecca stopped in front of a section which she said specialized in antique jewelry.  Daniel saw rings, pendants, bracelets and another item he didn’t recognize.  “What is that?”
 
   “That’s a bracelet, actually.  That ring of pearls goes around the woman’s middle finger.  That long strand of diamonds connects it to the normal bracelet portion.  Looks kind of like an abstract glove.  Those diamonds and rubies in the wrist ring total twenty carrots.  This bracelet, priced in dollars, would be about…”
 
   Before she could do the math, Daniel said, “About three hundred thousand.  I refreshed my memory about the USD-shekel exchange rate on my trip over.” 
 
   She smiled at him and slid forward a few feet.  “And here is one of the most beautiful pieces I’ve ever seen.  It’s an antique engagement ring.  It’s not quite as expensive as the bracelet, but it is gorgeous.”
 
   They sauntered along for the next ten minutes or so.  Daniel wondered if she were hinting anything by showing him all this fine jewelry.  Then he was embarrassed again that he would even consider such a thing about a woman he’d just met.
 
   At the end of the block, they cut through an alley to the hotel and entered by a side door.  As they approached the steps leading up to Daniel’s suite he could see the busy lobby up ahead, but the three of them turned left before reaching it.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Make sure it is tight, Abu.”  Ibrahim pointed to the red power wire Abu was examining.  For the fourth time in just the past hour.
 
   “Of course, Ibrahim.”  It was also the fourth time Ibrahim had felt the need to school him, and Abu was growing weary of it.  
 
   A few minutes later, Ibrahim said,  “I, too, am trusted by our leaders, Abu.  Joe spoke to me as well and said the company which owns the leases will soon be bankrupt.  They are no longer paying their bills.  When we are successful, their work will stop from lack of new funds.  At least they will not be the ones to steal Allah’s wealth.”
 
   “Yes.  Praise Allah.”
 
   “Praise Allah.  And the clerk will be ready now.  We could get notice anytime.”  
 
   He pretended to be excited.  Abu knew he was actually frightened.  “Yes,” he said.  “He won’t be caught off guard again.  I assume he is sufficiently competent to remember your phone number.”
 
   Both men were quiet until they finished re-checking the IED’s detonation system.
 
   “Anyway,” Ibrahim said, as he rose from the cart, “concerning what we spoke of earlier, I am indeed almost persuaded that Vicente Romani is the Mahdi, glory to Allah.”
 
   Abu silently asked Allah how many more hours he had to endure this ‘brother.’  “And what are your reasons for this belief?”
 
   “There are several.  First, many of our best scholars teach that when the Mahdi comes he will bring peace and justice to the whole world.  Does not Vicente Romani seek peace and justice for the whole world?  Second, our scholars teach that the Mahdi will appear suddenly and rise to prominence with supernatural quickness.  Vicente Romani was known only in elite circles this time last year.  Now almost everyone knows his name.”
 
   “Yes, Brother; they know his name.  But not his face.”
 
   “Actually, Abu, you have made my next point.  Vicente Romani is a man of veiled identity.  The scholars insist upon a similar characteristic in the Mahdi when he comes.  I believe many facts point to the blessed conclusion that we have received our Mahdi, may Allah be praised.”
 
   Abu decided to remain respectful.  “You make good points, Ibrahim.  I have from time to time harbored similar thoughts—until I am reminded of Vicente Romani’s association with the dogs, the Jews!  How could this be?”
 
   “The Mahdi will certainly be well acquainted with the tactic taught in the Holy Koran about the use of deceit against the enemies of Islam.  Might not Vicente Romani’s association with the Jews be of that nature?  Could he not merely be pretending to accept the Jews until he finds the right time to destroy them?  Suddenly?”
 
   “Perhaps.”
 
   “Yes, Abu.  I believe it is more than ‘perhaps.’  I believe that Mahdi Romani, after pretending to be their friend, will suddenly rise up and destroy the Jews.  Think about what happened last year.  Are we not in the end of days?  What else could that event have been except Allah using His mighty power in these last days?  Just look at how He has purged the world of the Christians who would not submit to Him.  You can see that is what has happened, can you not?  That is the meaning of the Disappearance.  Only Christians disappeared.  Allah has removed them in preparation for Mahdi Romani, who will then finish the task by purging the Jews!”
 
   Abu looked away, said nothing.  From the corner of his eye, Abu could see Ibrahim pretend to realize too late what he had just implied about Abu’s family.  Abu knew he was not surprised.  Being fundamentally inferior to a warrior such as Abu, Ibrahim sought a way to balance the scales.  This was not the first time he had chosen this method.
 
   “I am sorry, Abu,” Ibrahim said.  “I forgot your unmarried sister was among those removed.  Perhaps Allah will show special mercy to her—for your sake.  Since you are among His warrior sons.”
 
   Abu nodded.  Ibrahim had on two other occasions mentioned his sister’s sin, that she had been a secret Christian.  Anger burned within him at Ibrahim’s repeated mention of this shameful fact.  Not only was Ibrahim less of a warrior than himself, he was certainly no more dedicated to the Prophet.  Although he continually pretended to be.  There must come a time when he would speak frankly to Ibrahim about this.  And that time was soon approaching.  Despite the growing rage lit by reference to his sister’s sin, Abu managed to say, “Allah’s will be done.”  
 
   After carefully draping the food cart with the white cloth, Abu said, “Our Brotherhood remains divided on the question of Vicente Romani and the Mahdi, which is why they so closely monitor him.  Neither will you and I be able to conclude this matter this afternoon.  But there is a matter which we must conclude.”
 
   “You are right, Abu.  And now one of us must put on that waiter’s jacket and be ready to go next door when the desk clerk gives us the signal.”
 
   “I have the jacket, Ibrahim.”
 
   “Abu, do not be offended, Brother.  But perhaps I should be the one who greets him at his room with this cart of complimentary foods.  If he refuses to allow the cart to be left in his room, then I will immediately detonate the bomb.  I am certain I have no current stains upon my soul and am ready for the presence of Allah, if that be His blessed will.”
 
   Abu controlled himself and said nothing.  He merely shook his head.  He knew for sure now that Allah would not deny him his just revenge.  His only reluctance about his possible martyrdom was that it would rob him of such revenge against this ‘brother.’
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Daniel was on his way back to the main bedroom to change clothes when he heard raised voices from the room next door.  The sound came through the air vent in the short hall between the two bedrooms.  He returned to the smaller bedroom and said, “Did you guys hear that?”
 
   Rebecca and Saul both stared at the same vent.  “It came from there,” Rebecca said.  
 
   “What are they saying?  They sound angry.”
 
   Rebecca just shook her head.  Saul said, “I do not know.  They do not speak Hebrew.”
 
   Daniel continued to listen until the volume receded.  He saw Rebecca seem to dismiss the incident and go to the queen bed nearest his bedroom.  She sat and prepared to wait for him.  When she smiled at him he noticed again the V-neck shirt and forgot all about the foreign voices.  He went on back to his room to change into his suit.
 
   As he began to undress, the angry voices rose again from next door.  The sound came through a return air vent in his bedroom.  He felt compelled to press his ear against the joining wall despite the fact that he could not understand whatever language they spoke.  It was the unmistakable rage that attracted his attention.  With his ear to the wall, Daniel heard the words plainly.  English.  They seemed to be arguing, something about somebody’s sister.  One man, whose name was apparently Ibrahim, said he was not being disrespectful when he mentioned the other man’s sister, but that truth was truth.  The other man’s sister was in fact among the missing, and that meant she must have been just like all the others.  The other man insisted that Ibrahim kept repeating the story of his dishonor to establish superiority.
 
   Their voices fell again and Daniel could no longer hear what they were saying.  He wondered why the two men now spoke English.  They could of course be bilingual, which was very common in the Middle East.  Many people here spoke English as a second language.  Daniel realized that was the problem.  For these men, English was no second language.   Their “accent” was about the same as Daniel’s—mid-western American—which meant there was no accent.
 
   The voices rose again next door, even angrier than before.  Having decided against taking off his clothes, Daniel leaned in to listen again.  He could distinguish only one brief comment.  “Then we will both die now and Allah can speak to you about your Mahdi!”  
 
   He heard scuffling.  He suddenly knew what was about to happen. 
 
   He burst through into the smaller bedroom, vaguely registering the shock on the faces of Rebecca and Saul as he pushed Rebecca out of the way so he could grab the mattress off the bed where she waited.  He yanked it from its frame and horsed it around until he had rolled it lengthwise enough that he could grasp both sides.  He lifted it and held it out in front of him toward the wall where the angry voices could still be heard—now foreign again.  
 
   “Daniel, what?” Rebecca said.  Saul moved toward them, then stopped and looked at the common wall between them and the source of the angry voices.
 
   “Behind me, Rebecca,” Daniel said.  He backed away from the common wall with Rebecca now shepherded behind him.  He backed to the far side of the room and held the mattress out in front of them.  He squatted to the floor and pulled Rebecca down with him, the mattress angled over them like a lean-to.
 
   By leaning a little to his right, Daniel could see Saul still listening intently from his place between the two beds.  He shouted, “Take cover, Saul.”  
 
   Saul looked over at him, but before he could move, two close-spaced gun shots erupted—then the explosion Daniel had known was coming.
 
   The shattered common wall between the rooms was blown into Daniel’s suite.  Heavy debris thudded against the mattress protecting him and Rebecca.  They both hugged the floor while a heap of bedding and sheetrock and chunks of metal settled on top of them.
 
   Then it was quiet.  Peeking cautiously around the mattress, Daniel could see Saul’s feet sticking out from another heap of bed and sheetrock and steel studs.  He pushed their lean-to mattress away and helped Rebecca to her feet.  He went to Saul and heaved the debris up enough to see him.  Saul’s head was cocked severely toward his right shoulder.  A hunk of metal protruded from his neck.  Saul was gone.  
 
   Rebecca had not yet noticed her bodyguard.  She was still standing where Daniel left her right after the explosion.  She seemed intent on inspecting her outfit, looking for damage.  She mumbled something Daniel could not distinguish.
 
   Just then the sprinkler system activated.
 
   Daniel bent down and lifted Saul’s gun from its holster.  It was a Desert Eagle, 44 Magnum.  He was wondering how even a man as large as Saul could have concealed such a weapon when he realized he could now see into the food service staging room next door.  The intervening wall was mostly gone.  He cautiously stepped through the cascading water and over the trash, moving closer so he could observe the even greater damage next door.  The outside door to that room had blown across the public hall and was partially embedded in the far wall.  Beneath it a raw, bloody heap suggested what had once been a man.
 
   Rebecca came up behind Daniel and placed her hand on his shoulder.  He tried to hold her behind him with his left hand but she peered around him anyway.  Then she apparently realized Saul was missing.  “Where is Saul?” she said.  She pulled away from Daniel and backed into the bedroom.  Daniel watched as she discovered her bodyguard.  Saul’s feet protruding from the debris heap were even more visible from this vantage—as was the river of diluted blood washed by the sprinkler water out of the heap which buried him.   
 
   “Oh, Mighty God,” she moaned.  She sputtered wordlessly for several seconds before returning to Daniel.  She sounded almost matter-of-fact when she said, “Saul has been my…I was all the family he had.”  She leaned heavily against Daniel’s side.
 
   Daniel tried to comfort her, turning her toward him and placing his hand on the back of her head.  He held her for several seconds.  “Wait here,” he said, and gently pushed her back into his suite so he could make sure everything was over.  
 
   He eased a few inches inside the blown-out wall and stopped.  The fire in that room was already dying, doused by the sprinklers.  He visually sorted through the debris, saw nothing moving.  He could hear Rebecca behind him talking to Saul.  
 
   He knew there had been at least two men in this room, because he had heard them arguing.  He had seen only the one body across the hall.  He remained cautious—looking for the other.
 
   Suddenly three shots erupted.  Bullets slammed the remains of the common wall inches above Daniel’s head.
 
   Without returning fire, Daniel ducked and rushed across the storage room into what was left of its bathroom and squatted low.  A cast-iron catch basin lay on its edge, braced against steel studs, standing between Daniel and the direction from which he thought the shots had come.  It was better than the little bit of sheetrock still standing.  He crawled behind it.  Two more shots erupted but he heard no bullets hitting around him.  Maybe the shooter had not seen him dash into this area.  After another minute or so there had been no more shots or any other noise except the sprinkler water soaking everything.  He dared to peek around his washbasin shelter in the direction of the previous gunfire, his massive 44 Magnum pointed toward the expected danger.  
 
   He could not believe his eyes.  The thing which had just shot at him was now breathing its last.  It used to be a man.  Now it was a bloody head, a torso, one arm with a gun-hand still connected, and a leg-stub.  The man had apparently squirmed from the tangle of shelving and dislodged ductwork at the rear of the room where the blast had blown him.  As his last act, he had tried to kill once more.  
 
   Daniel heard male voices from his left, from the public hallway.  In accented English, they identified themselves as security men from the hotel.  He heard Rebecca sobbing and saying something to them in Hebrew.
 
   After kicking the gun away from the dead man’s hand, Daniel went back through the debris and approached Rebecca.  Still holding Saul’s gun in his right hand, he hugged her with his left arm.  In her shock, she seemed not to notice the gun, or to have registered the past few minutes during which the dying gunman had tried to kill again.  Daniel motioned for the recently arrived security men to look into the room next to his.
 
   One of the security men spoke into a radio, and the flow from the sprinklers ceased a few seconds later.  The other returned from his inspection next door and gently nudged Daniel and Rebecca toward the stairway leading down to the lobby.
 
   “I will need to take that,” he said, indicating the Desert Eagle in Daniel’s hand.
 
   Daniel reluctantly handed it to him.
 
   They moved four-abreast down the stairs toward the lobby with Daniel and Rebecca sandwiched between the two security men.  They emerged into the lobby, where dozens of guests all watched them in stunned silence.  Daniel and Rebecca’s clothes were soaked, and their feet left squishy tracks as they moved.  
 
   They both sat in over-stuffed chairs beside a table directly across from the front desk.  Rebecca was pale and trembling.  She kept speaking softly to herself.  Daniel wondered if her shock might be more than strictly psychological.  She noticed him looking at her and managed a timid smile. 
 
   The front desk clerk was studying him closely.  The man seemed dazed, which was understandable, but the expression on his face did not seem quite right.  In addition to shock, Daniel imagined he saw…maybe defiance…or resolution. 
 
   In heavily accented English, the desk clerk asked, “Have you called the police?”  Daniel could not tell who he addressed with his question.
 
   “No,” one of the hotel security men said, “I thought you would do that.”
 
   “OK,” the clerk said and started around the desk.
 
   Daniel suddenly knew what was expressed on the clerk’s face.  Hatred.
 
   Even before the desk clerk had fully emerged from behind the chest-high check-in counter, Daniel had risen, grabbed the stuffed chair on which he had been seated, and rushed toward him.  He could see a gun in the clerk’s hand as he came around the counter.  It began firing at Daniel.  Two rapid rounds smashed into the cushion Daniel held out in front of him.  Daniel didn’t stop but accelerated.  The chair smashed into the clerk, knocking him spine-first against the edge of the check-in desk.  Without pausing, he dropped the chair, grabbed the clerk’s gun-hand, twisted the gun up under the clerk’s chin in a single motion, and pulled the trigger.  The bullet exited the side of the clerk’s head, spraying blood and tissue against Daniel and the ceiling above them.  As the clerk crumbled to the floor, Daniel extracted the gun from his falling hand and turned to face the two security men who had led him and Rebecca downstairs.  “Face down,” he said to them, pointing the small auto-loader alternately toward them and the floor in front of them.
 
   From behind him, Daniel heard, “Daniel Goldman, we are on your side.”  The English words were spoken by a deep, calm voice and suggested a non-native speaker, possibly an Italian.
 
   Still holding his stolen weapon on the security men, Daniel glanced over his shoulder.  Two men with combat rifles emerged from the hallway beside the check-in desk.  They were almost exactly the same size and were wearing nearly identical business suits.  
 
   Daniel turned back to the guards.  “I said get down.”  
 
   Hands raised, eyes wide, the hotel guards eased themselves down onto the floor.
 
   From behind him and to his left, Daniel could hear the two newcomers shuffling closer.  With his left hand, Daniel wiped the blood and brain tissue from his face, brushed his wet clothes to remove specks of disgusting matter, and continued to hold the confiscated pistol on the hotel guards.
 
   “Who are you?” he said.
 
   “Friends,” the same deep voice said.
 
   Daniel quickly confirmed the shocked guests were all remaining where they were.  “Come here, Rebecca,” he said.  “Don’t step too close to the guards on the floor.”
 
   Rebecca, still dazed but obviously functional, rose and came to Daniel’s right side.  “I don’t know what’s happening,” Daniel said, “but we need to be out of here.  Now.”
 
   “What about the police?” she whispered.
 
   “Later.  We need to be out of here.”
 
   “OK.”  She looked around the silent lobby at the stricken faces staring at them, at the two newcomers.  Daniel admired her obvious effort to be calm.  “How do we do that?”
 
   The two newcomers had moved fully into the lobby.  They continued to sweep their weapons slowly around the room.  They walked to within six feet or so of Daniel and stopped, still to his left.  “Mr. Goldman, will you and Ms. Shaul please come with us?”  His voice seemed unusually calm, soothing.  “We will get you out of here safely.  We don’t know how many other ICOW men may be assigned to kill you.”  Using his gun barrel as a pointer, he indicated the prone security guards.  “And we don’t expect the Israeli police to be reasonable when they arrive and find you holding these men at gun point.  We should leave now.”  
 
   “Who are you?” Daniel asked again.
 
   “We are at the moment the only friends you can count on.  We were sent to protect you.”
 
   “Who sent you?”
 
   The other man spoke now.  His voice had a higher pitch and his words came quickly and he sounded nervous.  “We will answer you when we are out of here.  Not before.  Not in front of unknown witnesses.  Now please, Mr. Goldman, let’s leave.  Now!”
 
   Daniel glanced at Rebecca.  She appeared to reach a conclusion and nodded to him.  He thought he and Rebecca were on the same page.  These men could add little to the danger they already faced.
 
   “Alright,” he said, “but I’m keeping this gun.”
 
   The calm voice spoke, “Not a problem, Mr. Goldman.  Please, this way.”
 
   Calm Voice backed toward the hallway from which the two had emerged.  Nervous Voice continued the slow, sweeping motion of his automatic rifle.  Daniel could now see it was an Uzi, AR27.  When Calm Voice had reached the junction of the hallway, the nervous man motioned for Daniel to follow.  Daniel gently nudged Rebecca ahead of him and joined the calm man.  Nervous Voice backed away from the still silent lobby, forming a kind of rear guard.
 
   The men led Daniel and Rebecca through a door at the end of a short hall which exited to a narrow parking space.  An SUV sat within a few feet, its engine running.  A driver sat behind the wheel.  Daniel and Rebecca got in the back with Nervous while Calm Voice got in the front passenger seat.  They sped out of the parking space and into the street, turned left.  After only a couple of blocks Daniel heard sirens behind them. 
 
   He felt strangely calm, despite having fought for his life and having just killed a man—and being, perhaps, kidnapped.  He took an offered handkerchief from Nervous and tried to really clean himself.  Rebecca did the same with another handkerchief given her.  She had no blood on her and she only dabbed at her wet clothes.  She was pale but measured in her movements.  The shock was losing its grip on her.  Once again he admired her sheer force of will.
 
   “I’m not sure what just happened,” she said.  She looked at Daniel as if she could finally focus on him.  “Are you OK, Daniel?”
 
   He nodded. 
 
   Daniel overheard Calm Voice speaking from the front passenger seat in Italian-accented English to someone on his mobile, telling them about events at the hotel.  When he had finished, Nervous, seated next to Daniel in the rear, said, “What did he say, Rock?”
 
   “He said it was under control.  Or soon would be.  No problem.”
 
   They continued on, obeying speed signs, not drawing attention, heading generally northwest.  The traffic was substantial but not as heavy as the trip from the airport.  The sun was now low in the sky. 
 
   There could be no doubt now that Daniel had been specifically targeted.  The reason had to be the oil project.
 
   They continued for about twenty-five minutes, and the Mediterranean Sea came into view ahead and on their left.  No one spoke except Rebecca, who occasionally whispered the name “Saul” and cried softly.  
 
   They came to a beach road, followed it for a few hundred yards, turned left and stopped.  The two rescuers, if that’s what they were, got out of the SUV and were joined by the driver.  Daniel could see a dock about fifty yards away with a cabin cruiser moored, and in the distance, maybe three hundred yards further out to sea, a yacht.  
 
   All three men, smiling, guns down, stood a couple of non-threatening feet back from the SUV.  Calm Voice reached out to open the rear door to let him and Rebecca out.  He said, “Would you and Ms. Shaul like to meet the man who just rescued you from ICOW terrorists?”
 
   Nervous Voice said, “Now I can tell you, Mr. Goldman.  The friend who just helped you is Signore Vicente Romani.”  He pointed to the yacht in the distance.  “And he would like to meet with you in person.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   With one foot still on the gently bobbing cruiser and the other on the bottom step of the yacht’s ladder, Daniel guided Rebecca up and onto the aft deck.  She seemed exhausted and emotionally numb, but stronger than she had any right to be.
 
   As he stepped off the ladder onto the deck he was greeted by a medium height man, about forty-five to fifty, wearing nautically themed slacks and a sport coat.
 
   “Mr. Goldman,” the man said, extending his hand, “I am Vicente Romani.  You and your companion have had quite an afternoon.  Please know we have already begun taking care of things.  There will be no video which shows you or Ms. Shaul in the hotel, nor will there be any digital record of your stay.  I believe the authorities will also find conflicting accounts and descriptions from the witnesses.  Some will probably say the man was a tall black man.  Others may remember him as dressed in Arab robes.”
 
   Daniel shook his hand and looked to the two men who had rescued them.  Calm Voice said, “I am called Rock.  My companion here is Marcel.  When you didn’t return from your visit with GAI through the front lobby, we were afraid you might have been accosted before you reached the hotel.  When the bomb went off, we knew what had happened.  Marcel is responsible for the quickly devised plan that got you both out of there.”
 
   “I called a good friend from the cruiser on our the way over here to the Roman Lake League,” Marcel said.  “We don’t think hotel security were part of the plot—as you seemed to suspect, Mr. Goldman.  But you were wise to take no chances.”
 
   Daniel was still puzzled.  “So you knew about this?”
 
   Rock said, “We had some reasons to be cautious, but no, we didn’t actually know about it.”
 
   Daniel looked at the man who had introduced himself as Vicente Romani.  His host and supposed rescuer said, “We were happy to be in position to help the both of you.”  He smiled courteously at Rebecca.  “And we have taken the liberty to extend our assistance in the clean-up.”  To Daniel he said, “I know what you did was justified.  Justifiable homicide is the American legal expression.  If you were to go face the authorities on your own, I am certain you would prevail, eventually.  But that lengthy process would waste precious time better spent concentrating on the Aquarium Find.  I believe you have heard the last of this unfortunate event at the hotel.”
 
   Daniel thanked him and refrained from asking the question gnawing at him—which was why this man was pretending to be Vicente Romani.  
 
   The man said, “Let’s forget these recent unpleasantries.  And allow me to welcome you aboard the Roman Lake League.  Please, Ms. Shaul, Mr. Goldman, this way.”
 
   He led them into a lounge at the fore starboard of the yacht.  Windows surrounded all sides of the room, and everywhere were brass fixtures and red leather upholstering.  He continued toward a door at the rear of the lounge which led down a short flight of steps into an interior hallway.  As he led them down the hall, he said, “I understand, Mr. Goldman, you wish to keep your weapon.”  He indicated the gun in Daniel’s belt.  “That looks like a 40 mm Berretta, a fine Italian handgun.  Very reliable weapon.  And Ms. Shaul, your protector’s body will be respectfully taken into the custody of your firm.”
 
   Rebecca’s eyes teared at the mention of Saul.  She nodded but said nothing.  
 
   Daniel said, “Do the Israeli authorities do everything you ask, Mr. Romani?” 
 
   Stopping in front of two side-by-side doors, his host said, “I am a good friend of Israel.  My top assistant is an Israeli citizen.  So yes, all my reasonable requests are honored by Israel’s leaders, and that includes the Petroleum Minister who has the ear of the CEO of GAI.”  
 
   He indicated one of the two doors.  “Ms. Shaul, this suite is for you.  Mr. Goldman, yours is here on the left.  Please take a few moments to refresh yourselves.  You will find a selection of clothes in each closet.  I believe you will find something that fits nicely.  Take your time.  We will wait for you back in the lounge we just passed through.”
 
   Daniel decided to be forthright about the question.  He asked his host, “Do you know a man named Hector Alamosa?”
 
   Romani smiled immediately.  “Yes.  And a man named Miguel Ambrasso.  And another named Morris Fielder.  Might you know any of these other men?”
 
   Daniel shook his head and said nothing, but already comprehension was dawning.
 
   “Well, Mr. Goldman, those are other false names I have used from time to time to disguise my trading activities and positions.  I remember when Mr. Alamosa—that is, when I, using the name Hector Alamosa—met you about three years ago.  You were attending a conference with Henry Sperling, as I recall.”
 
   Daniel smiled.  “Your memory is exact, Mr. Romani.”
 
   “Please, call me Vicente—and I presume I can call you Daniel?”
 
   “Please do.”
 
   At Vicente’s beckoning, he and Rebecca went into their respective rooms to change clothes.  Daniel still felt very calm, despite recent events and just meeting the elusive Vicente Romani.  He sponged off in the tiny bathroom and found fresh clothes very similar to the ones he’d been wearing.  They fit well.  He stepped back out into the hall to wait for Rebecca.  In a few minutes she came out wearing jeans and a loose-fitting green cotton sweater—to which her brown boots added an interesting flare.  Although she glanced around more than normal, as if seeking early warning in case something else happened, she seemed to be successfully commanding her emotions.  Given how much Saul had obviously meant to her, her fortitude was admirable. 
 
   They re-joined their host in the lounge.  He sat at a high table, sipping what appeared to be a martini.  He was alone, except for a man dressed as a waiter standing near the outside door.
 
   Vicente said, “Have you ever used false names in your business ventures, Daniel?” 
 
   “No, but I understand the tactic.  I have occasionally used straw buyers to mask my interest in a particular stock or property.”
 
   “Please take seats, both of you.  Make yourselves comfortable.  Would you join me in a martini?”
 
   Rebecca just shook her head.  Daniel said, “I’d take a glass of red wine.”
 
   Vicente nodded to the waiter and said to Daniel, “That’s a very similar tactic.  Straw buyers.  I have found my use of pseudonyms useful to escape the public eye for many years.  Since few have seen my face, using false names works very well.  I want my good works to stand on their own.  I’m not seeking personal accolades, and I don’t want my works to be judged through the prism of my public persona.  So I didn’t create any connection between my face and my public persona.  You understand, don’t you, Daniel.”
 
   “I think so.  Plus, the air of mystery certainly works to your advantage.  Everyone has heard of you and your think tank, but almost no one has actually seen you.”
 
   “You make it sound cheaply theatric, Daniel—as if I’m playing at being like the Lone Ranger or like the other masked man, Zorro.”
 
   “I was merely analyzing, Vicente, not judging.”
 
   The waiter returned with two drinks on a silver tray, a red wine for Daniel and a glass of sparkling water for Rebecca.
 
   When the waiter had returned to his post at the door, Vicente said, “Do you think you do important work, Daniel?” 
 
   “I think so.”
 
   “Could you be merely rationalizing?  If you were entirely honest, wouldn’t you say your work simply enriches you and your closest associates beyond all legitimate bounds?”
 
   Recognizing the tactic, Daniel suddenly knew they were negotiating.  “I wouldn’t say that at all.  The world needs more wealth.  Only free enterprise produces wealth.  Everything else only transfers it.  My fund, World Opportunity, expands free enterprise as much as possible.”  
 
   “Good answer, Daniel.  And I completely agree with you.  I cannot always be that forthright—it depends upon the company I keep at the moment.  But with you I can admit I do admire free enterprise.  We have something important in common, do we not?”
 
   “It seems we do.”
 
   “Certainly there will be those who cannot participate in the free market.  They lack the talent or the energy or the self-control.  They are to be pitied—and led by the hand with a firm grip.”
 
   He seemed sincere, if somewhat elitist.
 
   Vicente continued.  “I believe the concept of noblesse oblige still applies.  Men like you and me—our status in the world requires that of us.  And I think we have much in common, Daniel, probably more than you know.”
 
   Daniel noticed Rebecca seemed troubled again.  He couldn’t tell if it was the discussion they were having or just recent events in general.  But she still seemed in control of herself—and he was still impressed by that.   
 
   An aide entered the room and whispered for some time to Vicente.  When the aide was finished, Vicente turned to Rebecca.  “Ms. Shaul, your boss would like you to call him at his private number.  Just return to your suite so you have privacy and use your phone as you normally would.  I have the latest satellite equipment on-board.  And don’t worry; you will not need to explain much to him.  I have already arranged an explanation, and he fully concurs that our current work on the oil find justifies our minor subterfuge with the police and news media about the hotel incident.  I understand he wants to assure you a proper funeral is being arranged for your man, Saul.  He also wants to confirm you have permission to take a few days off.  With full pay.  Also, Daniel, they have no problem with your not getting your team to Israel for a meeting tomorrow, as you planned.  They understand you are by no means reneging but are still working diligently on their deal.”
 
   Daniel caught Rebecca’s eye.  She appeared ruffled, perhaps by Vicente’s presumptions.  But she only nodded and headed back to her cabin.
 
   When she was gone, Vicente said, “I like to cut to the chase, as you Americans say.  Don’t you do that as well, Daniel?”
 
   “For the most part.”
 
   “Good.  I believe I have a unique opportunity, because of last year’s Disappearance.  I have an opportunity to accomplish something which has never before been achieved by mankind.”
 
   “What is that, Vicente?”
 
   “I will make a real world-wide peace.  And I will need people of extraordinary talent and integrity to help me.”
 
   “I can understand that.  Creating peace on a global scale would require a lot of help.”
 
    “Indeed, Daniel.  And do you grasp why these oil leases are so important to my peace initiative?”
 
   Daniel assumed they were still negotiating.  “Perhaps you want Israel to be in a position of greater strength.”
 
   “Excellent, Daniel.  My instincts about you were rock solid.  You see, the most persistent source of turmoil in the world for the past several decades has been the Middle East.  If I can bring peace there, it would be but a small additional step to bring peace everywhere else as well.  And I need Israel to feel secure—and important.  I believe this oil find is sufficiently large to alter the image Israel has of itself and the image the rest of the world has of Israel.  Peace is easier to establish among equals.  It sets up a situation somewhat like MAD during the Cold War era between the US and the Soviet Union.”
 
   “One problem, Vicente.  The Muslim terrorists.  Do you think they will cooperate with your plans?” 
 
   “They need more persuasion perhaps.” 
 
   Rebecca returned; she seemed relieved after her discussion with her boss.
 
   “Now, Daniel, Ms. Shaul, would you both like to inspect Daniel’s new investment?  There is a private dock only thirty-one kilometers north of here.  From there, it is only seventeen more kilometers inland to lease eight.  We can be there in about an hour.  And don’t worry about not being able to see anything because of the darkness.  There are excellent klieg lights set up.”
 
   Daniel said, “Since we’re this close, it would be a shame not to see it.  Is that OK with you, Rebecca?”
 
   “Sure.  I know you need to see it—and I’d like to see it, too, for that matter.”
 
   “Good.  It’s settled,” Vicente said.  “We’ll get under way immediately.  And I think you two could use some food while we’re cruising.  I understand your dinner date was interrupted.”
 
   He placed two calls, one to his captain and one to his chef.  Daniel felt the huge yacht maneuvering and then accelerating as Vicente excused himself, saying he would be back before they reached the dock.
 
   In less than ten minutes an impressive selection of sashimi, sushi, beef slices, raw vegetables and other finger food had been delivered to the lounge.  Starving, he dived in.  Rebecca only nibbled and sipped her sparkling water.  She had shown great strength recovering from the initial trauma so quickly, but she was certainly not her former fun-loving self.  They spoke very little while they cruised north.  
 
   Not long after Daniel had decided he could eat no more he felt the yacht decelerate and begin its docking procedure.  He looked up to see an old man with a cane entering the lounge.
 
   “What do you think, Daniel?” It was the voice of Vicente coming from the old man.  Daniel could not think of an appropriate answer.  “This is who the site superintendent expects to see inspecting his work.  If I showed up in my real face, he’d have no idea who he was talking to.  But he has seen me like this before, when I was introduced by his big boss, the CEO of GAI.  That’s why he will show us everything we want to see.  Although Ms. Shaul, as a representative of the company, has the right to see the lease, I’m afraid even she might not be privy to everything.”  He smiled at Rebecca.  “No offense, Ms. Shaul.”  
 
   Daniel studied the mask.  It was extraordinary.  And the make-up around the neck, eyes and scalp line was Hollywood quality.   Daniel saw that Rebecca was as startled as he was.  
 
   Seeing Daniel eyeing the disguise, Vicente said, “This is like the false names, Daniel—and like your straw buyers.  Sometimes I use my real face with a false name.  Sometimes I use a false face with my real name.  Clever, right?  Gives me great freedom.”
 
    “Well, Vicente, you are well hidden.  That is an incredible mask.”
 
   “Thank you.  I learned to do the transition make-up myself,” he said, touching the margins of the mask.  “Now, let’s disembark and go see the lease, shall we?” 
 
   Two security men with automatic weapons met them outside the lounge and accompanied them aft to the boarding ladder they had used earlier.  The cabin cruiser had just been rolled off its platform into the sea.  Marcel sat at the controls.  The five of them boarded and sped off into the darkness toward shore.  By the time Daniel could see the dock, they were only thirty yards or so away.  They landed and walked single file down the narrow wooden walkway, where a running Humvee and driver waited.  Marcel stayed behind with the boat. 
 
   The Humvee headed out along a gravel road in a northeastern direction away from the shoreline.  The only light now came from the moon and stars, and Daniel could make out only vague shapes across the flat, empty ground.  After about twenty minutes he could see the glow from powerful lights up ahead.  A few minutes later, he could see the razor-wire topping the security fence…then the ring of armed men just inside the fence.  
 
   They stopped at the entrance to the enclosed compound about twenty-five minutes after leaving the private dock.  Vicente and their two guards got out of the vehicle, and Vicente greeted a man who seemed to be in charge of the facility security team.  The gate began to motor open and the Humvee driver eased on into the compound.  Vicente and the guards from the yacht followed on foot, Vicente selling his need for a cane with the same Hollywood skill he’d shown with the make-up.  
 
   They all assembled at the portable field office, which was a heavy-duty version of a motor home, and entered the front door.  They passed through a section filled with electronic equipment—including computers, networking devices, machines for analyzing samples, and much more, on their way to the conference room.  Once there, “old man” Vicente discussed security with the local chief of security.  Although the security man’s English was not good, Daniel understood Vicente was being briefed about Drones.  He was told there had been no threatening movements of extremists within a ten mile radius of the test wells.  He showed Vicente a monitor of real-time feeds from a Drone hovering overhead and told him there was movement a little farther away, but not right here.  He showed him snap shots over the past several days indicating what they assumed were small groups of ICOW extremists at several places around a larger ring.
 
   After this briefing, they left the mobile office to tour the nearest well.  The tour-guide who met them was openly enthusiastic about the results they had achieved.  As Daniel listened to him and watched the giant well drill operate, he almost subconsciously scanned the dark horizon around their shallow declivity.    Vicente must have noticed Daniel eying the surroundings.  “Nothing to fear here, Daniel.  We’re safe.”
 
   Daniel was startled every time he heard Vicente’s voice coming from the old man’s face.  
 
   After a brief inspection, they returned to the somewhat greater safety of the mobile office and seated themselves around a conference table in another section of the seventy-five or eighty feet long by maybe nine feet wide structure.  The Superintendent entered and was introduced.  It turned out he was the same man who had shown such pride as a tour guide.  
 
   “OK,” the superintendent began.  “Let’s discus the increase in 2P and 3P valuations based on the oil flow following the deep earthquakes.  The increase is measurable not only at the well you just saw but at the other four active test wells at this site also.  A conservative valuation of all the leases has gone up several fold based on standard industry techniques for estimating value.”  As he spoke, the superintendent laid out an impressive array of charts and print-outs to bolster his claims.  Daniel concluded they were all too detailed to have been assembled just for his benefit.
 
   When the superintendent was wrapping up, Vicente whispered to Daniel, “Do you think you can use such ‘insider information’ in making your decision?” 
 
   Daniel smiled enigmatically again.  He had been doing that so much lately he was starting to remind himself of the Mona Lisa.
 
   In full voice, Romani said, “There remains no doubt, Daniel.  We will obtain lengthy extensions to the operating licenses from the Israeli government.  And I can assure you there will be no administrative delays on any other matter.  This deal is a no-brainer.”
 
   Whispering again for Daniel’s benefit only, he said, “I would continue to finance this myself except for my position with the Roman Lake League.  But I can extend very attractive loans to your private equity fund if you have any lingering doubts.”
 
   Daniel whispered back, “Continue to finance it?  You have already invested in the deal?”
 
   Romani whispered, “I’ll explain outside.”  Out loud, Romani said to the superintendent, “Thank you, Herman.  Your report was, as always, succinct and yet thorough.  I believe we have taken enough of your time.”
 
   They all shook hands and Romani caned his way back out to the Humvee.  Once they were all inside, he said to Daniel, “I am about to reveal very confidential information, Daniel.  Information even Ms. Shaul does not possess.  GAI did not mention this to you in your meeting with them because I asked them not to.  Can I trust both of you to be equally circumspect?”
 
   Daniel nodded.  So did Rebecca.
 
   “About six months ago, Abram Semmel, GAI’s CEO and a personal friend of mine, came to me with a problem.  His company was managing a promising oil venture which he was reluctant to abandon, but he was considering doing just that because his firm was no longer being paid for their work.  After my own analysis of their field data, I recognized not only the financial potential of the Aquarium Find, but the political potential as well.  So, I made GAI a bridge loan.  I gave them enough cash to continue and even quicken the pace of exploration on the leases.  I then managed to locate the sole owner of the project.  I found him to be a young American vastly more interested in squandering his trust fund in various exotic locations than in a risky business venture in the Middle East.  It was not terribly difficult to persuade him to appoint GAI as his agent to dispose of his interests in the Aquarium Find.  With that option in place, I felt no pressure to implement it.  To do so would have risked drawing attention to the oil find prematurely.  Also, at the risk of seeming immodest, the cash commitment was not that much of a concern to me.  I made it clear to Abram I would keep them afloat but would not become a permanent investor because of my peace initiative.  I could not risk being seen as merely self-serving.  Obviously this has all turned out very fortuitously, because the recent deep earthquakes have made the value of the Aquarium Find go up immensely.  So now I am offering you a share in all this good fortune, Daniel, and I would be happy to extend low interest loans to you if you are short of cash at the moment.”
 
   “Thanks, but I have sufficient funds.”
 
   “I assumed as much.  So, what do you say?”
 
   Daniel studied the strange face beside him for a moment.  “Unless something goes wrong during my due diligence with GAI, consider this a done deal.  I’m in.”
 
   “From you, Daniel, that is better than a signed contract.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Back aboard the yacht, the three of them seated once again in the lounge, Vicente said, “I have conducted surveillance on you for some time, Daniel.”  He still wore his old man mask but had lost the cane.  “In fact, excuse me for a moment.”  He stepped across the lounge to a small glass plate mounted in the wall panel.  He placed his right palm on the plate and a hidden door popped open about a quarter of an inch.  He opened it and stepped into the secret room.  Seconds later he returned with a file folder.  
 
   “Here,” he said.  “Take a look at this.”
 
   Daniel opened the folder and saw photos of himself several years younger playing tennis, shooting at a handgun tournament, fencing.  There were also reports about several of his major projects, all of which appeared under glowing summary headings.  He looked up from the pages and waited for Romani to explain.
 
   “I had this dossier assembled when I was deciding if you were the right man.  Are you offended?”
 
   Daniel looked at Rebecca for several seconds, and turned back to Romani.  “I’m familiar with background checks, Vicente.  This one seems a bit over the top, but, no, I’m not offended.”
 
   “Good.  Because my research has confirmed my hunch about you.  I already knew you were astute.  Your accomplishments speak for themselves.  From this I also confirmed you are of the highest integrity.” 
 
   Daniel smiled, nodded his head to acknowledge the compliment, but said nothing.  He was too busy trying to process what he’d just read in Rebecca’s eyes.  She was not surprised by the dossier Romani had put together on him.  He suddenly felt very much alone on the yacht.
 
   “In addition,” Vicente said, “I discovered we have something in common.  I also fence.  Not many people in the world engage in that sport.  Perhaps it says something about the two of us.”
 
   “Perhaps,” Daniel said.  “I don’t know about you, but I have probably slowed down some.” 
 
   “I was quite good as a younger man.  I could probably still give you a good match.”
 
   “I would need some warm-up first,” Daniel said.
 
   “That would certainly be within the rules.  But seriously, Daniel, I need your skills.  I’m not just talking about your financial skills.  There are many men—and women,” he said, gesturing toward Rebecca, “who have great financial skills and are rich enough to provide sufficient funds.  But you have more than experience and analytic skill.  You have judgment—perhaps even a sixth sense—about financial matters.  That is your real value.  Look, Daniel, I’ve already won the first of my two goals.  I’ve convinced the great Daniel Goldman to back this oil venture.  Now, I’m going after my second trophy.  I want the great Daniel Goldman to become part of the Roman Lake League.  I’ve taken the liberty of contacting GAI and clearing it for Ms. Shaul to join us on a little jump across the Lake to Italy.  I want you guys to know more about my think tank.  So, will you two join me on a trip to Italy?  I think you’ll find our accommodations on my little boat to your liking.  And before you answer, Daniel, perhaps you might think you owe me a few days of your time, in light of the millions you’ll make from this oil deal I just brought you—without competition, I might add.” 
 
   Daniel tried to read Rebecca’s reaction to the idea of the trip.  He thought she appeared…resigned…as she smiled and nodded her consent. 
 
   “OK, Vicente,” he said.  “Let’s take a trip.”
 
   “Excellent.  Sailing non-stop at thirty-five knots, it will take us about thirty-six hours.  I’m told the weather will be excellent the whole time.  We’ll spend a day at my home there in Italy and sail back.  That gives you two plenty of time to enjoy the many amenities we offer here on the Roman Lake League—and for me to win my next trophy.”  He smiled at Daniel.
 
   As they got under way, Romani insisted on giving a guided tour of his yacht.  He seemed more interested in showing off the size of his crew than anything.  Daniel counted thirteen crew members as they were introduced, and he knew that was not all of them because they didn’t visit the bridge where the captain and his mates were.
 
   The tour ended back at the sky lounge where they had a late supper of lobster and beef tenderloin.  Romani didn’t pressure Daniel any more about joining his enterprise and Daniel found his host entertaining and pleasant.  He was obviously intelligent and urbane.  A bit loose with flattery perhaps.  
 
   After they had eaten, Romani said, “Well, it’s getting late.  You two must be exhausted.  I’ll leave you to yourselves with your own assigned steward in case you need anything else.  I’m sure you remember how to find your suites.  I’ll join you for breakfast in the morning.”
 
   With that he left them and Daniel was finally alone with Rebecca. 
 
   “I really am sorry about Saul,” he said.  “I could see you two had a special relationship.”
 
   Her eyes teared immediately.  She nodded her head.  “Thank you.  I will always remember him.  He was kind and loyal, although he thought much too highly of me.”  She paused, fighting to regain control.  “But I have remembered something, and it helps.  Just yesterday, Saul told me he had become a believer in our Meshiach.  So I know I will see him again.”
 
   Daniel now understood the source of the inner strength she had displayed over the past few hours.  She was religious.  He waited a respectful time before broaching his concern.  
 
   “Rebecca, it almost seemed you had seen that dossier on me before.”
 
   She nodded instantly and leaned closer to whisper.  “Yes, I did know about it,” she said.  “There is an Israeli nationalist group which monitors Romani’s activities—to make certain he has Israel’s best interests at heart.  I’m not sure how they got it, but they had access to that report and I had seen it.  I apologize for any…subterfuge.”
 
   “I never use subterfuge in personal matters.”
 
   “Well,” she replied, “neither do I.”
 
   Daniel’s suspicion was satisfied, but not his ego.  Apparently, while Rebecca was already becoming a personal matter to him, he remained just business to her.  
 
   In a near-whisper, Rebecca said, “Now I have something to get off my chest.  How were you able to kill that armed man at the hotel, and why are you still so calm about it?  How could you think that fast—to protect yourself with that chair and take a gun away while the man was still firing it and do everything so fast?  And so easy!  It was like you’re some kind of commando or something.”
 
   “Well, that’s a lot of questions,” he said.  “OK, first, I did have hand-to-hand combat training in military school.  I guess it came back to me in a pinch.  Second, picking up a thick-cushioned chair seemed not only logical, it was the only thing I could do, because those hotel security guys took the Desert Eagle.  What was the next thing you asked?  Oh, yes—I didn’t feel I was particularly fast.  I felt like it took forever to get over to that man and take his gun.  Now, about being calm about it, I guess it’s because I know I did the right thing—and because it worked.  I would have been nervous if it hadn’t worked!  Actually, I think we both would have been dead if it hadn’t worked.  Did I cover everything?”
 
   She smiled, her eyes fixed on his, and leaned close again.  In a whisper she said, “I just realized I had not thanked you for saving my life.  Without your quick thinking, I would have been like…”  She stopped and her eyes filled with tears again.  He knew she was thinking of Saul.  “I can see why Romani is so anxious to get you, Daniel Goldman.  You are special.”
 
   Daniel suddenly felt much less alone.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   After saying goodnight to Rebecca, Daniel showered in the tiny bathroom of his cabin and crawled into bed.  Romani had been right.  He was exhausted.
 
   He lay back and enjoyed the gentle rhythm of the sea for a few minutes.  What a day and a half it had been.  In addition to making a bunch of money, there’d also been three attempts on his life, none of which had succeeded, thankfully.  So he guessed he should feel good about the past thirty-six hours.  But what was happening to him?  Yesterday Mr. Sperling’s voice had told him “it” would begin that day, and within a matter of minutes something most certainly had begun.  The voice was like a prophesy.  How could all these things happen—and within just thirty-six hours of the voice?  Even if he could explain away Michael as a weird manifestation of his own subconscious, how could his subconscious know in advance about the strange and improbable events of the past two days?
 
   Maybe that was the answer.  It couldn’t.  Which meant there was no prophesy involved.  Which meant none of these things were really happening—at least not as he perceived them.  Which meant “it” was actually the collapse of his own sanity.  
 
   Lying there in the dark, he thought he could barely discern Rebecca’s voice on the other side of the wall.  He could not make out any words, just her voice.  Sounded as if she spoke to someone on the phone.  That was probably exactly what it was—Rebecca on the phone.  She did have someone to whom she could unburden herself about the loss of her bodyguard and friend, Saul.
 
   Daniel didn’t indulge in self pity very often, and it was probably just the exhaustion working on him, but despite the hundred million instant paper profit he’d all but locked up and despite escaping the attacks on his life, the only thing at the moment that seemed truly good about the past day and a half was Rebecca Shaul.  At least she thought he was someone special, despite how completely un-special he felt at the moment.  
 
    
 
   --------
 
    
 
   After saying goodnight to Daniel in the hall outside her room, Rebecca closed her door and lay back on the bed to make a call.  When the line was answered she said in Hebrew, “Is Jarred Shaul there, please?  This is his daughter.”
 
   The woman responded in English.  “Oh, hello, Rebecca.  Yes, your father is here.  He’s just closing up the last sales terminal.”
 
   “Eliana?”
 
   “Yes; it’s me.  How are you, Rebecca?”
 
   “I’m fine.  Kind of late to be closing out, isn’t it?”
 
   “We had one of those last-minute customers, you know, the kind that doesn’t care a bit about our closing time?  But we weren’t about to rush him—and he ending up buying twelve books!  I’ll tell Mr. Shaul you’re on the line.”
 
   In a couple of minutes her father came on; he spoke English.  “Rebecca, thank God!  Where are you?”
 
   “Hi, Daddy.  I’m…”
 
   “Thank God you are safe!  There was an explosion at King Solomon’s today, and I know your company uses that hotel frequently.  I was afraid…”
 
   “I know about it, Daddy.  What have you heard?”
 
   “Conflicting reports.  Seems there was some kind of accident.  Then a terrorist somehow got involved and was killed by either the police or by some North African visitor—depends on what news outlet you listen to.”
 
   “When I return, we can talk about it.  I can shed some light.”
 
   “Return?  From where?”
 
   “Italy.  I’m on a trip with a potential investor.”
 
   “A man?”
 
    “Yes, Daddy, it’s a man.  And I find him very handsome, with his dreamy brown eyes.  But that’s as far as it goes—this trip is all business.”
 
   “OK; don’t force things.  Yahweh will provide you a mate in His own time.  But I still don’t understand how you can shed light on the hotel incident.”
 
   “I was there.”  Her father didn’t respond.  “Daddy?  You still on?”
 
   “What do you mean you were there?”
 
   “The investor I am entertaining for my firm?  He is—or was—staying there, and Saul and I were waiting for him...”  She paused, fought back tears.  “Saul was lost today.”
 
   “Lost?”
 
   “He was killed in the explosion.”
 
   “Oh, no!  In the accident at the hotel?”
 
   “It was no accident.  It was a bomb.  I’m sure it was our investor they were after.”
 
   He was quiet for a few seconds.  “Just what are you involved in, Rebecca?”
 
   “My company has a major project in the works, and I’m sworn to secrecy.  I cannot even tell you, Daddy.  But I’m OK.  And I am convinced I am in Yahweh’s hands.”
 
   “I believe that as well.  But you still must be careful.”
 
   “I will.  And Saul…I know I will see him again.  Just yesterday, he affirmed his faith in Yehoshua Meshiach.  The timing of that could not be mere coincidence.”
 
   “I am very pleased to hear that, Rebecca.  I thought very highly of Saul.  And I know how much he meant to you.  And how much you meant to him.  He thought of you as his little sister.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   They were quiet for a while, Rebecca thinking about Saul.  Then her father said, “So, you are with this handsome investor now?  Can you tell me his name, or is that a secret, too?”
 
   “I probably shouldn’t.  But I can tell you I suspect he is a remarkable man.”  
 
    
 
   --------
 
    
 
   Rachael Shaul was in her office, reading a forbidden book, when Eliana stuck her head through the door.  “Your granddaughter Rebecca just called,” she said, in Hebrew.  “She’s on the phone now with your son.  I’m going to go let your husband know, too.  Your son is talking to her in his office, and I am sure you will both want a recap of what she has to say.”
 
   “Thank you, Eliana.  I’ll be there in a minute.”  Rachael also spoke Hebrew.
 
   When their front desk clerk had departed, Rachael pulled her book back toward her to finish reading the passage she’d been about to start when Eliana had nearly caught her in the act.  This wasn’t one of the Gentile romance novels Guryon chided her about.  It was a much more serious offence than that.  This was the New Testament.  Not that she was afraid of her husband.  The very thought of that nearly made her laugh.  It was that she had made the decision as a very young woman to honor her husband in the way Yahweh had instructed His people centuries ago.  She would not attempt to lead him in spiritual matters.  It was his job to lead her.  Just because, in this particular matter, she happened to be way ahead of him did not alter that instruction from Yahweh.  So she would quietly wait for him to catch up.
 
   She had finished her work as bookkeeper half an hour ago and had been waiting patiently for the late customer to finish before she and Guryon jumped into the traffic to head to their home in Giv’at Shmuel.  Now, she knew her son would spend several minutes talking to Rebecca, so she decided to read this last passage before going into Jarred’s office to ask about her granddaughter.  It was a New Testament passage next on the list of such passages Rabbi Magid recommended to Jews who wished to learn more about Yehoshua Meshiach.  The passage was Revelation, chapter fourteen.  She understood who the 144,000 were: they were Godly Jews called by Yahweh to announce His soon-coming Kingdom to other Jews and Gentiles during the time of Jacob’s trouble.  She knew this much from the teachings of Rabbi Magid which she surreptitiously studied.  But when she read the opening of chapter fourteen, verse four, she leaned back in total confusion.  The verse read, speaking of those special 144,000 servants during the time of Jacob’s trouble, “These are those who did not defile themselves with women, for they kept themselves pure.”
 
   This confused and shocked her.  How could this be?  Since when did Yahweh disallow His sons to join themselves to His daughters?  She thought of David and Bathsheba, whose union, though begun in sin, resulted in the birth of Solomon, whose reign lifted her ancient ancestors to the highest pinnacle yet achieved by the nation.  How could this New Testament verse be true?
 
   She thought about the word defile, and acknowledged that it primarily had a ceremonial connotation, at least in the Old Testament with which she was familiar.  The word did not imply fundamental corruption so much as departure from ceremonial Law.  OK.  That made some sense, but still…what ceremonial law would these men be violating if they married?
 
   She decided, if she ever got the chance to ask the rabbi about this passage in person, she would do so.  Until then, she would continue her readings as the rabbi recommended—but she would not give up her Gentile romance novels just yet, either.
 
   She had given her son enough time; he should be about finished talking to Rebecca.  She placed her forbidden New Testament back in her desk and started toward her son’s office.  
 
    
 
   --------
 
    
 
   “Remarkable?” Jarred said.  “As in the way our rabbi uses that term?”
 
   “I think that is a possibility,” Rebecca said.
 
   “So, I assume he is remarkable in a good way—that he is on our side?”
 
   “I don’t think he even knows there are sides.  He has a kind of moral…innocence, maybe…like a child.”
 
   “Well, we both know about sides.  And there are only two.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Keep praying, Rebecca.  We will one day find ourselves up against someone who will stop at nothing.  And he may recognize you, even if you don’t recognize him.  Never forget that.”
 
   “I won’t—forget that, I mean.  And I will pray.  See you in three or four days.”
 
   “See you then.  Goodnight, Sweetheart.  Stay safe.”
 
   “I will, Daddy.”
 
   She disconnected.
 
   Jarred continued to hold the phone in his hand, thinking about his daughter sailing across the Mediterranean on a yacht, surrounded by men she barely knew.  He had been so focused on his daughter’s adventure he just now noticed his mother had stuck her head in his office.
 
   “That was Rebecca?” His mother asked.  She spoke English.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   His mother stepped farther into the room.  “What did she say?  Had she heard about the incident at King Solomon’s Palace?”
 
   “Yes.  She…” His dad came hurrying in and stopped beside Jarred’s mother.  “Eliana said Becky called?”  He spoke Hebrew.
 
   “Yes,” Jarred said, responding in Hebrew.  “Mom.  Dad.  Why don’t both of you come on in and have a seat.  I’ll tell you both what I know at the same time.”
 
   His mother sat in the stiff leather visitor’s chair positioned just to the left of Jarred’s desk.  His dad pulled a worn reading chair from its position beside a floor lamp in the corner of Jarred’s office and scooted it beside his wife’s chair.  “Tell us,” he said.  “How is our Becky?” 
 
   “She is unharmed.  She is on a yacht right now, on the way to Italy.”
 
   His parents just stared at him.  Finally, his mother said, “Italy?”  
 
   “Yes.  She is on a business trip.  And she had more than heard of the incident at the hotel—she was there when it occurred.”
 
   “El Shaddai have mercy!” his dad said.  “You said she is well?”
 
   “She is, Dad.  She would not give me all the details, but said she would fill us in when she gets back in a few days.”
 
   “What is she doing going to Italy?” his mother asked.  She now spoke Hebrew as well.
 
   “It seems that is a secret, Mom.  But she did tell me she is with an investor her company is courting for some secret deal.”
 
   “How exciting!” she said.  “I assume this investor is a man?”
 
   “Yes,” Jarred said.  “And apparently a handsome one, too.  She said he had—and I quote—‘dreamy brown eyes’.”  He quoted his daughter’s words in English.
 
   His mother leaned toward him.  In English she said, “My, my!  She actually said…”
 
   In Hebrew, his dad said, “Rach, before your passionate nature gets the better of you, we should hear first about the explosion, if you do not object.”
 
   His mother straightened up and crossed her arms over her breasts.  Jarred recognized the look she gave his father.  It said, ‘As you wish, but never doubt who will have the last word.’
 
   “So, Son,” his dad said.  “How near was she to the accident?”
 
   “She did not tell me that, but she said it was no accident.  It was a terrorist attack, and she said Saul was killed in the attack.”
 
   “Her bodyguard?” his dad said.  “The young man who joined us for our Break Fast meal just yesterday?”
 
   “The same.”
 
   “He was such a fine young man,” his mother said.  “And I know how much he cared for Rebecca, too.”  Jarred saw tears beginning to flow down his mother’s cheeks.
 
   “He was a good man,” his dad said.  “And if he was killed in the attack, then Becky must have been right there, too.  Adonai be praised for sparing our Becky!”
 
   “Amen,” Jarred said.  “We now know for sure—the terrorist truce is over.  And Rabbi Magid is right.”
 
   “Kagan Magid…” His dad virtually spit out the name.  “Please tell me you and Becky are not both still reading the rantings of that so-called ‘rabbi’ Kagan Magid.” 
 
   “We are, Dad.  Events of the past thirteen months speak great things for the future of our nation, and the rabbi is the only man I know who can explain what is happening.”
 
   “What is happening is the Holy One of Israel is about to visit His people,” his dad said.  “But He will not consult with this ‘rabbi’ when He does.  This has nothing to do with heretical books found in that Gentile Bible Magid preaches from.”
 
   “Dad, I hear he gave a stirring Yom Kippur talk just yesterday at the New Israelites meeting.  I wish I could have attended with Rebecca and Saul.  I wish you and I both had gone with them.”
 
   “So they both went?” his dad said.  “Well, I do not understand why New Israelites leadership invited that man.  I understand he does not even support the Mutual Defense Treaty.  That means he must be anti-Israel—and yet he calls himself a rabbi?”
 
   “His semicha is legitimate, Dad.  He is a real rabbi.”
 
   “If you say so!  But most of the members agree with me.  He spends too time on all this New Testament folly.  We are not sure he can be trusted.”  
 
   “I doubt that, Dad.  The rabbi has a growing number of admirers.  And many of us agree with him about the Treaty.  We are not at all certain we should trust our fate to a Mutual Defense Treaty designed by this particular Gentile.”
 
   “Majority?  Minority?  These are not the things that matter, Son.  They do not determine the truth.  The truth is Adonai will soon bless Israel, and He needs no New Testament ‘scholar’ to help Him.  The Old Testament Lord of Hosts will fight in our behalf.  Just like in the Six-day War.  He will deliver us by His power, not by trying to add to our Tanach after all these centuries.  His ability to miraculously deliver is something I know about.  I saw that angel.”  
 
   His dad paused and looked from Jarred to his mother and back to Jarred.  From the fierce glow in his eyes, Jarred knew what was coming.  Another telling of the story.  “Yes, Dad,” Jarred said, “we have all heard your report about the 1967 war.  I can speak for the whole family as well as myself.  We all believe you.  And we know Israel is the apple of His eye.  We will be visited.”
 
   His dad continued, as if he had not even heard him.  “Our infantry were surrounded by tanks on three sides, and they were starting to form up on our rear as well.  Then I saw the angel, standing in the midst of that killing field.  From a distance of maybe a dozen meters, behind me and to my left, he appeared like any other man, except a bit taller.  He wore a uniform identical to ours.  He moved nearer to my position and stared at the row of slowly advancing tanks.  When he came near enough I could glimpse his face, I first thought he was old.  Old as were Joshua and Caleb when they took the Promised Land.  Then when he began moving forward again, toward the tanks, he suddenly appeared young, like King David when he ascended the throne of ancient Israel.  And his eyes!  They blazed with righteous fury, and there was tangible power exuding from him—you could actually feel it—like magnetic vibrations, or pulses of static electricity.  Dear Adonai but I was glad he was on our side!
 
   “The Egyptians stopped advancing when they saw him.  They got out of their tanks almost in unison and fell to their knees in surrender.  Then the angel was suddenly gone.  Just vanished.  But by then we had our rifles trained on the unprotected bodies of our enemies.”
 
   His eyes shinned with excitement as he became aware once more of Jarred.  “Yes, Son,” he said, “we will be delivered.  And by a Messiah who has not been here before.”
 
   Interrupting in English, Rachael said, “If you men are finished arguing religion and politics, I’d like to go back to Rebecca’s phone call.  Jarred, did she really say, ‘dreamy brown eyes’?”
 
   Jarred nodded at her.  “Yes, Mom; that’s exactly what she said.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Thursday morning Daniel was awakened by their steward in the hall outside his cabin announcing breakfast.  It was about 8:00 AM local time.  Even before looking out his porthole, he could tell the yacht lay at anchor. 
 
   During breakfast, Romani pointed off the starboard deck to an elegant stone mansion a couple hundred yards away, which was surrounded by expansive and well manicured grounds.  “My ancestral estate,” he said.  
 
   “It’s beautiful,” Daniel said.
 
   “Thank you.  It is.  But you see that run-down sauna, just beside the swimming pool?  That’s where my parents died.  Trapped apparently for hours in intense heat and depleting oxygen.  I told the police I had not seen them inside frantically beating on the door and the single small window.  I was elsewhere on the estate.  They seemed to have a hard time believing that.  But a few weeks later, when our gardener committed suicide, they were satisfied the crime had been solved.  If there was one.  I still think of it as an accident, but the police report was never convincing one way or the other.  I never attempted to determine whether our gardener had anything to do with my parents’ death.  I could do nothing to bring them back anyway, and I saw nothing to be gained by putting his family through any more grief.  If there was a crime.  So I forced myself to forget the strange circumstances and move on with my life.  And career.”  
 
   Daniel didn’t know how to respond.  Pointing out the ruins of a sauna where his parents may have been murdered seemed…strange to say the least.  Finally he said, “Sorry to hear that.” 
 
   “It was painful, but it was a long time ago.  I can’t bring myself to have that old structure torn down or refurbished.  Somehow it reminds me of our lives together before they died.”
 
   Even stranger, Daniel thought.
 
   “Anyway,” Romani said, “we will visit my home later.  But first thing, after we finish eating, I want to show you the headquarters of the Roman Lake League.”  
 
    
 
   --------
 
    
 
   After finishing their poached eggs, smoked salmon, toast and a large variety of fruit, Romani led Daniel and Rebecca to the yacht’s helipad.  Sitting on the landing target was what appeared to be a modified Sikorsky S92—modified with heavy armor under its belly.  Its big blades began spinning slowly even before they’d finished boarding.  “It will only take us a few minutes to get to our headquarters where rabbi Akiva will speak,” Romani shouted over the increasing whine.  Within seconds, little conversation was possible.  Daniel assumed the armor’s weight had necessitated engine modifications, which accounted for a decibel level much higher than normal for the usually quiet Sikorsky.  
 
   They were over land in seconds, and Daniel took in the view below.  Other than for a couple of hours the day before, this was the first time Daniel had seen the sun since boarding the yacht.  A cool front had moved over them for most of their day at sea Wednesday, producing light rain and enough wind to make it unpleasant to be on deck.  Of course he and Rebecca had not wasted their forced time indoors.  In addition to two movies, they had played several rounds of golf on the best simulator he had ever seen.  Neither of them had played much golf before, but the crew member who had shown them how the system worked was himself an avid golfer, and he gave them a few lessons.  Daniel found it to be pretty straight-forward: head down; feet apart and stable; knees flexed; left arm straight; eye on the ball; swing.  He scored very well.  Rebecca, on the other hand, couldn’t cure her slice.  But the recovery of her humor and wit so soon after such a personal loss impressed him even more than her short golf skirt—which was saying quite a lot!  
 
   The bad weather had also given him time to do some business.  He’d called Abram Semmel, CEO of Geophysical Associates, and told him, since he’d already seen lease eight, he no longer needed to fly his team to Israel.  He was sold, he said—as long as his requirement was met that all prices be book value only.  Semmel assured him they would be, and that the documentation to prove that would be made available.  Daniel told him to send all such documents to the investment banking firm of Spears, Cramer and Moss in Kansas City, where he would have his legal team meet with them to draft all the asset purchase agreements.  He said he’d then call his senior staff together for one final review and, once they were all satisfied, he’d sign and return the documents.  To show his good faith, he told Semmel to include his unpaid invoices in with the package of legal and supporting documents.  He told him to include as well GAI’s bank routing information so he could wire the necessary funds immediately.  Semmel had been thrilled. 
 
   Romani was right about the short flight.  Daniel saw the Vatican come into view about twenty-five minutes after they had lifted off the yacht.  The chopper respectfully skirted the Vatican grounds and in less than another minute began lowering onto a landing pad just east of the Roman Lake League headquarters building.  
 
   The building reminded him of the front part of the Pantheon.  The square structure employed classical Roman architecture with heavy use of stone, columns and arches.  The main entrance sat at the top of six rows of stone steps under a columned portico running the entire front expanse.  Two other arched entrances led into the front of the building on either side of the main entrance and equidistant between the main entrance and the corners of the building, which must have been two hundred fifty feet on each side and maybe three or four stories tall.  Its most unique feature  was the oval-shaped gold dome capping its roof.  All windows on the sides Daniel could see were set in stone arches.  The grounds included gardens front and back.  Fountains trickled water here and there and a helipad looking strangely modern lay about a hundred feet to the east of the building.   
 
   When he could be heard over the chopper, Romani said he wanted to show them one thing before the rabbi’s talk.  They exited and walked across the pavement stones to the broad flat entrance steps, where they were met by a young woman named Jahan.  She was dressed in Muslim attire.  Romani introduced her as one of his League employees and said she was being given special treatment today because she had won an employee of the month award.  
 
   He led them through the arched entrance to the left of the main entrance and then took a sharp left.  After about forty feet they came to a modern elevator in the southwest corner of the building.  Romani, looking as if he could hardly wait to show them whatever it was he wanted them to see, called for the elevator using a call button in a pad to the right of the door.  The four of them entered and descended one level.  When the door opened, they might as well have been in ancient Rome.  More than a dozen ornately carved stone coffins rested in arched wall-niches among life-sized marble statues.  The room was lighted by flickering electric wall sconces shaped like ancient torches.  The whole room lay under an unadorned stone ceiling.  
 
   “These sarcophagi you see there in their columbaria—their arched niches,” Romani said, “contain members of my own family.  I relocated them over the past couple of years, since the headquarters building was completed.  With, of course, appropriate ceremonies.”
 
   Jahan, the award-winning employee said, “Tell them why you did this, Signore.”
 
   Romani continued leading his slow procession among the dead for several seconds before he answered.  “Well, it’s because of my ancestors that I am who I am.  So it just seemed proper to show respect and have them here with me.  This is a place of honor.”  
 
   Daniel thought this whole room was more creepy than venerating, but he decided now was a good time to bite his tongue.  He merely nodded.
 
   “My father,” Romani said, “was a major benefactor to the Catholic Church for decades, as were my paternal family for centuries before him.  In fact, my family has a long and intimate history with the Church.  That, plus some of my current funds, is why this building can sit so near to the Vatican.”
 
   Having led his small parade around the private crypt, Romani stopped back at the door leading out to the elevator lobby and looked at his watch.  “I think the rest of the tour will have to wait.  Let’s go hear the rabbi’s talk.”
 
   Back at ground floor level they retraced their steps east toward the front entrance.  When they had come to the main center entrance Romani turned left, north, into a grand entryway which opened onto a walkway lined with faux columns.  Dead ahead Daniel saw what he could only think of as a miniature version of the Roman Coliseum.  This is how he assumed it would have appeared in the year it was first put in service.  Over their heads was the bottom side of the gold dome he had seen, but it was not gold on this side.  Some kind of semi-transparent glass or hard plastic arched over them, and images apparently projected onto its inner surface from above mimicked the evening sky.  Gray clouds and purple streaks of setting sun and even a few dark birds flitting across its expanse.  It was very effective; they seemed really to be outdoors just as evening fell.  
 
   Walking across the floor of the arena, Daniel discovered it was made of rough wood timbers and covered with a few inches of dirt—or more likely artificial dirt such as used for some indoor rodeos or demolition derbies.  At both the north and south ends of the oval arena he saw canvas pavilions, like ten-foot tall colorful tents, with a rolled-up front panel exposing the interior of the northern pavilion.  The northern pavilion enclosed an eight or ten foot square opening through the wood flooring.  If his mental image of the architecture was accurate, Daniel assumed this opening would descend into the same level as the sarcophagi they had just left, maybe sixty or seventy yards north and about fifteen yards east of the sepulcrum.  The interior of the southern pavilion was hidden by its rolled down front flap.  
 
   Four rows of continuous stone benches, now unoccupied, surrounded the oval arena on both sides of its long axis.  A short wall bordered the seats and separated them from the arena floor.  The center of the arena itself was dotted with folding chairs arranged in two concentric circles around a circular speakers’ platform elevated about two feet above the surrounding dirt.  Except for four empty chairs in the innermost ring, all these chairs were full of people.  Romani led them to the four empty seats and motioned for them to sit.  
 
   The crowd of maybe fifty people chatted and greeted each other as if they were all acquainted.  After a few minutes of silently grinning at the strangers, feeling foolish because he could think of nothing to say to anyone, Daniel saw the “sky” become night, featuring bright stars and a full moon.  The amiable chatter slowly quieted and a low ruble could be heard coming from the northern pavilion.  It sounded like a large wooden wheel grinding slowly and laboriously.  Every head turned to the north.  Those with their backs to the northern pavilion strained in their seats to see over their shoulders.  Soon a human head could be seen rising majestically above the lip of the pit.  The head and then torso continued to rise until a man’s standing form could be seen in the center of the lifting platform.  The lift came level with the arena floor, stopped, and the man stepped off.  He stood still for several seconds, framed within the three-sided enclosure, and then emerged through the open side toward the crowd.
 
   “Rabbi Akiva Sharabani,” Romani whispered.  His eyes shown with excitement as he passed on that information.
 
   Rabbi Sharabani came marching toward the speaker’s platform.  There was no accompanying music, but Daniel thought of the stirring chords announcing the triumphant entry of Harrison Ford and his companions at the end of the classic film, Star Wars.  Enough light came from the faux sky to reveal he was dressed in jeans, sweatshirt and sneakers, with an elaborate necklace of multi-colored cosmetic jewels covering his chest.  It was almost large enough to be called a breastplate.  By the time he had stepped onto the platform in the arena center everyone had stopped talking.  From the “sky” above a spotlight suddenly flared over the rabbi. 
 
   “Thank you for your attendance here today,” he said.  Daniel thought his voice was artificially deep, as if he strained to achieve such a low, authoritative cadence.  “My purpose will be to introduce the Church of Oneness, the Ecclesiae Unitatem, to those who are hearing the Message for the first time.  Because of this, I will ask the indulgence of those who may have progressed beyond these basics.  You should recall that at one time you also knew little of the Truth.  And I ask that all questions be held until the end of the presentation.”
 
   Although the rabbi was already spotlighted as he gazed up toward the sky, his face began to glow more brightly.  Daniel assumed this was the result of special lighting effects, but he could not see the source.
 
   “The number of occupied chairs in this room is forty-seven,” the rabbi said, “but there are not forty-seven beings in this audience.  Nor, if you include me, are there forty-eight beings in this room.  There is but one.”  He smiled and looked around.  “And, following the recent Disappearance, there remain nearly six billion separate living human bodies still walking this planet.  But there are not six billion living human beings.  There is but one.  At this time, please see this Truth in your minds.”  
 
   The rabbi paused again and looked up at the sky.  He did this for a full fifteen seconds as the time of day suggested by the dome’s lighting transitioned from night to early morning.  The rabbi’s expression became increasingly beatific as the time of day changed and the glow on his face became even more pronounced.  Daniel still could not determine how the effect was produced.  
 
   The rabbi returned his gaze to the audience and smiled.  “And so it is,” he said.  After several seconds he continued.  “I can report at this time that nearly everyone now understands this first and most essential Truth of the Ecclesiae Unitatem.  This is good.  In this room today, this was accomplished quickly.  You now perceive, even if only vaguely, that we are all part of one another and of the Creator.  It is because we act from the delusion of distinctness that we war and hurt each other.  We fear and we struggle.  We compete and we posture.  But we are not distinct.  We are one.  That is the simple but profound Truth, and the Creator has decided that this delusion of distinctness will be banished from your consciousness from this time forward.  And so it is.”  
 
   Another long pause.  From the sky’s changing appearance, you would guess it had now become noon.  “You will all now be informed that the earth has been given many Enlightened Teachers in the centuries behind us.  Unum fatum; multos tramites—one destiny; many pathways.  These Enlightened Teachers has each in his own way taught the Truth as we teach it here in the Ecclesiae Unitatem, the Church of Oneness.  Each has affirmed the essential oneness of all life in the universe.  You will now understand that Abraham taught his son Isaac this truth—and Moses taught his countrymen.  Buddha taught his people this truth and Zoroaster his.  Krishna taught his people and Jesus taught his.  Mohammed taught his people this Truth.  Their languages were different and their audiences were different and their times were different, but their real message was the same—we are not merely one universal brotherhood of man.  We are literally one being.  We are all one with each other and with our Creator.  Mankind simply does not know this Truth unaided.  We need our various messiahs to inform us in words we can understand.  And we need them today even more than in the centuries past.  That is why many of our Old World faith traditions predict a final enlightened one to come, to visit us in climactic times, to finish these preliminary lessons.  Whether it is the return of the Christ or the coming of the Mahdi or the arrival of the Twelfth Imam—or the appearance of someone altogether unexpected—in all these traditions an enlightened one is predicted.  And we will be eager students when he comes.  And he will come.  And so it is.” 
 
   The rabbi paused for nearly a full minute this time before proceeding.  Now the sky moved back toward dusk again.  “Many of you here today are from Catholic backgrounds.  I can confidently say this because we are, after all, in Rome.  You have been taught about the Christ.  You have been taught his words and told that you must accept the Christ.  I, although a Jew, will affirm this to be true teaching.  But do you know what accepting him means?  It means to shift your perception and see your oneness with all mankind—and with the Christ and with the Creator.  It is not required that you believe the fable created by the Christ’s disappointed followers two thousand years ago, that he was murdered and brought back to life as a means of somehow bearing the sins of mankind.  Obviously, that is neither possible nor necessary.  Redemption is not required.  Only transcendence.  All that is necessary is to immulate his spotless life of love and absorb his words of fellowship.  That was and is his Truth.”
 
   The rabbi paused, looked toward the sky, and said, “And so it is.”  He waited, saying nothing else, as the sky transitioned back to dawn.
 
   Gradually, one-at-a-time and in small groups, members of the audience began to murmur softly and smile at one another.  A few said, “I see it!”  Others expressed the same insight by other words, but within ninety seconds nearly the whole room was filled with quiet expressions of awe at experiencing their oneness with all the others.  For an instant, Daniel wanted to repeat the phrase himself, but he told himself it was foolish and he resisted.  He looked at Rebecca.  She remained silent and appeared un-moved by the rabbi’s performance.  He wondered how the rabbi was achieving this hypnosis-like effect on the others.  It must have something to do with the trigger-phrase “and so it is.”  But that would seem to require all these people to have been previously hypnotized so the trigger-phrase could be implanted.  That could not be the case if, as the rabbi had affirmed, many here were first-timers—and it certainly wasn’t the case with him.
 
   “Many of you have now finally accepted the Christ in the way that he meant for you to accept him.  You did not need to be sprinkled with special water.  You did not need to eat magic wafers.  You needed only to experience the Truth.  You are now part of the Ecclesiae Unitatem.  
 
   “And this is none too soon.  The universe needed your spiritual progress.  It needed you to become in actuality what you already were by design—perfect sons and daughters of God.  You needed only to allow your perfect but hidden selves to be released from their prisons—from prisons constructed by the delusion of distinctness.  Now that you have accomplished this, you have become the sons and daughters of God you were created to be.  In final affirmation, how many will now raise their hands and say with me, “And so it is?” 
 
   All hands went up but his and Rebecca’s and those of one woman Daniel noticed who was seated in the second row of chairs.  In nearly perfect unison, all the others said, “And so it is.”  Daniel still resisted the urge to join them, and it quickly passed. 
 
   Suddenly a night sky covered them.  Only a few dim stars dotted the fake moonless sky.  The spotlight on the rabbi also went out, yet the strange glow which seemed to come from within his face still lingered.  Daniel was dumfounded.  He could not imagine how the effect was produced, but it was impressive.  When the sky returned to dawn a few seconds later, the peculiar glow in the rabbi’s face had disappeared and the rabbi was now his former under-dressed self.  Smiling and turning slowly so everyone could see him, he held his hands out toward the audience.  As he did this, instead of applause, a low murmur of approval rose from the enrapt onlookers, a few even whispering “amen.” 
 
   The sky showed noon again as the question-and-answer session began.  Someone wanted to ask the rabbi about the Disappearance.  When she stood to ask her question, Daniel recognized her as the only woman other than Rebecca who had not raised her hand and repeated his phrase.  He also saw two laminated photos of small children hanging from silver chains around her neck.  “First,” she said, “what is your explanation for that event?”
 
   Akiva said, “God removed those who had fallen hopelessly behind their prescribed evolutionary path.  They were missing the Truth themselves and were impeding others in their progress.”
 
   “Then they were taken as punishment?” The woman asked.
 
   “No, they were not taken in punishment.  God is love only.  They have been placed in what we might think of as a kind of cosmic remedial school, a school set up for their benefit—so they can catch up.  Also, they were removed to spare those left on earth from their failure to evolve—because God has marvelous plans for the earth and he has grown impatient for their consummation.  He was willing no longer to wait for those whom he has taken.”
 
   The same woman asked, “Then why are all the young children missing?  Surely they had not fallen behind at such young ages.  Especially not all of them.”
 
   “God is using their innocence and lack of pre-conceived notions to guide the adults who proved unable to learn the Truth on their own.  In a reversal of roles, in this newly established cosmic schoolhouse, the children are guiding the adults.  As it is written, ‘and a little child shall lead them.’” 
 
   Romani leaned over so he could whisper to Daniel.  “You see, the rabbi has no reluctance to speculate.  I think he has converted that skeptic.”  He smiled broadly and motioned toward the woman who had asked the questions.  She now seemed lost in some new private ecstasy as she fingered her plasticized photos.  
 
   Romani left Daniel and rose to embrace Rabbi Sharabani.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-one
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “You know, Daniel, these steps just aren’t that difficult.”  Rebecca smiled up at him, appreciating once more how handsome he was.
 
   “What?  Oh, well, when that couple demonstrated it, they said this was a formal dance from the Renaissance period.  So I’m trying to be formal.”
 
   “They said it was formal, Daniel; not lethal.”
 
   He laughed.  “I’m guess I’m not much of a dancer, Hugh?”
 
   “Doesn’t appear so.  That may be the only thing you can’t do, as far as I can tell.  But no, you’re not a dancer.”
 
   They struggled a while with the steps, Daniel making a show of carefully watching one of the men who seemed to get it.  After a while, he said, “OK.  Is that better?”
 
   “Yes," she said.  “At least you don’t seem to be in quite as much pain now.”
 
   Daniel laughed again.  A few seconds later he said, “Romani has quite an estate here, and he certainly knows how to put on a show.  Actually, this whole day has been one long show.”
 
   “I noticed.  But I did enjoy the tour of famous sites he sent us on—the real Coliseum, St. Peter’s basilica, and the others.”
 
   “Yeah, I did, too,” Daniel said.
 
   “By the way, Daniel, you look really handsome in your tux.  Romani obviously has someone on his staff really good at guessing sizes.”
 
   “Yeah.  He must have used the same trick for his guest room closet he used on the yacht.  I think he just throws in a couple of sizes above and a couple below what he guesses to be the correct size.  It sure worked in your case, Rebecca.  Your gown looks custom fitted.”  
 
   She noticed he made his appraisal of her gown primarily from studying her cleavage.  She smiled to herself.  “Thank you.”
 
   “So,” Daniel said, “what did you think of the rabbi’s performance earlier?”
 
   “I think that’s what it was.  A performance.  I wonder if that’s all he and his boss do.  Perform for an audience.”
 
   “You may be right.  But it was impressive.  After it was over, I told Romani I thought it was over the top.  Manipulative to say the least.”
 
   “How’d he take that?”
 
   “He didn’t agree or disagree.  He just reminded me of our obligation to help the simple people of the world.”
 
   “So he’s saying manipulation is OK if the cause is good.  At the very least he’s overly proud of himself.”  Rebecca considered telling Daniel some of Rabbi Magid’s Yom Kippur sermon.  She was thinking about Romani’s false names and his masks.  That was ‘hiding in shadows,’ right?  Then there was his faux Coliseum.  Roman Coliseum.  That could certainly identify him with the empire which had destroyed the Jewish Second Temple in 70 AD.  And Romani was even assisted by an Israeli citizen with some kind of voodoo power over his Ecclesia Unitatem followers, causing them to repeat that ridiculous phrase, ‘and so it is.’  Sharabani could be considered a ‘false prophet’, right, with ‘miraculous power in behalf of his Gentile master?’  But she decided not to say these things yet.  Daniel couldn’t possibly understand, and she still wasn’t entirely convinced herself.  However unlikely, these things could be merely coincidental.
 
   “Romani again argued it was a matter of noblesse oblige,” Daniel said.  “He said people like him and me have an obligation to take the lead because average people just don’t understand what’s good for them.  I don’t think he believed all that stuff about us all being one entity, like Sharabani said, anymore than I did.  All these”—he swept the room with his hand, indicating their fellow dancers--“sure seemed to buy it, though.”
 
   Rebecca looked at the newest members of the Ecclesiae Unitatem dancing all around them in Romani’s elegant ballroom.  She nodded.  “I noticed that too.  It must say something about us.  Of all the people in that audience, we were the only two who weren’t under Sharabani’s sway.”
 
   “Yeah.  Strange.  Anyway, when I said that to Romani, he then asked me to join the League as a senior fellow.  Wants me to turn over my ‘empire’ as he put it to my right hand man, Smitty.”
 
   “Give up everything?”
 
   “No.  He said I would obviously still be the owner.  He pointed out I would make as much on the oil deal he just handed me as I would have made in the next ten years working as hard as I always have.  In other words, he said, it would be as if I’d already banked the next ten years worth of hard work.  So I should just enjoy the fruits of my labor and spend my time working with his League to help all these little people.”
 
   “Quite an ego.”
 
   A few seconds later, Daniel said, “And you’re quite a dancer, Rebecca.  Your whole body has rhythm.”  
 
   She smiled to herself, feeling him pull her a bit closer as he said that.  She was now even more aware of Daniel’s body against hers.  
 
   “Have you taken lessons?” he asked.
 
   “No,” she said.  “What you see came naturally.”
 
   “Nature was good to you, then,” he said.
 
   The music moved into a higher tempo, and she was pleasantly surprised to feel him adjust to it—almost in sync.
 
   “You know, Rebecca, I have to admit, some of what he said appeals to me.  I don’t believe in manipulating the ‘average’ people the way he does, but the thought he planted about making a major contribution to the world?  That has some appeal.”  
 
   “International finance is a worthy calling, Daniel.  You already make significant contributions.”
 
   “I always thought so.  But with everything that has happened over the past year…”
 
   He didn’t finish his thought and she felt him lose the rhythm.  Still sort of dancing, he began to work them toward the veranda.  She wondered if he suddenly wanted to be alone with her.  Then she found herself hoping that was the case.  But then he veered off from the glass double doors leading out onto the veranda and moved toward another corner of the ballroom.  It seemed he was guiding them to some specific target in the corner.
 
   “You find this dance so unpleasant you’re trying to escape?” she asked.
 
   “No.  I think I saw someone I know.”
 
   “Here in Italy?  At Romani’s private estate?  Well, you want to just walk over there?  We don’t have to pretend to dance our way over, do we?”
 
   “Good point.”
 
   They stopped dancing and eased through the crowd.  When they reached Daniel’s apparent destination, she saw a fairly tall man dancing with a beautiful younger woman.  His face was turned away from them.  The woman wore a gown somewhat similar to the one she was wearing.  Maybe Romani had provided her a gown as well, and from the same shop.  
 
   Raising his voice to be heard over the music, Daniel said, “Michael?  I didn’t expect to see you here.”  
 
   Wearing an uncertain smile, Daniel stared at the back of the tall dancer’s head.  The man ignored Daniel.  Eventually his dance partner motioned to him that someone had spoken to him.  When the dancing man turned around, Daniel said, “Oh, I’m sorry.  I thought I knew you.  My mistake.”
 
   “No problem,” the man said and turned back to his gorgeous partner.
 
   As they moved away, Rebecca looked questioningly into Daniel’s eyes.
 
   “I couldn’t see him too well through the crowd,” he said.  “Thought I knew him.”  He said nothing else for a few seconds as he led them back toward the center of the room—pretending to dance now and then on the way.  Then he said, “Wasn’t that beef outstanding?” 
 
   Rebecca smiled.  “Absolutely.”
 
   “I wonder where Romani and the rabbi are.”
 
   “I don’t know.  Haven’t seen either of them for hours.”
 
   After several minutes, beginning to find the rhythm again, he said, “You’re a good dancer.”
 
   Rebecca stopped moving and leaned back so she could look up into his face.  “You said that.  And thank you again.  But what was that all about with that stranger?”
 
   “He looked familiar, that’s all.”
 
   “Is something going on I should know about?”
 
   “I’m just kind of distracted, I guess.”
 
   “What are you thinking about?”
 
   “Nothing particular.”  He started dancing again.  “I’m just thinking about steps.  Just thinking about the next few steps.”  
 
    
 
   --------
 
    
 
   “I guess I’ve had a feeling for weeks someone close to me was going to betray us,” Romani said.  He and Akiva were alone in the sepulcrum.
 
   “Your intuitions are usually reliable,” Sharabani said.
 
   “Reliable but not always precise.”
 
   “So you have no suspicions about our employee of the month, Jahan?”
 
   “None.  She just hadn’t realized the significance of what she’d overheard him saying until you told her today about the attempts on Daniel’s life.  She came to me as soon as she put it all together.”
 
   Akiva and Romani stood beside one of the stone sarcophagi.  Akiva examined a small silver bell attached to a thin cord extending through a tiny round hole into the interior of the coffin.  “No movement,” he said to Vicente.  He then laid his head on the stone lid and listened for several seconds.  “I don’t hear anything in there, either.”
 
   “OK.  Let’s open the lid and bring him back.”
 
   It took both of them to lift the heavy stone lid to reveal a small dark naked man with all four limbs tied to hooks mounted inside the coffin.  The bell-cord was tied to his right ankle.  He was unconscious.  A trachea tube had been inserted down his throat, and a squeeze bulb with an intake valve had been fastened to the tube to allow air to be forced into his lungs.  Akiva squeezed the bulb several times and the man finally revived with a start.  He twisted his head around wildly, obviously terrified—and not fully alert.
 
   “Seeing the light yet?” Romani asked him.  
 
   The man blinked furiously, trying to focus on Romani’s voice.  “You can end this, Omar.  Tell us who you gave the information to.”
 
   The man closed his eyes and shook his head.  His chest heaved.
 
   “OK then,” Romani said.  He nodded to Akiva, and they lowered the lid again and sealed it.  The tiny bell now tinkled rapidly.
 
   “Maybe open up the vent a little, Akiva.  Make it last longer this time.  Our man is apparently a slow decider right about now.”
 
   Akiva went to a round knob hidden behind a curtain lining the back of the columbarium and turned it.  He bent down so he could observe the air vent opening wider, allowing a little more air flow to their employee.
 
   Akiva said, “There is another way we might extract the truth more efficiently, Vicente.”
 
   “You mean use your special ability?  We could not trust it with an actively resisting mind.  We might end up merely watching lies projected in three dimensions.  Besides, I have sentimental reasons for using slow suffocation—as well as practical ones.  It leaves no marks and is so wonderfully focusing.”
 
   “I guess you should know.  Were your two cousins focused?”
 
   “At the end, yes.”
 
   They both glanced at two nearby sarcophagi.  Romani bowed toward them in mock respect.
 
   “Well,” Akiva said, “I hope when we bring him back this time he tells us what we want to know.  I’m afraid our guests might wonder where we are.”
 
   “They’re too busy dancing and drinking my expensive champagne.  We have time.”
 
   “We still heading back tonight?”
 
   “Probably be early morning now, but yes.  We’re heading back to Tel Aviv.  Right after this.”  He touched stone lid.  “Rebecca needs to get back to work, and Daniel needs to sign some papers and spend some money.  You know, Akiva, the bell is still moving wildly.  Why don’t you squeeze back on the air vent again?”
 
   Akiva went to the knob and turned it the other way, eliminating most of the airflow.  “And so it is,” he said.  They both laughed.  
 
   A few minutes later, the bell having stopped ringing, Romani said, “Just a few moments longer, Akiva.  I think he’ll be ready soon.”
 
   “I think you are right, Vicente.  Do you have any guess who Omar told about Daniel’s involvement in the oil deal?”
 
   “I do, actually, but only in general terms.  It had to have been someone in the oil industry.”
 
   When there had been no movement of the bell for about half a minute, Romani said, “I suspect he is ready now.  Let’s bring him back.”  
 
   They opened the lid and Romani used the squeeze bulb.  Omar revived with a fit, head nodding, dilated eyes flitting wildly from side to side.  Romani pulled the tube out of Omar’s throat.  “Tell us,” he said.
 
   Struggling for enough air to speak, Omar said, “Saudi…Joe…told…Joe.”
 
   “Joe?”  Romani said.  “No Saudi is named Joe.”
 
   Obviously Omar had run ahead of his air.  He closed his eyes and his chest heaved for several seconds.  Finally he breathed out, “Real…name…Habib…Basim…Al-Nazari.”  
 
   Akiva and Romani just looked at each other.  Romani said, “Betrayed by two people close to us.  We will have to speak to Virgil about his vetting procedures.”
 
   “You were right again, Vicente,” Akiva said.  “Al-Nazari is in the oil business.  We employed him several times this past summer.”
 
   Romani nodded and returned his attention to Omar.  “Why did you do it?” he asked. 
 
   The man struggled for enough air to respond.  “Needed…money.”
 
   Romani looked at Akiva and shook his head.
 
   Returning his attention to the heaving form, Romani said, “Well, I hope you were paid handsomely.”
 
   He began to remove the bell.  Frantic, Omar put forth a burst of new energy, trying to free his right arm. But Romani could see from the look in his eyes this energy would not last.  Omar had already given up.  He was soon proven correct.  Omar merely stared passively at his tormentors by the time Romani held the bell in his hand.  Romani motioned for Akiva to help him close the heavy lid.  “Be at peace, My Friend,” he said.  The terrified but now quiet form faded from view behind the lowering stone lid.  
 
   Without instruction, Akiva knew to close the air vent and seal it.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-two
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Romani’s range master was a short wiry man named Roger Devlin.  He appeared to be British.  Daniel recognized his type instantly: he was a man who desperately needed admiration from others because he found it difficult to accord admiration to himself.  Standing on the stern and firing out over the yacht’s receding wake, he had already “demonstrated” good trap technique more than a dozen times.
 
    “Ok, Mr. Goldman, would you like to try?”
 
   “I would.”
 
   Devlin inserted two custom-made shells into the over/under barrels of the Beretta DT-10 EELL.  Daniel knew the shells were 12 GA 2 ¾”, loaded with 428 #7 ½ steel pellets and provided with Cushion Steel Driver wads, model CSD 078.  He knew all this because Devlin had said it several times.  These specifications were used exclusively, Devlin had said, “because we don’t want steel pellet rub in Mr. Romani’s fine shotgun, and Mr. Romani doesn’t want to poison the sea with lead shot.” 
 
   Daniel took the loaded shotgun, made sure Rebecca had her ear protection on, and readied himself as he had been instructed—gun slightly to the left, feet slightly to the right.  He took a deep breath, not because Devlin had told him to do that but because in those shooting sports in which he had experience—pistols and rifles—that was what you did.  “Pull,” he said.  
 
   Instantly the voice-activated trap house sixteen yards in front of him spit out its 105 gram, 110 mm diameter, 25 mm thick clay pigeon.  Daniel executed as instructed: both eyes open, sweeping action, BAM!   The bird exploded in a cloud of dust about 40 yards off the stern.
 
   “Splendid shooting, Mr. Goldman!  You’re a fast learner.  Of course, you had an excellent teacher.” 
 
   “I did indeed, Roger.  Pull!”
 
   Another bird, another cloud of dust—this one a bit closer off the boat, he figured.  Getting quicker.
 
   “Ok guys,” Devlin said.  “I think my job is done for now.  Mr. Goldman will certainly be able to help you, Ms. Shaul, when it’s your turn.  You OK with that, Mr. Goldman?”
 
   “You bet, Roger.  And thanks again.  I don’t think I ever picked up a new sport so quickly.  You really are a good instructor.”
 
   Daniel meant it.  Roger beamed and he and Rebecca were finally alone.
 
   Exhausted from their long day Thursday, they had boarded the Roman lake league very early this morning, immediately after the ball, and had gone directly to their cabins.  At their 10:30 breakfast, Romani had told them they’d travelled about 280 Knots, or 320 miles, on their way back to Tel Aviv while everyone had slept.  Today had finally turned out beautiful after several hours of light drizzle and overcast skies, and by now Daniel figured they had sailed at least half that distance again.
 
   Daniel reloaded the shotgun and set himself.  “Pull.”  Another exploded clay pigeon.  He was apparently a natural at this—or Devlin really was magic.
 
   “You want to try?” he asked Rebecca.
 
   She nodded.  “Yes.” 
 
   Daniel re-loaded the gun and moved around behind her.
 
   “Have you fired a twelve gauge before?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Reaching around her, he held the shotgun out in front of her and guided it into her hands.  “The kick is not terribly hard.  These loads are light because they are designed for repeated shooting.  But you need to be prepared for it.  Keep it tight against your shoulder pad.”
 
   As he demonstrated that, he noticed the back side of her felt as good against him as her front side had when dancing.  Her tight tan safari pants had been professionally laundered by someone on Romani’s staff.  Her high boots had been polished and the V-neck of her shirt was still low.  She wore a padded shooting jacket instead of the one she’d worn the night the hotel room had exploded—but the whole outfit was just as attention-getting.
 
   “Both eyes open,” he said.  “Turn your feet a little this way.  Good.  When you call for the bird, look at the bird and the front dot on the gun and let your eye-hand coordination do the rest.  Keep the shotgun tight.  Ready?  OK.  I’ll pull your ear muffs on.”
 
   He did, stepped back and tapped her on the shoulder. 
 
   “Pull,” she said.  The bird flew out along the right side of its arc path.  Rebecca swung the shotgun and fired.  The bird exploded.  “Pull,” she said.  This one went almost straight ahead.  It also became a cloud of dust.
 
   Daniel was excited.  He took the gun from her and turned her to face him.  Almost without thinking he hugged her to himself and kissed her.  He pulled back.  “Outstanding shooting,” he said.”  He had kissed her again before it really dawned on him what he was doing.
 
   A bit embarrassed, he said, “And I thought I learned quickly.  You sure you haven’t done this before?”
 
   “Not with you,” she said.  She was smiling.
 
   “You think you could do it again?” he asked, holding up the shotgun.
 
   She pushed the gun out of the way.  “I think I could manage.”
 
   This time she kissed him, and it wasn’t remotely like a sister’s kiss.  Eventually he held her out at arm’s length and studied her face.  “I’m not normally this impetuous,” he said.
 
   “And I don’t normally kiss clients on yachts,” she said.
 
   “You want to shoot some more?” he asked.
 
   “In a little while.  It’s still a bit cool and damp, and Devlin demonstrated for so long I think I need some refreshments.  Let’s go to the lounge first.”
 
   “Ok.  But if we’re going to shoot again later, maybe we shouldn’t have anything alcoholic.  Might distort our aim.”
 
   “Coffee’s good for me.”
 
   “Ok.”
 
   No one else was in the sky lounge except the waiter who sat on a stool in the far corner, reading a book.  They asked for coffees and took the seats they had used on their first night aboard.  The waiter brought them their coffees and returned to his corner.
 
   In a near whisper, Daniel said, “Rebecca, I’ve been wanting to ask you something.”
 
   She smiled and waited.
 
   “How could I be so lucky?” he said.  “Here I am, just doing business, and I happen across this beautiful, intelligent, fun-to-be around woman—and she happens to be totally unattached?  At least, I know you’re not married.”
 
   She smiled.  “Totally unattached.”  She leaned toward him, placed her hand on the back of his head and kissed him.  When she pulled away, she said, “I guess I could ask the same question.  How could I, just doing my job, happen to stumble onto such a handsome, rich and yet unassuming man—and he happen to be totally unattached?” She smiled coyly.  “At least, I know you’re not married.”
 
   Daniel nodded and kissed her.  When he pulled away he said, “So, you think we’re both just lucky people, or what?” 
 
   After kissing him again, this time the longest yet, she said, “We should both play a lottery somewhere.” 
 
   It took some effort to keep his ragged breath from betraying him.  When he could, he said, “Gambling is not against your religion, then?”
 
   Rebecca looked a bit surprised.  “You think I’m religious?”
 
   “Well,” Daniel said, “you celebrated Yom Kippur, right?  Then you had a traditional Break Fast meal.  Sounds like you practice Judaism to me.”
 
   “Well, I am not fully observant, but I am a believer and I’ve read the Old Testament some.  And there is a Conservative rabbi whose teachings I listen to quite a bit.  I would certainly be considered old fashioned by most people our age, I guess.  But…is this what you really want to talk about?”  
 
   She rose from her stool and twisted so she could sit in his lap.  This time, when she kissed him, she wrapped both arms around him.  Daniel could feel her fingers kneading the muscles of his neck and back.  She suddenly pulled away and leaned back.  She looked into his eyes, and Daniel thought he saw some new concern there.  “Daniel, I hope I’m not giving you the wrong impression about me.  I said I was old fashioned, remember?  Well, while I certainly enjoy kissing you, there would need to be a more permanent relationship for there to be…be much more than that.”
 
   Daniel smiled at her, waiting for his breath to come under control.  He also thought it might be time to slow things down a bit.  He wouldn’t want to come off as a letch.  “OK, then,” he said.  “You said you studied the Old Testament, right?  And you have this rabbi you listen to?  Well, then, tell me this.  From your studies, can you explain…all the missing people…what do you think they’re all doing right now?”
 
   Her impish smile came back.  “You mean other than zipping off toward their new galaxy?”  Daniel smiled and shrugged.  She took his hand in hers.  “Seriously, I don’t really understand what happened.  But my rabbi says it was an act of God.  And when I really contemplate the Disappearance, I feel like I’ve suddenly looked into a hole in the ground and I…I just know there is no bottom.  Not ever.  Or like suddenly emerging from a tiny closet into a space so vast I feel…I feel like I begin to shrink until…until I am invisible.  I can’t really find the words, but do you know what I mean?”
 
   “I think so.  Whatever it was all about, the Disappearance was a God-sized deal.”
 
   “Right.  So no, I can’t really explain what happened last year from my own Bible knowledge, but since it was so…huge…I know it was an act of God.  And therefore I know it will turn out to be good in the end.”
 
   “You have obviously thought about this more than I have.  I guess I’ve avoided thinking about it because, whatever happened, it goes so far beyond my pay grade.”
 
   “Really?  There is something above your pay grade?”  A few moments later, she said, “Daniel, I’m not trying to play shrink here, but I think, down deep, you actually agree with me, don’t you—that it was an act of God?”
 
   Daniel reflected a moment.  “Actually, I guess I do.  Couldn’t really be any other explanation.  But I don’t understand what it means, and since I don’t spend much time thinking about things I can’t hope to explain or prove one way or the other, I’ve just put it out of mind.  But with you, I seem to…to feel I can confront mysteries.  So yes, I think it was an act of God.  I guess we’ll know the purpose eventually, right?”
 
   “Yes; we will.  Actually, the rabbi I mentioned says it was the triumphant removal of the Christian Church.  That only makes me feel…I don’t know…jealous, I guess.  You know, as a Jew who was excluded?  But the rabbi certainly knows more about the Bible than I do, so he must be right.”  
 
   “Yeah.  I’ve heard that explanation about the Christian Church, too.”
 
   She looked at him for a while.  “So, I’m warmed up.  You want to go shoot some more?”
 
   “Sure.”  He kissed her again and looked into her eyes.  “Beautiful.  A deep thinker.  And good with guns.  Just my type.”
 
   “Isn’t that fortunate?” she said, leaning in to kiss him again.  When she finally lifted her mouth from his, she said, “Because you happen to be my type.”
 
   Trying not to pant, Daniel said, “And what type would that be?”
 
   “Oh, you know, rich, gorgeous Jewish guys with tons of confidence but not an ounce of arrogance.”
 
   They kissed long and hard and finally rose to leave, Daniel’s arm around Rebecca’s shoulders and hers around his waist.  Daniel had noticed the waiter observing all the kissing back and forth.  From his far corner, just before they left the lounge, the waiter said, “You guys ready for something stronger than coffee?”
 
   “Maybe later,” Daniel said, as they headed back out to shoot clay pigeons.  
 
    
 
   --------
 
    
 
   Rebecca lounged beside Daniel as they both watched an orange sun sliding slowly over the edge of the Mediterranean Sea. 
 
   “This was a great day, Rebecca.  I’m really glad you were with me.”  He leaned over to her lounge chair and kissed her on the side of the mouth.  She wanted to quickly turn toward him when he did that, and make it last, but she only sat still and smiled.  She took his hand in hers.
 
   “Me, too,” she said.
 
   After more trap shooting and several rounds of golf in the simulator room, where her short golf skirt had seemed to occupy the bulk of his attention, they had gone to their cabins to put on something more appropriate for the cool end of day.  They had already begun to cool it a bit with all the kissing, too—by a kind of silent consent.  At least she hoped it was by consent and not that her old-fashioned ways were beginning to push him away.  
 
   As a twenty-eight year old un-attached woman, this wasn’t the first time she had questioned her “old-fashioned ways.”  Modern men simply weren’t expecting a 1950’s-era chaste little Jewish girl kind of morality.  So why did she do it?  She was, after all, Rachael’s granddaughter.  In this modern age, why try to smother her inherited “Bohemian fire?”  It worried her.
 
   “So what are you thinking, Daniel.”
 
   “I was actually wondering what we would do tomorrow—in light of all we’ve already done today.”
 
   “You mean the trap shooting and the golf?”  She hoped that was all he meant.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Are you bored with it already?”
 
   He kissed her hand.  “Not at all.  If we did it all over again tomorrow, that would be fine with me.”
 
   Daniel’s phone must have vibrated because he suddenly reached for it.  He read a text message.
 
   “It’s from my head of security,” he said.  “My guy Merrill wants me to call him back if I’m not busy.  Has some information I asked him about a few days ago.”
 
   “You better call him,” she said.
 
   Daniel placed the call, and from Daniel’s side of the conversation she could tell he was getting a report about his new limo driver, a man named Assam.  He seemed pleased with what he was hearing. 
 
   “So,” Daniel said into the phone, “bottom line.  He is exactly who he said he was.  That’s great, Merrill.  And thanks.  Have another doughnut on me this time.”  Daniel laughed and disconnected.  
 
   “I need to make another call, while this is on my mind.  Won’t take too long.”
 
   “No problem,” she said.  “I enjoy watching you work.”
 
   “This isn’t normal work really.  I’ve got to call my CFO about something personal.”
 
   When Daniel’s call had been answered, he asked a man named Mark if he had found out what price some limo service owner named Hogan wanted for his business.  As she listened, it became clear it was the limo service which Daniel employed and that the call had to do with the driver named Assam.  
 
   “Price seems fair,” Daniel said to his man.  “Go ahead and call Hogan back.  Tell him his favorite driver has the necessary backing and will buy his company at his asking price.  Make arrangements to help with the documentation and write a check to Assam for half the purchase price.  Use one of our affiliated entities for the check to mask my involvement.  Put the check in an envelope and have someone take it to Assam at the company’s dispatch office.  Include a note along with the check.  Say something like, ‘Congratulations; buy the limo business…and make it thrive.’”
 
   After answering a few more questions, Daniel thanked his CFO and disconnected. 
 
   By now it was solidly dark and she could see Daniel’s profile mostly by the light produced from nearby deck lamps.  Even in the patchy light, she could see a broad smile cover his face. 
 
   Apparently he noticed her studying him.  “What?” he asked.
 
   “I was just thinking I wouldn’t want to lose you.  There aren’t enough Daniel Goldmans in the world to waste one.”
 
   “Lose me?  You only just this week found me.  And I, you.  I guess you haven’t had time to learn I stick to a trail like a bloodhound, Rebecca.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-three
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   It was Saturday afternoon, the last day of their trip, and as Daniel lay lounging on the sky deck beside Rebecca, he saw Romani and Sharabani approaching them.  Romani had a huge smile on his face.  When he was standing over them, Romani said, “I understand my little ship may have become a love boat for you two?”
 
   Daniel smiled up at him.  “You spoke with the waiter, right?” 
 
   “Yes.  He said the temperature rose three degrees yesterday in the lounge in a matter of minutes.”
 
   “I think that may have been an exaggeration.  Did you notice anything like that, Rebecca?”  
 
   “No more than two degrees,” she said. “Two’s my limit.”
 
   “Well,” Romani said, “all joking aside, I’m extraordinarily pleased to have helped bring about a romantic encounter between two such beautiful people.  Perhaps you will invite me to your wedding?”
 
   Rebecca looked at Daniel and smiled.  “I can’t imagine leaving out someone of your stature, Vicente,” she said.
 
   “Good.  First, Daniel, let me bring you up to date about the attempts on your life earlier in the week.  The leader of that conspiracy, who it turns out was an oil industry consultant, has been located in his home country of Saudi Arabia.  He admitted he coordinated attempts on your life to prevent your financing the Aquarium Find.  First he bought off your regular limo driver, a man named Harold.  This Harold planted a tracking device on your assigned limo so you could be easily tracked.  They nearly managed to blow you up in that office building in down town Kansas City.  Then the Saudi tried again, in your hotel in Tel Aviv, where Marcel and Rock came to your rescue.  But you can put all this out of your mind now, Daniel, because the project financing is basically finalized.  Which means there will soon be no motive for anyone to try to prevent it.  They may try something else, but it should not involve you.  I am confident this is all behind you.”
 
   “That is good news, Vicente.  Did this Saudi oil consultant happen to go by the name Joe?”
 
   Romani seemed mildly shocked.  “Yes; he did.  Did you know him?”
 
   “Met him once.  You keep referring to him in the past tense.  Is he…”
 
   “Dead?  Yes.  I understand he resisted arrest in Saudi Arabia—right after his confession.  Tragic, really.  But at least your ordeal is over now.”
 
   Daniel wondered how you could resist arrest after making a confession.  This whole story made him feel like…like he was some kind of hill fought over by warring armies.  All he could think to say was, “Thank you, Vicente, for following up on it for me.”  
 
   He could tell Rebecca was confused by all this.  He smiled and nodded at her.  She seemed to understand that as a promise to explain later. 
 
   “You are most welcome, Daniel.  Now, let me take advantage of the short time I have left to claim your full attention.  It occurred to me that perhaps a little of my personal background might help you decide to…how do you Americans say it…to throw in with me.”  He looked at Rebecca.  “And, in light of my little Love Boat, this probably now affects you, too, Ms. Shaul.”
 
   “OK, Vicente, Rebecca and I are all ears.”
 
   “Another interesting American metaphor.”  Vicente looked at Akiva and smiled.  He then pulled up a nearby deck chair and sat facing Daniel and Rebecca.  “Well then, may I begin by telling you about the day of my birth?”
 
   Daniel noticed the mirth lines around Rebecca’s eyes.  She apparently thought the same thing he thought—that maybe Romani wasn’t finished joking with them just yet.
 
   “OK,” Daniel said.  “I guess that’s as good a place as any to begin, Vicente.”
 
   “Excellent.  I was born on the eve of the Yom Kippur War, the war which led to peace between Israel and Egypt.”  He paused as if to assess his impact.  Daniel realized he was not kidding.  Apparently, so did Rebecca.  The mirth lines instantly vanished.
 
   Romani continued.  “You will see why this is important when you understand a little bit about my father, Antonio Romani.  He was extremely wealthy and was a major benefactor to the Roman Catholic Church.  He was also a celebrity artist, I think you could describe him, which means he was famous but for reasons other than the quality of his paintings.  He painted in oils, mostly copying the works of the Old Masters from the Middle Ages—an era in which his own ancestors were already wealthy and prominent in Church affairs.  Just telling you this much will make it less surprising when I say he had a very romantic nature.  He fervently believed in prophesies and supernatural signs and such.”
 
   Again Romani paused and looked from one to the other.  He seemed to seek validation.  Daniel kept his expression neutral.
 
   Romani went on.  “He interpreted the fact that I was born on the eve of a war which led to peace in Israel to be a sign that I would one day facilitate an even greater peace.  A world-wide peace.  He impressed this belief upon me continually.  He was firmly convinced the timing of my birth meant I was destined to play a key role in the prophesied time of world-wide peace and prosperity which he called the ‘Millennium.’  I often think back on my years of growing up amid such constant affirmations.  Of course I never believed them for the same reasons he believed them.  But I did adopt his expectations for me—if you know what I mean.  So I prepared.  I prepared my mind and body from my earliest days.  When the time came, I was able to take the substantial inheritance my parents left me and vastly increase it.  Do you follow me so far?”
 
   “I do,” Daniel said.  “I understand about being prepared for something from childhood.”
 
   “I knew you would, Daniel.  When I grew up I became what many call disparagingly a corporate raider, which is a modern name for what my family had done in Europe for centuries.  My first deal was a gold mine in South Africa.  I did this within weeks after the horrible deaths of my parents.  It was a deal you would have been proud of, Daniel.  I practically stole the property!  It immediately increased my cash flow to the point I could basically do whatever I wanted from an investment stand point.  And it has continued to serve me well.  That gold in the ground provided the foundation for the gold-backed bonds which allowed me to help Greece stabilize their finances a few years ago.”
 
   “So you were the secret backer?”  Daniel asked.
 
   Romani smiled and nodded.  “I learned early on the value of operating undercover, as I believe you Americans would put it.  I have taken great pains to keep my personal identity secret while I carefully publicized my family name, building it into a world-wide brand.  It has worked.  Several years ago I semi-retired from the investment business and entered my field of destiny, international governance.  I formed the Roman Lake League and set about attracting nations to my cause.  My personal contacts and my family name and history—along with my gold-backed bonds—made it easy to obtain full cooperation from some of the ruling families surrounding the Mediterranean.  Families in Greece, Italy and Spain.  Those three nations appointed the League as their Governing Council.  We have been granted full sovereign power over those three, and we are but a signed document or two away from being officially appointed Governing Council by seven others—nations currently only Sustaining Members.  Since the Disappearance, it has become much easier to pursue my mission.”  He paused again, looking from Daniel to Rebecca.  
 
   “So,” Rebecca said, “what is your intention now?  You want to become world-wide emperor?”  She smiled warmly when she said that, but Daniel could tell she was at least partly serious.
 
   “Oh, no, no, Rebecca.  Of course not.  I want to become world-wide benefactor—just as my father always predicted I would become.  You understand, don’t you, Daniel?”
 
   Daniel nodded but said nothing.  In a contorted sort of way, what Romani described made some sense.  He looked up at Sharabani, who was still standing and still obviously concentrating on Daniel exclusively.  He noticed a faint echo of the stirring he’d felt when Sharabani had given his sermon in the ‘Coliseum.’  It wasn’t strong or over-powering, but it was noticeable.  
 
   “So,” Romani continued, “you probably already knew about Italy, Greece and Spain, and about the other seven or so countries.  But I doubt you know about Saudi Arabia, Turkey and even the United States.  That’s right, even America is considering becoming at least a Sustaining Member of the Roman Lake League.  You see, Daniel, only when we can speak for all the world’s major powers can our peace treaty with Israel have real staying power.  You can see this, can’t you?”
 
   Daniel nodded.
 
   “We’re even making progress in the rest of the Middle East.  It is true our efforts make some Muslim nations uncomfortable, but we will find a way to make sure they are happier than they are now.  And more docile.  And this brings me to you, Daniel.  I really need you.  The world needs you.”   
 
   Daniel took a minute to ponder Romani’s strange story.  “Vicente, I’m flattered you want me so badly.  I really am.  There can be no question about the importance or the need for what you are working on.  But, in business, I aways know when a deal makes sense.  It makes sense because neither party can go forward in their own best interest without the other.  Then nothing can stop the deal from coming together.  The problem with your offer to me is that I don’t see what prevents you from going forward without me.  That leaves the deal...with a weak foundation.”
 
   “I fully understand, Daniel.  I would have been disappointed if you had not said that.”
 
   Romani looked at Aviva and then back to Daniel.  “And so I’m about to share something with you that has been a guarded secret.”
 
   “Vicente,” Sharabani said, “are you sure you want to do this?”
 
   “I’m sure, My Friend.  Daniel, the Israeli Knesset has decided to hold a national referendum in Israel to determine whether the citizens want to sign the Mutual Defense Treaty we propose.  The results of that referendum will be considered binding on the Israeli leaders.  That referendum will be officially announced any day, without warning, and when it is announced, the national vote will take place just three days later.  That short time is considered best so as to limit anyone’s ability to launch an organized last-minute campaign to influence the outcome in either direction.  That’s why I have been in such a hurry.  Time is limited.  I must do everything possible to encourage the voters in Israel to approve the Mutual Defense Treaty—and this oil deal is one of those things.  And until the referendum I must do everything in my power to counter efforts to spread disinformation about the League by my enemies.  There are some who would poison that up-coming vote.  The world needs the referendum to go our way.  When it does, I will have it within my grasp to begin creating world-wide peace for the first time in human history.  And so, you’re right, Daniel, I do not need you to accomplish that.  But after Israel agrees, I will want other nations than my current ten to sign on.  And I will want to move quickly.  I will want your help to bring in the Americans, and I know you are personally acquainted with the new American President.  When he was still Vice President he was a good friend of the late Henry Sperling, your boss and mentor.  I will need your help to show him the wisdom of using the Roman Lake League as the vehicle to world peace.  If he can see it, he can then persuade the rest of your government to make America a Sustaining Member of the League—maybe even to appoint it as Governing Council.  Can you see all of this, Daniel?”
 
   Daniel nodded.
 
   “Good.  And don’t think I need you only for helping with your home country.  I will need you even more after everything is fully under way.  Without effective world finance, no peace can last, however logical.  That’s where you will come in.  You understand how to forge together disparate financial interests.  And you do that in a way that results in something greater than the sum of the constituent parts.  You have shown that repeatedly.  Applying skills you already possess, you will be at the center of global leadership.  You will be the League’s Senior Fellow for Finance and a member of the Steering Committee, along with Akiva and me.” 
 
   Daniel felt the pull even stronger now.  In a flash, he saw himself with Rebecca at his side as they travelled the globe doing more important work than anything World Opportunity could ever hope to perform.  He couldn’t see the downside—but he still felt uneasy about it.
 
   “Vicente, you make a very persuasive case.  Will you allow me to ponder it for a few days?”
 
   “Certainly, Daniel.  I just hope to have your answer soon, so we can get your costume ready.  I had not shared this with you yet, but we are planning a meticulously authentic costume party for this coming Wednesday, only four days from now.  Many world leaders will be in attendance.  I want you to attend, sitting alongside Akiva and me.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-four
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Daniel watched long shadows cast by the Roman Lake league ripple over the sea between the boat and the coast-line as the yacht lay at anchor in the Tel Aviv harbor.  It was about 6:30 Saturday evening.  He clutched a small travel bag Romani had given him containing changes of clothes for his trip back to the States.  
 
   As crew members were letting down the tender to take Daniel and Rebecca to the dock, Sharabani and Romani stepped up beside them.  Daniel turned to them and said, “This has been a fascinating trip.  And an extraordinarily profitable one for me—and for Rebecca’s company.  I want to thank you for that, Vicente.”
 
   “And now you know why I chose you, Daniel.  I hope you will soon make the right choice in return.”
 
   Daniel nodded and everyone shook hands all around.  “We really do appreciate your hospitality as well as the business opportunity,” Daniel said.  “Whether this turns out to have been a ‘love boat’ or not, it has certainly been a pleasant trip.”
 
   “My pleasure, Daniel—and Ms. Shaul.”  He bowed slightly toward Rebecca.  “I’m sure I don’t need to tell you that you should reel in this catch as quickly as possible.  Don’t let him get away.”
 
   “Thank you, Mr. Romani,” she said.  “I will keep that in mind.”
 
   They climbed down the ladder into the cabin cruiser and skimmed over the boat’s shadow toward the dock.  Because of the noise and the wind, they said little until they had docked and had taken several steps along the walkway toward the waiting limo.  
 
   “What did you think of our host?” Rebecca asked.
 
   “He is very proud of himself,” Daniel said.  “And he carefully reveals only what he wants to reveal.”
 
   “He is secretive.  Do you trust his motives?”
 
   Daniel looked at Rebecca.  “You don’t think he just wants to save the world?”  He raised his eyebrows as he said that.
 
   “Do you?”
 
   “Well, that’s not the only thing he wants.  I haven’t figured out everything he wants.  Certainly power is one thing.  But having power isn’t always bad.”
 
   “Unless you are the only one with it,” she said.    
 
   “Good point, Rebecca.  But even beyond geopolitical questions, I’m not completely comfortable with him.  I guess the main reason—despite his eloquent explanations—is why me?  Other investors had the resources to fund the oil deal.  I’m also sure there are many others who could to serve as CFO of his organization.  But he seems fixated on me and only me.  It’s a bit disconcerting to be this…this urgently courted.” 
 
   “That, too,” Rebecca said.
 
   “I just think Romani is hiding his real reason he wants me so badly.  He seems always to be masquerading, even when he wears his own face and uses his real name.”
 
   The limo driver was reaching for the rear door to let him and Rebecca in.  Just as he began helping Rebecca into the rear compartment of the limo, he heard the voice of Mr. Sperling coming from the air beside him.  “Richard Mazeurs was also masquerading.”
 
   He was sure Rebecca did not suspect anything strange had happened because he had learned to hide his shock at the voice.  He certainly wasn’t afraid she might have heard it.  But as he lowered himself into the seat beside Rebecca, he was almost physically dizzy.  He was certainly emotionally off-balance, not only because he was startled by the voice but because he so clearly remembered Richard Mazeurs.  Mazeurs was a crook who had tried to get him to betray Mr. Sperling in a business deal many months ago.  By mentioning him, was ‘the voice’ suggesting something about his own motives?  Was he about to finally betray his mentor?
 
   “You know, Daniel,” Rebecca said as she settled against him, “we didn’t make you a hotel reservation for tonight, which was probably smart, given what happened at the last hotel you checked into.  I have a spare bedroom.  Why don’t you stay with me tonight?”
 
   Daniel looked at her and smiled.  He had never been so grateful for such a simple, subject-changing invitation.  Forgetting all about Mazeurs, he pulled her tightly against him and gave her their longest kiss yet.  Still holding her against him, as light-heartedly as possible he said, “I thought you’d never ask.”  
 
    
 
   --------
 
    
 
   Rebecca hurried into her bedroom, shut the door behind her and leaned her back against it.  Her breath came quick and shallow.  She still felt the heat on her lips from Daniel’s kisses and the tingling along the skin of her sides and back from his caresses.  As her breathing finally came under control she went to her closet to finish taking off her robe—it already hung loose in front.  Beneath it she wore only the flimsy shorts and bare-midriff T-shirt she slept in.
 
   She lay back on her bed and looked up at the ceiling, where in the dark she could see nothing except the memory of their kissing and fondling—and of dinner and of walking and of talking before that.  Had she just now panicked or had she made a decision?  When she had turned from him almost in mid-kiss to retreat to her bedroom, what had he seen as he watched her back disappearing behind her door—a mature woman or a frightened little girl running away from something she obviously wanted as much as he did?
 
   She heard Daniel’s voice, very indistinctly, from the second bedroom next door.  She couldn’t tell if he was speaking or…maybe humming softly.  Should she get up and go to him?  There was no doubt in her mind that what she felt for Daniel Goldman was love.  Obviously not yet a deep love—they’d known each other for too brief a time for that—but love nonetheless.  And admiration.  And, yes, it would be nice to be the wife of a rich and powerful man.  Especially since she still suspected he was ‘remarkable’ in the code-speak way in which the rabbi used the word.  He could not have done some of the things he’d done otherwise.  She wanted to be part of that.  And why shouldn’t she get up and go to him?  Grandma Rachael certainly would.  Maybe now was the time to fan the Bohemian fire, not throw cold water on it.  
 
   She got out of bed and started toward her closet to get her robe, but then she stopped, deciding she wouldn’t need it.  When he saw her dressed just the way she was, he would have no doubts about why she was there.  She imagined knocking softly on his door and then stepping just inside, standing framed by the faint glow coming from the bathroom night-light behind her, letting him take in the sight.  
 
   She flipped on her own bedside lamp and appraised herself in the dresser mirror.  She smoothed her hair.  Pulled her shoulders back.  What she saw looking back at her from the mirror would definitely do the trick.
 
   She turned off the light and went to the door.  She grasped the knob and then stopped.  Who was she kidding?  After so many years, she couldn’t make a decision this irretrievable in the heat of the moment.  If she did, no matter what happened next, there would be no way to avoid regret afterwards, and she didn’t want regret to have any part of her feelings for Daniel. 
 
   Reluctantly she returned to bed and covered her face with her pillow, hoping for sleep.  
 
    
 
   --------
 
    
 
   Sunday morning sunshine fell across her eyes from slats covering her window and awakened her.  As soon as consciousness had fully returned she became aware of Daniel moving around in the space serving as living room and kitchen across the hall from her bedroom.  In another moment she remembered he’d be leaving today.  
 
   She looked at the empty side of her bed and knew she had made a mistake the night before.  He shouldn’t be returning to his fast-paced world of high finance with nothing to remember her by except a few kisses.  Nice kisses, to be sure, but only kisses.  
 
   By the time she had brushed her teeth and put on her robe, she had forcefully rejected panic several times.  By the time she had opened her bedroom door and stepped out to see Daniel turning from her cabinet with a box of shredded wheat in his hand, she had managed to conjure a timid hope she’d get another chance.
 
   “Morning, Rebecca.”
 
   “Good morning.”
 
   “I have a great idea,” Daniel said.  His eyes twinkled.  “I want you to come home with me.”
 
   Her eyes went wide.  She couldn’t say anything at the moment because the proper response required more nuance than she could manage in an instant.
 
   Apparently misunderstanding her wide-eyed response, he said, “Oh, I didn’t mean for you to stay in my house.  I have a guest house.  It has three bedrooms, a full kitchen, library, great room, media room, swimming pool, tennis court…
 
   “OK, OK; I don’t need a realtor.”  She tried to laugh, making sure he knew she was teasing, but it came out more like a snort.  “It sounds wonderful, Daniel…but I…I don’t work for myself.”
 
   “You’ve been away for less than a week.  Besides, you’ve been on the job the whole time.  You haven’t been on a real vacation.  Your boss will understand—and if not, I think I’m in a position to make him understand.”
 
   Rebecca couldn’t believe her good fortune.  “OK,” she said.  “I guess I could go get my phone and call Mr. Swanson.  I could put it on speaker and have you quietly listen in.  Then if you hear him balking, you could think of a polite way to…”  She made little quotation marks with her fingers in the air.  “…make him understand.”
 
   “Exactly.  So, you’ll come?”
 
   She pushed her mind at a frantic pace.  Finally, she said, “On one condition.  You have to tell me why you want me to go with you.”
 
   “That’s easy, Rebecca.  I’m simply not willing to risk losing you by letting you out of my sight.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-five
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Certain elements in the New Israelites are getting crazier, Signore Romani.  More of them are becoming irrational, thinking a real Jewish Messiah is about to beam down or something.”
 
   Romani felt his blood pressure spike.  First, the national referendum in Israel on the question of the Mutual Defense Treaty had been announced this morning.  The three-day countdown had begun.  Which meant all polls had to be blacked out until the vote.  And now this comment from Virgil.  If they had not been surrounded by the Mediterranean Sea, maybe a third of the way back to Italy after having dropped off Daniel and Rebecca, perhaps these first irritating words out of Virgil’s mouth—as opposed to, maybe, ‘hello,’ –would not have affected him so intensely.  But, constrained as he was by geography as well as time...  
 
   Calmly sipping his wine, he took a moment to hide his impatience.  “We understand, Virgil.”  He spoke Italian, as had his employee.  “We have read your memos.  There were always some who were literalists.  Believed they had a Messiah coming down from heaven or some such thing, based on their various holy books.  The Christian version of these throw-backs is gone, but not all the Jewish and Muslim versions.”  
 
   “Yes, Signore,” his subordinate said.  
 
   Romani turned to Akiva, who sat close enough beside him that his security man could see them both during their Facetime conference.  Akiva nodded at the camera.  Romani turned back to his security man.  “But most of the New Israelites are still willing to give a more modern interpretation to their holy book, right?”
 
   “I hope it’s still most, Signore Romani.  But I’m not sure anymore.”
 
   “Well, I am, Virgil,” Romani said.  Having affirmed confidence, he felt it.  Breathed deeper.  “That’s why New Israelites members have been among my strongest supporters.  They allow for non-literal fulfillment of their particular prophecies, if they pay any attention to them at all.  That can still be useful to us.”
 
   “Yes, Signore.  The New Israelites recruits from inside the Israeli government are strong supporters,” Virgil said.  “You brought them the largest oil find in the Middle East—not to mention your effort to lift from their shoulders all responsibility for their own military defense.  These are enough to convince many who still care about ancient prophesies you are a symbolic fulfillment.  I just don’t know if they’re in the majority anymore.  Magid may be gaining sway with his Fundamentalism.”
 
   “I appreciate your vigilance, Virgil,” Romani said.  “I really do.  Just don’t let vigilance become paranoia, OK?  That’s my job.  You have real issues to deal with and not much time in which to do so.”
 
   “You need to see something, Signore.”  Virgil held up his smart phone so Romani could see it through the computer link.  He then slowly scrolled through photos of printed pages.  
 
   Romani studied the pages as they flipped by.  “I commissioned that!  That is the research on Daniel Goldman we ‘accidentally’ allowed into the hands of the New Israelites—to help convince them of our good intentions toward Israel.”  He looked to Akiva for support.
 
   “That is correct, Virgil,” Akiva added.  “You helped us plant that report, remember?  We wanted them to know we were bringing in the best private equity man in the world, an American who happens to be ethnically Jewish?  One more way to put their minds at ease about us?”
 
   “Exactly,” Romani said.  He felt vindicated.  “So why are you showing this to us now?”
 
   “Do you know where this copy was found?”
 
   “Guess not, Virgil,” Romani said.  “You will probably tell me fairly soon.”
 
   “Signore Semmel’s personal secretary found it in Rebecca Shaul’s desk early this morning.  She took these pictures on her phone, sent them to Signore Semmel, who then sent them to me.  I was told that hand written on a sticky note inside the folder containing this copy of our report was a phone number for a man named Silvers.  Silvers is one of the New Israelites leaders who speaks critically of us on occasion.  I’ve just discovered Silvers is Ms. Shaul’s New Israelites sponsor.” 
 
   Romani became a bit more concerned.  He had not suspected any connection between Rebecca Shaul and any New Israelites who were suspicious of him.  He was concerned—but not panicked.
 
   “And this was in the same folder,” Virgil said.  He continued to scroll through photos of printed sheets on his phone.  Vicente could see instantly it was a file on himself.
 
   “All this was in Ms. Shaul’s desk?” Romani asked.
 
   “Yes, Signore.  In light of the phone conversation with her father on her first night aboard The Roman Lake League, I think there can be no doubt now.  That conversation revealed nothing really suspicious—only suggestive, perhaps—but this puts it in a different light.”
 
   “From what I could see in my quick scan of that file on me,” Romani said, “it contains nothing negative.”
 
   “No, Signore; nothing negative.  But it does suggest some among the New Israelites are less comfortable with us than we hoped.  Otherwise, why would they feel compelled to gather research on you?”
 
   Akiva leaned in toward the camera and said, “So you think GAI is turning against us?”
 
   “No, Signore Sharabani,” Virgil said.  “I have no reason to doubt the loyalty of any other GAI employee.  And there is certainly no doubt about their CEO, Signore Semmel.  He is still a committed admirer.  He is how we know what is in Ms. Shaul’s desk.  But about Rebecca Shaul herself—yes, Signore.  I think she has become not only disloyal to her employer but sympathetic to your enemies.”
 
   Romani wanted to smash the computer he and Akiva both faced.  Instead he breathed deeply, thanked his security chief and said he would get back to him about what he had just told them.  He signed off and turned to Akiva.  “Well, my friend.  If we could have learned about Ms. Shaul just a couple of days earlier, we could have asked her politely what she knows about these New Israelites developments!”
 
   “Yes.  Very politely.  So politely she would have been breathless with excitement to tell us everything.”
 
   Romani finished his wine and set the empty glass down beside the computer.  “The sand flows rapidly through the hour glass now.  Since the polls can no longer be published, we have no choice but to rely on inside information.  Your source is certain the blacked-out overnight polls still showed us winning?”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Part Three: Daniel Courting
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-six
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Rebecca awoke to a strange sound coming through the wall behind her head.  She listened to it for several seconds before recognizing it as a shovel scooping and then tossing something in a fairly steady rhythm.  Then she remembered where she was—in the master bedroom of Daniel Goldman’s guest house.
 
   Guest house!  The bed she was in had to be more than twice the size of hers at home, and the arched ceiling above her would have protruded through both floors and the attic in her Tel Aviv apartment building.  She stretched and smiled as she looked at the unused expanse of bed beside her.  If she had been a kitten she would have purred.  
 
   While on the flight from Tel Aviv, Daniel had arranged a meeting in his office with several of his staff for eleven O’clock this morning so they could finalize the oil deal paperwork.  But he had promised to spend time with her before then.  She decided to claim that time without delay.
 
   She rolled out of bed and peeked out the window in the direction of the shovel-sound.  She couldn’t see the shoveler, who must have been just out of sight to her left, but she had a great view of the lake.  And now in daylight she could see another estate on the other side of it about the same size as Daniel’s.  The night before she’d been barely able to see anything in the dark.  After the plane had touched down at Wheeler Airport, he had taken her—in a private limo—for a long tour of the area before an early dinner at a place called Piropos’s, which could not have been more than a couple of miles off the end of the runway where they had started the tour.  It was an Argentinean restaurant overlooking Kansas City from just north of the Missouri River.  They had taken their time eating and sipping wine and then had toured for another couple of hours before finally driving north to Daniel’s country estate.  Then he had escorted her to the guest house, had looked around to make sure she had everything she needed, and left. 
 
   She turned from the window and studied the whole room.  It was huge.  Had a fireplace.  And the furniture shouted expensive.  And the appointments obviously reflected a woman’s touch—Mrs. Harper, no doubt.  She looked again at her half-rumpled bed and wondered how big Daniel’s must be.  Last night, when he’d escorted her here, she had been glad he hadn’t wanted to take up where they’d left off at her apartment the night before.  She had needed one more night to think everything through.  
 
   Well, she had now been granted that night.  
 
   Without further hesitation, she picked up her phone and pressed Daniel’s number.  
 
    
 
   --------
 
    
 
   Daniel’s eyes snapped open.  He saw the sunlight reflecting across the ceiling above his bed.  He was reminded of waking almost the same way exactly a week earlier, except this time he awoke not to the sound of Mr. Sperling’s voice but to his own ringing phone.
 
   He lifted the phone, glanced at the display window and said.  “Morning Rebecca.”
 
   “My room is nice, but I want to come over and see yours.” 
 
   Daniel blinked.  “Now?” he asked.
 
   She laughed.  “I’m thinking maybe in thirty minutes.  I need to be more…presentable first.”
 
   “OK.  I’ll do the same thing and come escort you over.”
 
   “I need an escort in the daylight?  You got a mean dog or something?”
 
   “No.  I have Mr. and Mrs. Harper.  They haven’t met you yet.”
 
   “OK.  Are they dangerous to strangers?”
 
   “Wouldn’t want to test it.  I’ll get around as soon as I can and come get you.”
 
   “Good.  See you then,” she said, and clicked off.
 
   Daniel smiled up at the ceiling and hurried out of bed and into his bathroom.  Only after he had started the shower did he remember he had yet to keep his implied promise and tell Rebecca about the dump truck bomb.  He had also planned to tell her other personal things.  Like the fact he was hearing voices and meeting with a non-existent man named Michael.  If they were to have a relationship, he owed her honesty from the start.  That slowed him down a bit.  He still wanted to see her, of course, but he needed maybe a few extra minutes to formulate his…confession.  
 
    
 
   --------
 
    
 
   After only a half dozen steps into Daniel’s master bedroom, Rebecca stopped and, with her hands on her hips, swiveled around, taking it all in.
 
   “My goodness,” she said, “you need a golf cart to get around in here.  You ever feel lonely rattling around in this much space?”
 
   “I hadn’t noticed that before.  Probably will now.”
 
   She smiled and started slowly toward the fireplace arrangement, looking around at rugs and wall coverings and furniture as she went.  
 
   A moment earlier, on the walk back from the guest house with Rebecca, Daniel had thought there was something different about her.  She was beautiful as always, but she…had moved differently.  He’d decided maybe she swayed a bit more than usual.  He thought she still did.  
 
   When she reached the fireplace, with a sweep of her hand she indicated the small potted plants and cut flowers decorating the fireplace seating.  “Mrs. Harper, right?” she said.  
 
   “Right.  She takes good care of me.”
 
   She nodded and continued her unhurried tour of his bedroom.
 
   It wasn’t just her sensuous walk that accounted for his soaring expectations.  When crossing through his entry hall a moment ago she had asked to see the master bedroom first, before touring the main floor.  In the back of his mind the possible message in that had quickly become an insistent goad.  It had been all he could do to avoid bounding up the stairs two at a time.
 
   “What kind of trees are these?” Now she stood at the far end of the bedroom, by a window over-looking the guest house, pointing to a group of dwarf trees in floor-standing bronze pots.
 
   “John Harper came home with those last spring.  I haven’t the foggiest what they’re called.”
 
   “Why doesn’t that surprise me?  High-powered businessmen can’t be expected to clutter their minds with trivia.” Rebecca smiled sweetly as she walked across the room to peer into his bathroom.  Over her shoulder she said, “I bet you left towels on the floor and shaving stuff scattered all over the countertops.”  She disappeared inside.
 
   As he awaited the results of Rebecca’s impromptu inspection, his heart racing, he patted himself on the back for not initiating any mood-breaking confession on the short walk over.
 
   She emerged from his bathroom. “I stand corrected, Daniel,” she said.  “Your bathroom is very neat.  Now, how about that bed?”
 
   She came back toward him, passed him by and was heading straight toward his un-made bed when her attention was captured by the book shelves in his reading area overlooking the lake.  She veered over to the shelves and began examining the book titles.  After a moment, she said, “Most of these make sense.  Business books, detective novels—but Quantum Physics?  Chaos Theory?  Unfurled Dimensions? Astrophysics and Cosmology?  Unusual topics for a businessman.”
 
   “Kind of a hobby.  I can follow most of it, except some of the math.  I struggle there.”
 
   “No wonder.  Can’t be more than a few thousand people in the world who can follow all that math.”
 
   Daniel saw her eyes go to a framed photo of an attractive young woman on the table beside his reading chair.
 
   “And who might this be?” she asked.  “I admire your taste, but isn’t she a bit young for you?”
 
   “That was taken years ago.  She was my fiancée.”
 
   “I guess it didn’t work out.  Wikipedia doesn’t say anything about any Mrs. Goldman, past or present.”
 
   “Well, she died before we could be married.”
 
   Her flippant attitude instantly changed to earnest concern.  “Oh, Daniel.  I’m so sorry.  I didn’t mean to…”
 
   “That’s OK, Rebecca.  It happened many years ago.  I probably should have told you about her earlier.  When you told me of your tragedy.”
 
   “You want to tell me now?”
 
   “Her name was Amy Jordan.  Just weeks before we were to be married, Amy and her father took a trip to the Holy Lands.  He was a rabbi.  Just the two of them went.  Her mother liked the idea of the two of them making a trip like that before she married.  She and her father were having lunch in a small café in Sderot just outside the Gaza Strip when three gunmen entered.  It was later determined they were Palestinians.  One of the men sealed the door while the other two began killing all the men with automatic weapons.  Amy’s father was among them.  We know all this because the shop owner had a security camera.  They then herded a half dozen of the young women, including Amy, into a van parked just outside the restaurant.  As far as I know, none of the women has been heard from since.  Certainly Amy never has.  I don’t know why they took them.  There was never any ransom demand.  Of course, the terrorists would have had no way to connect Amy to me.  They couldn’t have known I could have got Mr. Sperling to pay almost anything to get her back.  They probably had special uses for her and the others…before they killed them.  The fact that they were Jewish was apparently enough for them.  Amy’s mother and the rest of her family assumed she was dead after a few weeks went by without news.  I was not convinced for years.  So I…waited for her, I guess.  A couple of years ago I decided the wait was over.  But I just never considered allowing myself the luxury of building another relationship like the one Amy and I had.  Until now.”
 
   Rebecca smiled at him.  “I like that ‘until now’ part.  We have such similar stories, Daniel.  When my mother and her parents were all killed in the suicide bombing, I was even younger than you were when you suffered your loss.” 
 
   “At any age losing loved ones is devastating.” 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   They were both quiet for a moment.  Rebecca asked, “How long did you and Amy date before becoming engaged?”
 
   “Not that long, really.  Her father was a conservative rabbi, so she…we…decided we would abide by his old-fashioned notions.  That caused us to be somewhat in a hurry to make it legal.”  He grinned at her.  “You understand?”
 
   She smiled sweetly back at him.  “I think I do.”  
 
   “Your father isn’t a rabbi, too, is he Rebecca?” Daniel chuckled.
 
   “No.  He’s pretty religious, though.  But…I’m a bit older than Amy was.”
 
   She came toward Daniel, the sway definitely still there, and kissed him.  She ran her hands over his shoulders and down his back as she did.  
 
   Finally Rebecca pulled away from the kiss and said, “There.”  She pointed toward his bed.  “Just as I thought.  That bed is the size of a handball court.”  She walked toward it.  Daniel followed her and caught up with her just as she stopped beside the rumpled mess where he’d slept.  She turned toward him and they kissed again.
 
   Suddenly there was a knock at the door.
 
   Daniel took a moment to compose himself and backed out of the alcove a few feet closer to the entrance.  “Who is it?” he asked.
 
   Mrs. Harper’s head emerged just barely into the room.  She faced the fireplace and hadn’t seen Daniel.  She wouldn’t be able to see Rebecca from her angle even if she had looked to her right.  “Were you ever going to introduce your house guest, Mr. Goldman?” she said, and pulled back out of view.  
 
   He turned to Rebecca and whispered, “That would be my housekeeper, Mrs. Harper.  Lovely woman.  She can be a bit nosy, but she means well.”
 
   Mrs. Harper came bursting into the room, carrying a large silver tray filled with glasses and bowls and a variety of plates, and headed straight toward the fireplace seating.  She didn’t look in Daniel’s direction.
 
   “You’ve been here since late last night and it’s already after nine AM,” she said.  “So I decided to take matters into my own hands.  Besides, I’ve got to earn my keep.  I have assembled a little breakfast.  Scrambled eggs, Mediterranean olives, goat cheese, goose pate, and a delicious Chateau d Yquem Sauternes for a little morning pick-me-up.  And coffee, of course.”  With her back still to Daniel, she began setting out three place servings on the coffee table.
 
   “Ah, I see you’re in your French mood, Mrs. Harper?” Daniel said.  Rebecca had now emerged from the bed alcove and stood beside him.
 
   “You know, Daniel, I think we should invite your guest over and take our brunch here in your room.”  She straightened up and turned toward Daniel.  When she saw Rebecca, she said, “My, my!  When I first glimpsed your friend last night going into the guest house, I thought she might be French.”
 
   “Not French,” Rebecca said, shaking her head.  “Israeli.  But I like French food.”
 
   “Well at least you’re international.  I’m Izzy Harper, Mr. Goldman’s head housekeeper.”  She approached Rebecca and put out her hand.  
 
   “I’m Rebecca Shaul, from Tel Aviv.”  
 
   “You are my only housekeeper,” Daniel said.  “And you are more than sufficient.”
 
   “Thank you, Mr. Goldman.  Would you two mind if I joined you for breakfast?  I’d invite Mr. Harper too, but he’s too busy shoveling dried manure over at the guest house.  Hoping for a glimpse of the French woman, I presume.” 
 
   They all pulled chairs around the coffee table and Mrs. Harper began to dispense the flatware in their napkin bundles.  “You know Ms. Shaul, when I was maybe a few years younger than you I went to work for Mr. Henry Sperling.  John and I got to travel to exotic places around the world several times with him even before Mr. Goldman was born.  He was always very generous with the Mister and me.” 
 
   “I enjoy travel, too,” Rebecca said.  “This is the first time I ever got to travel in a private jet.”  She smiled over at Daniel.  “Daniel is pretty generous, too, I think.”
 
   “No doubt, Dear.  He learned from his father.  And Mr. Sperling.  So, you say you are Jewish?”
 
   “I am.  Born in Israel.”
 
   “What do you do, if I may ask, Ms. Shaul?”
 
   “Please call me Rebecca.  I work for an oil and gas exploration firm.  I’m in marketing.”
 
   “And how did you meet Daniel?”
 
   “Ladies,” Daniel said, “I’m actually right here.  I can hear you both.  These third person references are a bit grating.”
 
   “Oh,” Mrs. Harper said, “we’ll get you involved at the proper time.  Scrambled eggs, Rebecca?”
 
   “Yes, please.”
 
   “Daniel?”
 
   “I’ll have some of everything, Mrs. Harper.”
 
   “OK.” She began filling the plates.  “Where were we?  Oh, so how did you two meet?”
 
   “Daniel is involved in a project my firm manages.  In Israel.  We met there.”
 
   “Oh, that’s exciting.  Mr. Goldman texted me last week that he would be gone for a few days.  On a yacht to Italy, he said.  Were you with him there, too?”
 
   “I was.”
 
   “Ah,” she said and smiled at both of them.  “I think I understand.  You know, I’m so very glad to see Daniel meet such a beautiful friend.  I’ve been hoping there would one day be a mistress of this place.”
 
   Daniel nearly choked on his pate and cracker.  “Mrs. Harper, please.  Rebecca doesn’t know you yet.  She may think you’re being serious.”
 
   “I am, Daniel.  Now, don’t get me wrong.  You’re a wonderful young man, and a generous employer.  The Mister and I both love working here.  But this place needs someone like this…”she pointed to Rebecca…”to make it a real home.”  
 
   Daniel shook his head and smiled at Rebecca.  “What can I say?”
 
   “You don’t need to say anything,” Rebecca said.  “Don’t you think a woman should be able to speak her mind?”
 
   Daniel nodded.  Couldn’t think of anything to say to that.
 
   “You know, Rebecca,” Mrs. Harper said, “I have a great idea.  I presume you’ll be staying with us for a while.  Why don’t we double-date tonight?  I’ll get Mr. Harper cleaned up from his manure and we can let Mr. Goldman take us to some really romantic place.  And expensive.  How would that be?”
 
   “I’d like that, Mrs. Harper.  Daniel?”
 
   “Sure.  Why not?”
 
   Mrs. Harper beamed at Rebecca.  “Good.  I’ll make the reservations.  And please, Dear; call me Izzy.”
 
   “Well, Izzy, I just thought of something.  You said ‘expensive’?  I didn’t bring much of a wardrobe with me.  Maybe we should go to a more informal restaurant.”
 
   “Oh, don’t worry about that.  Mr. Goldman will be glad to give you a spare credit card and we can go shopping this afternoon.  I imagine almost anything will look good draped over that body, Dear.”
 
   Shaking her head, Rebecca said, “I don’t know…” 
 
   “Don’t worry about it, Rebecca,” Daniel said.  “That’s a good idea.  Izzy knows where I keep cards for emergency purposes in my office.  She’ll take care of you.  Izzy, can Mr. Harper get cleaned up in time to drive the two of you?  If not, I could call Metropolitan Limo.  I’d rather the two of you not walk around alone.” 
 
   “I think I can clean him up.  His quantity of manure was limited.  And, besides, we ladies will not be as helpless as you think, young man.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-seven
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Vicente assumed the ready position, sabre angled toward his opponent, his right leg advanced and bent at the knee, his left fist behind him against his left hip.  Nine meters away Henre did likewise.  Vicente slid forward rapidly, only a few paces, feeling his body cord slide smoothly behind him.  He stopped abruptly and shuffled back one pace.  Perhaps a taunt first.  “You frightened now, Henre?  Only one touch left?”
 
   Henre did seem to lose a bit of his concentration at that.  “No, Vicente.  You have lost a step in the five years you’ve been my student.  Your defeat is imminent.”
 
   Maybe one more distraction.  “Watch us very closely now, Akiva.  As our referee, you must be prepared to determine right of way.”
 
   “I will, My Friend.”
 
   Now!  Romani came forward with all the quickness he had.  His sabre slashed from Henre’s left, was parried deftly, but his own lightning riposte struck Henre’s metallic scoring jacket.  The light lit.
 
   “Yes!” he yelled.  He turned toward Akiva, arms above his head in victory.  “I am still good!”
 
   “You are still the best, My Friend,” Akiva said.
 
   “And Henre thought I was getting old.” 
 
   “Well,” Henre said, “age has slowed you down, Signore.  But wisdom has sharpened you up.  You seem to know what I will do before I do.”
 
   “You do not say that just because I am your employer?”
 
   “I would not do that, Vicente.  You are still very good.”
 
   “Thank you.  Thank you.”  He made little bows to an imaginary audience.  “Until next time, Henre.”
 
   “Very good, Signore.”
 
   Henre made a slight bow and left the gym.  Vicente removed his gear, laid aside his sabre and motioned to Akiva to follow him through the connecting glass door into his garden room.
 
   “Akiva, you are still a young man.  You should take up the sport.”
 
   “Perhaps it is not my forte, My Friend.”
 
   Romani grinned at him.  “Perhaps not.  I need you for your spiritual insight, not your martial skills.”
 
   The two men took seats around the serving table set up for them.
 
   Romani poured himself a glass of wine from the crystal decanter and lazily looked around at the varied splotches and streaks the sun splashed over bowls, plates, dishes, and glasses adorning his antique table.  He wasn’t worried that his current state bordered on giddiness—despite having plunged so near despair only hours earlier when speaking to Virgil.  He had every right to his happiness.  Now that he was back home, where he could more readily stay on top of things.  And enjoy a good early-afternoon snack prepared by his own five-star chef—right after relieving the last of his tension in his own professional fencing hall.  
 
   Akiva already had his mouth full of lamb sausage and was chewing with extra vigor.  Romani suspected his friend had just thought of something important to say and was trying desperately to clear the way for it.  Finally, Akiva swallowed and said, “When will Marcel and the Rock speak to Semmel?”
 
   “They’re going over there as soon as he comes back to the office.  GAI’s boss doesn’t work that hard anymore.  He takes extraordinary lunch breaks.  This one has been four hours long already and counting.  But we expect him back any time.  Probably just in time to watch everyone go home for the day.”
 
   “Rebecca Shaul could not have fled because she suspected we knew about her.”  
 
   Akiva said this as a statement, but Romani knew it was actually a question.  “No, Akiva.  She could not have suspected anything.  Marcel said she was the only thing missing from her apartment.  There were no indications of any desperate flight or permanent absence.  I believe she has just decided to extend her vacation.  Semmel will know—or can find out—where she went.” 
 
   On the verge of choking, Akiva took a drink of water and finally managed to say, “Are you having second thoughts, Vicente, about using the New Israelites to advance the Treaty?”
 
   “No, Akiva.  If we made a mistake, it was in underestimating Kagan Magid’s influence on that otherwise useful organization.”  
 
   Akiva nodded and loaded his mouth with a slice of crumb cake.  Around the food he said, “At least my source reports the over-night polls in Israel were quite favorable.  If the vote were to take place today, we would win handily.”
 
   “I know.  I saw your text.  And I am determined to keep it that way for the next two days.”
 
   “The national vote will take place on the same day as our celebration.  Kind of an omen, would you not agree?”
 
   “It was my father who believed in omens, Akiva.  I believe only in decisive action.  Kagan Magid is the center of our New Israelites problem.  So it is against him we will take action.”  
 
   Akiva nodded.  Between bites he said, “It does not matter, Vicente.  Even if some of the New Israelites were to find something they considered objectionable about us, they are too late now.  The unreported polls confirm everything continues in our favor.  The Treaty will be approved when the vote takes place two days from now.”
 
   “I admire your confidence, My Friend, but—now don’t take this the wrong way—but remember what I just said about your martial abilities?”
 
   Akiva shrugged and took another bite.
 
   “You are naïve sometimes, Akiva, because you have such a trusting spirit.  Things go our way only because I do not have a trusting spirit.  That’s why I have managed to learn something I have not yet shared even with you.”
 
   Akiva stopped chewing and looked at Romani.
 
   “We learned yesterday evening the rabbi prides himself on his use of modern technology.  Uses the Internet.  He also has a smart phone.  Tweets out short comments to his followers from time to time.  Keeps his phone near him at all times.”
 
   Akiva still just looked at him.
 
   Romani’s smile grew even wider.  “My Friend, your expression reveals you know even less about modern technology than I did before my recent enlightenment.  I just learned about portable fake cell towers.  For a few thousand dollars, they can enable a hacker to turn a cell phone into an electronic eavesdropping device.  Since Marcel and the Rock were already conveniently there in Tel Aviv to speak with Ms. Shaul, some of Virgil’s smart young assistants sent them the necessary equipment via one of our own jets over night.  The instructions for its use must have been fairly simple, because they have already electronically captured the rabbi’s phone.  And this morning we learned the rabbi has begun granting private interviews with various New Israelites members.  We cannot yet capture in-coming calls, but I’m told that will come soon.  In the meantime we will just have Marcel and the Rock keep a close but discrete eye on him as we monitor his out-going calls.  That way if he identifies any others who might become problems in the next couple of days, we can deal with them, too.”
 
   “You are very thorough, Vicente.  And I admire your grasp of modern techniques.”
 
   “I do not really grasp modern techniques, Akiva, but I do control people who do.  And I certainly know this much.  This Treaty is the first step in all our plans, and I will…”  He slashed his arm viciously through the air, twice, as if still holding his sabre…  “I will allow nothing and no one to threaten it.”
 
   He smiled at Akiva, certain his own fierce confidence rested on solid ground.  Vicente was the most stable personality in human history.  Not given to flights of fancy.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-eight
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “I wouldn’t want you to think Kansas City is an awful place, Rebecca, just because I gave you that pepper spray canister.  It’s just that, especially since the Disappearance, you know, mingling in a crowd of unknown people seems kind of…”
 
   “I understand, Izzy.  I’ll keep it in my purse when we go shopping.  And thank you.”
 
   They had returned to the guest house after breakfast while Daniel had gone to his office to prepare for his meeting.  Izzy was helping her arrange the guest house to better personalize it to her. 
 
   “And I’m really glad you are Jewish,” Izzy said.  “That’s one more reason you should become the mistress of our estate.  You could be a good influence on Daniel.  He’s Jewish, too, you know.” 
 
   Rebecca smiled at her.  “Yes; I know.  And thank you, Izzy.  You make me feel very welcome—and important.  But I don’t see anything wrong with Daniel.  Why do you think he needs any influence?”
 
   “Oh, there’s nothing wrong with him, Dear.  But there is something missing.  Don’t you sense it?  A kind of sadness?”
 
   “Well, I think I know what you mean.  I wouldn’t have called it sadness.  To me it just seemed like…maybe loneliness.”
 
   “Almost the same thing.  Would you hand me those towels?  I think they’d look more feminine than these.”
 
   Rebecca reached into the lower drawer of the linen closet of the master bath and pulled up a stack of pink and yellow towels.  She handed them to Izzy, who began to spread them out on the various towel racks.
 
   “I’ve known Daniel all his life,” Izzy said.  “Mr. Harper and I worked for the Sperling’s even before they lived in the estate next door.  After Daniel’s parents were killed, the Sperlings took him in.  Raised him as their own.  So, although Daniel has always had money, he’s not always lived a rich life, if you know what I mean.  Not with the loss of his parents and the high expectations placed on him at such a young age.  But lately, I think it’s gotten even harder for him.  He seems…troubled isn’t the word.  Sad probably isn’t either, as I think about it.  But I think it’s more than just loneliness.  It’s more like a sense of…guilt maybe.”
 
   “I wouldn’t have thought of that.  What could he feel guilty about?”
 
   “Well, I don’t know if he told you, but Mr. and Mrs. Sperling were taken in the Disappearance.”
 
   “I had known that.  And, yes, he did tell me.”
 
   “Well, I think Daniel considers it a personal failure that they were taken and he was left.  I don’t think he would ever admit it.  He might not even realize it.  But I think that works on him.”
 
   “You mean he considers it his fault they were taken?”
 
   “No.  I think he believes he should have gone with them.”
 
   “But Daniel is Jewish,” Rebecca said.  “Why would he expect to be taken?  Most Jews are still here.”
 
   Izzy finished wiping off the tile in the shower, straightened up and looked at Rebecca.  “You want to have a serious talk with an old woman you just met?”
 
   “I’d love to,” Rebecca said.
 
   “Let’s go to the fireplace.”
 
   When Izzy had adjusted the chairs to her liking, she said, “Mr. Sperling left me a voice message just before he was taken.  He left Daniel one as well.”
 
   “He didn’t mention that to me.”
 
   “I know Daniel got a final message because of what Mr. Sperling said in the one he left me.  I don’t know why, but Daniel and I have never spoken about it since.  Would you like to hear what Mr. Sperling said to me?”
 
   “Yes; I would.”
 
   Izzy took her phone out of the pocket of her dress and called up the message.  She adjusted the volume so they could both hear.  A man’s voice said, “Well, Izzy, I guess no one’s going to answer their phones today.  I had to leave a message for Daniel a little bit ago.  And by the way, I didn’t get around to saying something to him I should have, and I have to run now to another meeting.  So, if you see him before I do, tell him I hold nothing against him.  Say I know he didn’t intend to insult me before I left for this trip.  Anyway, I have just enough time to leave you a message.  OK…now I don’t want you to worry about me, Izzy…and don’t start crying…I expect to see you very soon…but, you know, none of us knows what will happen three minutes from now.  Well, anyway, I just needed to tell you something.  I know you and your Mister are good church-goers, so I’m sure you understand this…but, well, I just felt compelled to remind you to keep one thing in mind.  Jesus is not just the savior.  He is your savior.  That’s greatly important.  Make it personal, not general.  And that’s my little sermon for today.  Don’t know why that couldn’t wait until I got home, but it couldn’t.  Anyway, I feel better now.  And tell your Mister about it, too.  And tell Daniel what I said about his supposed insult if you see him before I do.  See you all soon.”
 
   That was the end of the message.  Izzy put her phone away and looked at Rebecca.  Tears welled in the housekeeper’s eyes.
 
   “He sounds like a very wise and kind man,” Rebecca said.
 
   “He was—on both accounts.”  Izzy took a tissue from her pocket and dabbed her eyes.  “And he was generous,” she continued, “and he sincerely cared about people, even when they weren’t rich and powerful like he was.  That didn’t matter to him.  Anyway, a few hours after the initial reports about the Disappearance, when I discovered the message and realized Mr. and Mrs. Sperling must have been among those taken, I was frantic.  Not only because of the Disappearance itself but because I knew his message somehow related to it—because I think he had an inkling it would happen and it was important enough to him to be one of the last things he ever did on this earth.  But I could not understand what he meant about making it personal.”
 
   “So what did you do, Izzy?”
 
   “First we discovered Daniel was still here, too.  Then by the end of the first week Mr. Harper and I had moved over here to work for him full time.  After a couple more weeks, I found I couldn’t accept the emerging consensus, that UFO’s had taken millions of people—but I still didn’t know what the real explanation was either.  That’s about when our assistant pastor called on us.  He said our main pastor was gone, along with many others from our church.  He said almost two thirds of our members were gone.  But that meant about one third still remained.  Of course, Mr. Harper and I were among those.  You could hear the shame in his voice as he explained what he thought had happened.”
 
   “How did he explain it?”
 
   “He said the Disappearance meant that Christ had come for His Church and that He knew the difference between true believers and ‘mere professors,’ as he put it.  It took me several more days, but I began to understand what Mr. Sperling meant in his message.  I guess Mr. Sperling suspected something about my husband and me we didn’t even know about ourselves.  Apparently, we had been ‘mere professors’ all along.”
 
   “What had you done wrong?”
 
   “It was not anything we had done wrong, Dear.  We just hadn’t really been believers.  Oh, we had not consciously disputed the religious facts taught by our church, but neither had we really believed them.  Jesus had never become our savior; He was just the savior.  Kind of like a title or something.  I now realize that was because we didn’t really think we needed a savior.  We thought we already were just fine with God.  We were good people, you know.  Honest.  Church goers.  Faithful to each other.  You understand?”
 
   Astonished, Rebecca couldn’t answer for several seconds.  What Izzy had just said about two classes of people, both claiming to be Christians, led to a staggering insight.  She was actually embarrassed she had not understood this before now.  The rabbi had taught this very thing.  When she could, she said, “I believe I do understand.  It’s like the difference between being part of the Jewish remnant as opposed to being merely Jewish by birth.”
 
   “I’m not familiar with that, I’m sorry to admit, but I have learned enough to know Daniel was not left just because he is Jewish.  Too many Jewish Christians were taken for that to be true.”
 
   Still mesmerized by her insight, Rebecca said, “In the Old Testament the word remnant describes Israelites who sincerely believed in their personal covenant with Yahweh.  They did not just enjoy Israel’s national benefits as a birthright.  My rabbi teaches that the nation of Israel will be exalted above all nations under our Messiah King when He comes, but only individuals who are among the remnant at that time will be allowed to enter the kingdom.  Those who are not of the remnant are like your ‘mere professors,’ and they will be denied entrance.  Until now, I hadn’t realized there is…was…the same kind of distinction within Christianity.  Now a lot of things are clearer to me.”
 
   Izzy’s eyes instantly teared.  “You mean things like why Mr. Harper and I are still here despite spending our lives going to church?  I learned the hard way about that distinction.  Now that it is too late.”  She sniffled.
 
   The genuine despair in Izzy’s voice pulled Rebecca back to the moment.  “What do you mean, Izzy?”
 
   “After the Disappearance, because of what our new pastor told us and because of Mr. Sperling’s last little sermon, I and my husband finally came to understand why we were rejected.  But, of course, we were still here.”
 
   “It must have been awful, Izzy, for you Christians left behind—after you learned why some were chosen and you weren’t.  Both groups had been so much alike, almost indistinguishable.”  
 
   “Yes; it was devastating.”
 
   “Do you still go to church?”
 
   “Yes, but not as often as we did right after the Disappearance.  Now, John and I dread going because all our new pastor wants to talk about are all the prophesies from the book of Revelation—and they predict  horrible things worse than anything in history.  We keep hoping there is something we can do to escape them, but neither we nor our pastor can think of anything.  It’s like we’re in some kind of Purgatory with no way out.  So we just…just keep trying to pretend everything is normal so we don’t go crazy.”  
 
   “I’m certainly no theologian, Izzy, but I have studied quite a bit of Rabbi Kagan Magid’s teaching about these times.  He’s a rabbi I really trust, and he is now a believer in Yehoshua—your Jesus.  He teaches primarily about what these times mean for my people, the Jews.  But I just realized how much of what he teaches also applies to Gentiles who were not taken.”
 
   “What does he say you Jews are to do now?”
 
   “Just have faith that Messiah is about to come back and that it will be wonderful on this earth when He does.  We of the Jewish remnant—new believers in Yeshua—will be allowed to enter His Kingdom which He will establish here on earth.  And Gentiles who live in the hope of our Messiah’s return will also enter.  And he tells us to remember that all the horrors prophesied to occur between now and then will not last forever.”
 
   “But we all still have to go through those times?”
 
   “The time of Jacob’s trouble—yes.  All of us, even those who now believe in Yehoshua will go through those times.  But we are to cling to our faith like a life raft, believing that good will come in the end.  So, maybe Jews and Gentiles are…maybe not all clinging to exactly the same life raft…but we all will soon go through the same storm.  This much is certain, according to my rabbi.  We all have the same Messiah who will deliver all who are looking for Him.”
 
   “He is certain of these things?”
 
   “Absolutely certain.  He says he sees it in all the Scriptures.  Now that he knows what to look for.  Our Messiah will soon come back.”
 
   “Your rabbi doesn’t say there is some special penance you—we—must perform to atone for our previous unbelief?”
 
   “No.  He says we could never merit His blessings, so He does not require us even to try.  Instead, our faith is counted to us as righteousness, just as it was to our father Abraham.  Certainly there is no penance for us to perform.” 
 
   “Dear Lord.  He says this applies to Gentiles too?”
 
   “He says there are differences between Jews and Gentiles, as far as our particular relationships to Yahweh, but that we will all be delivered by our faith in the same Messiah when He comes back.”
 
   “I have had such a struggle getting past this idea of trying to personally un-do my own failures.  I guess it’s from a life-time of believing that was what was expected of us.  And I figured this one would require more than a simple ‘I’m sorry’!”
 
   Rebecca just shook her head and smiled.
 
   “Rebecca, you know I now suspect that’s what troubles Daniel?  I think he believes that, too—that he has to make up for his own previous failure.  And I think it especially troubles him that he apparently insulted Mr. Sperling in some way about his Christian faith just before he left for his last business trip.  It seems we’ve all missed opportunities we can’t get back.” 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Izzy smiled as her tears flowed freely now.  “I was right about you, Rebecca.  You being Jewish is a good thing.  And I think I would like that rabbi of yours.  You must consider him a national treasure.”
 
   “At least in Tel Aviv many of us do.  Izzy, you should listen to him on the Internet.  I don’t think Godly rabbis are just for Jews anymore.”
 
   Izzy nodded.  “And to think I brought you over to this fireplace so I could enlighten you!  Instead you—and your rabbi—have enlightened me.  Thank you, Rebecca.” She sniffled.  
 
   “You OK, Izzy?”
 
   “Yes.  Now I am.  Finally.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-nine
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Jarred Shaul looked intently at his father Guryon.  In Hebrew he said, “You do not believe Rabbi Yitzhak Kaduri when he said, just before his death at the age of one hundred and eight, that the name of Israel’s Messiah when He came would be Yehoshua?”
 
   Guryon laid his spoon down and directed his full attention to his son.  “Perhaps I do believe him.  That would not prove Yehoshua Meshiach has been here before.”  
 
   “Dad, the name Yehoshua, or Yeshua, is our Hebrew version of Jesus.  Does that not seem too much of a coincidence?  Rabbi Kaduri somehow determined that name without really being a believer in Jesus.”
 
   Jarred looked to his mother, who was dipping a piece of bread in her bowl of lintel soup.  She just shook her head, as if she understood her son’s frustration with his father.
 
   “Are you not aware,” his dad said, “that you are implying Adonai abandoned His people two thousand years ago?  Adonai has engraved our nation upon the palms of His hands.  He would never allow His promises to fail.  That is why our nation was reborn in 1948.  That is why He sent His angel to deliver my infantry patrol.  We have not been abandoned.  But this so-called rabbi is not a true Jew.  He speaks only of Jesus.”
 
   Rachael moved around the table, refreshing all the wine glasses.  She continued to stay out of the conversation.
 
   “He is as Jewish as we are, Dad,” Jarred said.
 
   His dad shook his head in disgust—but it was obvious to Jarred the disgust was not entirely real.  “I grow tired,” the old man said.
 
   “No, Dad, you grow doubtful.  You know recent history…” 
 
   Jarred’s phone made the sound of a freight train.  He looked at the screen.  It was Rebecca. 
 
   “Hello, Becky.  How are you this evening?  Wish you were here having dinner with us.  Maybe you could talk some sense into your grandfather.”
 
   “It’s not yet evening here, Dad,” Rebecca said.  
 
   “Where are you?”
 
   “In the States.  At Daniel Goldman’s house.”  He noticed Rebecca had switched to Hebrew.
 
   “Becky, I know you find this Daniel Goldman handsome and all that…and that you do indeed need and want a husband…but staying in his house, alone…”
 
   “I am in his guest house, Dad.  I have the whole house to myself.”
 
   His mother interrupted.  “Put her on speaker, Jarred.  I want to hear about this Daniel.”
 
   He did, and Rebecca was saying “…be home in a few days.  And did I tell you it was Vicente Romani’s yacht I was on last week?”
 
   Jarred looked at his parents and said into the phone, “You were on that man’s yacht?  Some of us think he is the one of whom Rabbi Magid warns.” 
 
   “This does not really surprise me, Dad.  I’ve learned much about him.  I’ll tell you more when I see you, but—in that man’s presence—I sensed disease.  I cannot put it into words very well.  But he wears masks.  I mean…real masks.  I am not being figurative.  And he is arrogant.  He is no friend to Israel.  I think he just wants to use us.  I know Daniel sensed it, too.”  
 
   His mother leaned forward so she could speak into Jarred’s phone.  “Daniel is the one I want to hear about, Becky.  What is he like?”
 
   “I do not know where to begin, Grandma.  He is handsome, rich, and courageous.”
 
   “Sounds as if he has already become much more than a client.”  She beamed at her husband and son.
 
   “You are perceptive as always, Grandma,” Rebecca said.  “And, Dad, because the secret project I was working on for my company is now completed, I can tell you—all of you—about him.  Daniel is a Jew.  And he is a hero.  And he has…special insight sometimes.  He knew about the attack in the King Solomon Palace just before it happened.  If he had not known in advance, he could not have acted as he did—and if he had not taken that action, I would be like…  He saved my life.”
 
   “I know about falling for heroes, Becky,” his mother said.  She smiled warmly at her husband.  “But just keep in mind that even heroes can prove to be stubborn and even irritating.”  She still smiled warmly at him. 
 
   “Grandma, Daniel is actually more than an ordinary hero.  I believe Yahweh has set Daniel apart for some special purpose.  In the hotel, I believe he understood a language he does not speak.  That must be how he knew about the bomb.  He must have heard and understood those voices through the duct work when he was in the master bedroom of the VIP suite.  I don’t think he even realized they spoke a foreign language.”
 
   Jarred said, “You are clearly taken with this man, Rebecca.  Could it be the lenses through which you see him are distorted?”
 
   “I understand your skepticism, Dad, but you did not see how he protected us from the terrorists in the hotel lobby after the explosion.”
 
   “You were threatened again, after the first explosion?” he asked.
 
   “Yes.  The front desk clerk was also part of the terrorist plot.  And when we came down the stairs and into the lobby, the clerk attacked with a gun.  The way Daniel responded, it was almost…surreal.  He took the gun from the man as he was still firing it, and in less than a second he killed him with it.  It was like in the Bible, when the Spirit came upon our ancestors, granting them power and skill beyond what they personally possessed.  I know Daniel had some military training when he was young, but what he did that evening was not the result of recalling training from his youth.  He was…was empowered by the Lord of Hosts in the moment of extreme need.  I am convinced of this.  Plus I now know this was not the first time he escaped death.  Miraculously.”
 
   No one spoke for a while.  Finally Jarred said, “Hearing your conjecture about Daniel gives me an idea.  I think I know how you can test your suspicions about your Daniel.” 
 
   “How, Dad?”
 
   He looked defiantly at his father as he spoke.  “The rabbi has begun to offer private interviews with New Israelites members.  I have spoken to one member who has been to such a personal meeting.  Out of respect he will not reveal the details of their discussion, but he says in private the rabbi makes things much clearer than when he speaks in public.  Remember, the rabbi says we must face death, not seek it.  So in public he is careful with his words.  But in private he is very clear.  I believe you should arrange your own personal meeting with him, and when you go, take Daniel Goldman with you.”
 
   The phone was silent for a few seconds.  Rebecca said, “That is an excellent idea.  I hope I can persuade him.”
 
   “I do not think persuasion will be required.  I told you he is offering private consultations with New Israelites members.”
 
   “I did not mean the rabbi, Dad.  I meant Daniel.”
 
   “Becky, if this Daniel Goldman is as you believe he is, God will incline his heart.”  
 
   “Let us hope you are correct, Dad.  Anyway I will call Mr. Silvers, our sponsor, and ask him to contact the rabbi in my behalf.  In fact, I think I will disconnect now and call him immediately.  I will worry about how to get Daniel to go with me later.”
 
   “Good,” Jarred said.  “And Becky, please try to lead a less adventuresome life for at least a few days.  After all, you are my only daughter.”
 
   “I will, Dad, and I will talk to all of you soon.” The line went dead.
 
   Jarred laid his phone down and looked from his mother to his father, trying to read from their faces whether they were as anxious for Rebecca’s safety as he was.  “We must all pray for her,” he said.
 
   “We will, and she will be fine,” his mother said.  “She is in Yahweh’s hands.”
 
   “Yes,” his dad said, “she is.  But it would be best if you two did not revere this man, Magid, too much.  He could be a false prophet.”
 
   “He is not false, Dad, and he is certainly not the source of Rebecca’s danger.”
 
   “You and your Kagan Magid!” his dad said.  “You are just as headstrong as my beloved granddaughter.”  He looked at his wife in mock exasperation.  “And it all came from you.  Your genes.  Not mine!  Why is it I am so drawn to you headstrong women, anyway?  Perhaps something is missing in my character.”
 
   “Your character is fine, Gur,” his mother said.  “It is your mind that troubles me.  It is narrow, like the blade of an ice skate.”
 
   The look of exasperation on his dad’s face was poorly faked as he chewed and swallowed another piece of kosher corned beef his mother had prepared.  Jarred even thought he detected beneath his dad’s faint smile that familiar look he wore when he had a secret plan.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Signore Romani, we have new information.  I am afraid you will not be pleased.”
 
   “Virgil, please cease doing this.”  Romani spoke Italian, as had his security chief.
 
   “Cease doing what, Signore?”
 
   “Trying to enhance your importance with these childish attempts at building suspense.  Just tell me in short sentences what you have learned.”
 
   “I apologize, Signore, if that is how it seemed.  I did not…”
 
   “That is fine, Virgil.  You are forgiven.  Now, what do you wish to tell me that will make me so unhappy?”
 
   “From the fake cell tower we managed to download spyware into Magid’s phone, so we can use it as a bug to listen in on local conversations.  Helps make up for not being able to capture incoming calls yet.  Anyway, we heard him take a call from Silvers.  Magid told Silvers he would welcome Rebecca Shaul’s private meeting.  He said he would call her as soon as he finished with a previous commitment and he would invite her to his home as soon as she was able to come.”
 
   “I see.  Virgil, please be assured you were wrong.  This does not make me unhappy at all.  First, I already knew Magid was the enemy.  Second, now we know for sure about Rebecca Shaul, that she also is an enemy—and we now know where she will most likely be a few days from now.  We no longer operate in any degree of uncertainty about her, and so that also makes me happy.  So, you have actually made my day.”
 
   “I am glad, Signore.”
 
   “And I am glad you are glad.  But if you really wish to make my day, tell me you called Marcel as I asked and reminded him to rent a different vehicle each morning.  To carry around their fake cell tower as they conduct their surveillance on Magid.”
 
   “I did, Signore, and they assured me they will change each morning.”
 
   “Good.  Now go find Signore Sharabani for me.  Have him join me here in the library.  I’d like to review the video of his EU sermon from last week.”
 
   A few minutes later Akiva came hurrying in.  He handed Romani a thumb drive as he took his seat beside Vicente’s desk.  “So,” Akiva said in Italian, “I hear she is fully aligned with Magid.  We will have to think about this new information.”
 
   “The only thing to think about, My Friend, is how to dispose of Ms. Shaul in the most useful fashion.”
 
   “I do not mean Rebecca Shaul only.   What about her friendship with Daniel Goldman?  Since he and Rebecca Shaul have become so close, is it not logical he also has aligned with Magid?  That could be a bigger problem.  If he were to accept your offer to join the League, and he is a secret follower of the so-called rabbi, and we share sensitive plans with him…”
 
   “You usually express such confidence, My Friend,” Romani said.  “So why do you worry about Daniel Goldman?  He is the last one to worry about.  I understand Daniel Goldman very well.  Henry Sperling can no longer claim his loyalty, and I know Daniel is deeply impressed with me.  He knows I am much like he is, and he secretly admires the ability I have which he does not have.  The ability to hide myself when it is useful.  Then factor in this oil deal.  It will make him several hundred million dollars just for starters.  Would he not do anything required to stay in the power loop he sees me forming?  Would he not want to grab some of that power for himself?  And he will persuade himself it is all really for the good of mankind.  Which is what I would do if I were in his place.  No, don’t worry about Daniel.  He will soon join us and will be an asset.”
 
   Akiva still appeared doubtful.  To eliminate his associate’s concerns, Romani considered sharing with him his great idea from this past summer.  He had come to think of it as the Great Triumvirate.  What he had seen clearly that summer day was that when three minds were in perfect harmony, their power would be infinite.  Of course, he and Akiva were only two.  He needed the third.  He knew this—intuitively—but he did not know how he had come to know it.  Until he did, he probably should keep his new purpose to himself.  Not that he needed to protect his nascent idea from Akiva’s skepticism.  He needed to protect it from his own until he could better explain it to himself. 
 
   To shift the subject, and the mood, he said in English, “Remind me why you hate Jews who oppose our Mutual Defense Treaty.  You hate them more than any Gentile.”
 
   Akiva smiled, but there was no mirth.  “That’s easy,” he said.  “For thousands of years the traditional among my people have insisted upon reading our ancient literature literally.  This has led them to insist that, at just any moment now, some invisible god would establish our nation as masters of the world.  We would suddenly become the number one nation.  Many of them won’t accept an obvious gift from us, from visible men, because they insist it come instead from their invisible god.  Yet what has Israel received in exchange for its devotion to this myth?  Defeat.  Destruction.  The holocaust.  The Diaspora.  But do they learn from these tragedies?  No.  They simply keep insisting on literal understanding of the ancient writings, in which they are instructed to keep waiting for this invisible god.  How pathetic!  I woke up years ago and realized there is no such god.  His help is not forthcoming.  I repudiate the irrepressible stupidity of those among my people who read the ancient writings literally.  I despise their stupid, suicidal naiveté.” 
 
   Throughout Akiva’s tirade, Romani smiled patiently, nodding occasionally, indulging his friend.  When Akiva seemed somewhat calmed, Romani said, “So your hatred has nothing to do with your ordination ceremony being commandeered?”
 
   Akiva smiled that same mirthless smile.  “That did give it an extra edge.”
 
   “I know it did.  What did you think when you saw the candles?”
 
   “I paid them little mind.  I thought perhaps they had been left over from some previous event.”
 
   Romani actually loved this ritualism.  “How about when they grabbed you and forced you to the floor?”
 
   Akiva closed his eyes.  “You are wanting to see it again, correct?”
 
   “I never grow tired of it, My Friend.”
 
   Akiva kept his eyes tightly closed for several more seconds, and when he opened them again Romani saw the pupils and irises had merged, leaving only unbroken black.  As Akiva stared into empty space, his face taking on its strange glow, nearly transparent grey streaks began to twist randomly around them.  Left, right, above their heads, near their feet, by the bookshelves, near the library table—like ribbons of grey smoke floating on un-felt breezes.  The grey shapes quickly assumed vaguely recognizable forms, and in another moment, red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo and violet layers added clarity and depth.  Now the moving images were unmistakable, and he felt the familiar tingling sensation on his exposed skin.  He also heard the background static, like a distant ocean—which Akiva had once told him resulted from the forces involved in attracting the vision particles.  However produced, three-dimensional, full-surround images of higher definition than any IMAX film he’d ever seen now fully surrounded them.  It took maybe five seconds start to finish, but now Romani was seeing exactly what was in Akiva’s mind.  
 
   Although Akiva’s special ability was currently unique among men, it undoubtedly foreshadowed the future of all mankind.  The ability to communicate complex information was man’s greatest evolutionary advantage, and what form of communication could be more efficient than projecting moving mental pictures directly into the surrounding air?  Because of its advantage, this ability would eventually be universal.
 
   Romani watched as in the vision two young men grabbed Akiva and held him down on the floor—seemingly right beside Vicente’s library table.  From the standing globe on the second story of his library, other vision-boys started down vision-stairs to join in the effort.  When the vision-Akiva was fully pinned down, and the circle of candles were lighted, Akiva’s rabbi, from whom Akiva had expected rabbicinical ordination, began instead to berate the ‘Dybbuk’ he believed possessed the young semicha candidate, demanding the inhabiting entity identify itself.
 
   He and Akiva watched the exorcism unfold for several minutes.  The real Akiva beside him finally said, “Can you fathom their superstitious stupidity, Vicente?  They actually believed I was possessed by some disembodied spirit!”
 
   “I know.  Being scientifically unsophisticated, they assumed your special ability came from some alien being controlling you.  It was all they could think of.”
 
   “My ‘Dybbuk,’ being non-existent, obviously could not give them the name they sought.”
 
   “But it did not stop them from trying.”
 
   “No.  They kept at it for over two hours.  When finally my assailants wore down, when at last the candles had melted onto the wooden floor, my ‘Dybbuk’ remained unmoved.”  
 
   Romani watched time-lapse images of retreating boys ascend to the second floor of his library and disappear as the vision abruptly dissipated.  
 
   Akiva turned to Romani and said, “Satisfied?”
 
   “Well done, Akiva.  And none of them ever bothered you again, did they?  Because they all died soon after.”
 
   “Yes.  In a variety of violent ways.  I still believe I had nothing to do with it.”
 
   “And you came to me not many days later.”
 
   “As soon as I could arrange it.”
 
   “We knew each other upon sight.”
 
   “To the core, My Friend.” 
 
   “You came to me because…”
 
   “…because I had seen your face.  Foolishly I had allowed one of my future attackers to observe my special ability.  He and I had been studying together, reading from the Babylonian Talmud, when one of my visions had formed almost involuntarily.”  
 
   “Your fellow student assumed something more than Akiva Sharabani, a ‘mere mortal,’ had to have produced what he saw in the air.  That is why he went to your rabbi and they concocted the exorcism.”
 
   “Yes.  In the vision we both saw a great sea and a man rising from its depths with a crown on his head.  He spoke indistinguishable words which I nonetheless knew to be great words.  And I recognized the man who spoke them.  I had heard of this new think tank, of this Roman Lake League.  Although neither I nor anyone else in the public at large had seen your real face, Vicente, I knew that man rising from the sea in the vision was you.  I said your name out loud.  As we both continued to watch, I saw you walk toward me.  You acknowledged me with a nod of your head, but you ignored my study companion.  It was then that my companion had begun to scream.  He ran out of the library and must have gone straight to our rabbi and told him what he had seen.  It must have frightened them both so much they decided exorcism was the only course of action.”
 
   “The events of that exorcism night changed you forever.”
 
   “Yes.  Irrevocably.  My semicha would have conferred upon me great authority among my people, and I felt I had been cheated greatly when it was stolen.”
 
   “But you gained more, Akiva.  You gained me.”
 
   Akiva studied Romani’s face.  “I did.  And yet now…now you seem to want Daniel Goldman more than me.”
 
   Romani knew Akiva was undyingly loyal to him, but he also knew him to be a man driven by a singularly powerful engine—jealousy. “You have nothing to fear from him, My Friend.”
 
   “I think he could be a great danger to us.” 
 
   “You reach this conclusion too easily, Akiva.  Instead of a threat, Daniel Goldman will be extraordinarily useful to us.”
 
   “Perhaps.”
 
   “Do not be uncertain.  Daniel Goldman poses no danger to us.  He is genuinely impressed with me.  No, Akiva, he is not to be feared.  He is to be…ingested…to add to our mutual strength.”  
 
   Akiva still studied Romani carefully.  “You are certain of this?”
 
   “I am.  So, turn your thoughts away from Daniel Goldman as an enemy and help me think instead how we can use to our best advantage what we have now confirmed about Ms. Shaul.”
 
   Akiva nodded.  “Then I accede to your authority.  I will think hard about her.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-one
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   As Rebecca’s grandmother Rachael was just finishing cleaning up after their dinner, her husband Guryon informed her he had a special meeting about which he would tell her when he returned.  He was especially officious in his pronouncement.  Rachael smiled to herself, having already seen his note about his meeting with the rabbi.  She had actually known for a couple of days her husband was about to finally catch up with her.
 
   After he’d gone, she went to her closet and extracted the forbidden book.  She had brought it home from her office at the bookstore, sensing it would not be forbidden much longer.  Now she wanted to review a passage, the one about the 144,000 special servants of Yahweh who served Him and only Him during the time of Jacob’s trouble.  
 
   When Rebecca had said over the speaker-phone that she believed her Daniel had been set apart by Yahweh for a special purpose, the phrase had triggered a connection in her mind.  Rachael was quite skilled at hiding how deeply she thought from time to time, especially when it served her purpose to do so, so neither her son nor her husband realized she had experienced a new insight.  But she had.  Now she wanted to read again about the 144,000 special servants who would not defile themselves with women.  
 
   In the Old Testament, someone or something set apart for Yahweh’s use was said to be devoted.  To ceremonially spoil that which had been devoted was to defile it.  Perhaps she wouldn’t need to get the rabbi’s explanation about why the 144,000 were denied the pleasures of women after all.   Perhaps she had just now, all by herself, figured out who Daniel Goldman was.  And assuming she were correct, she felt joyful and sorrowful for her granddaughter at the same time.  
 
    
 
   --------
 
    
 
   Daniel’s office was large, especially considering it was in a personal residence and not a commercial office building.  But filled with his six staff members, and all their brief cases and satchels, and all the paperwork, it was just barely large enough.  His desk, the small conference table and portions of his floor were covered with charts, reports, print-outs and graphs, and on the corner of his desk was a pile of all the asset purchase agreements Spears, Cramer and Moss had drafted with the help of Daniel’s in-house lawyers.  Maybe some of the dry clauses had even been suggested by Joe, the nervous Saudi, before he learned his last plot had failed and he fled for home.  Where he made his deadly confession—and then resisted arrest!  
 
   “I guess that last confidentiality agreement you signed over there satisfied GAI,” Merrill said, indicating the mass of paperwork.  “I don’t think they left anything out.”
 
   “No, Merrill.  This appears to be everything.” 
 
   “I know it’s off topic, but did you ever hear from that psychiatrist again?  That guy Michael?”
 
   “Not a word,” Daniel said.
 
   Merrill nodded and went back to studying the spreadsheet of projected oil project security costs his staff had produced for the meeting.
 
   Smitty sat in a visitor’s chair beside Daniel’s desk, studying a financial analysis of the oil deal their CFO had prepared.  He laid the report back on Daniel’s desk and said, “Even at extremely conservative DCF analysis, Dan, if everything is as represented to us, you’d get our money back from cash flow alone in less than seven years.” 
 
   “I know.  Even allowing for double the normal security costs and the low price of oil,” Daniel said, and nodded at Merrill.
 
   “Absolutely,” Smitty said.  “How’d you pull this off, Boss?  I never saw one this clean, not even from Henry Sperling himself.”
 
   “That’s something I’ve been asking myself ever since I got involved, Smitty.  It has to do with Vicente Romani.  He has great influence on this project.  He carried it financially for several months because he saw that it dove-tails with his political agenda.  And he wanted me to be the equity investor.  But even after he went on and on about why he wanted me involved, I still have questions.  But, let’s see if there are any financial or technical reasons not to get involved.”  He touched the stack of signed agreements.
 
   Sheila, their in-house geologist said, “I’m not seeing any technical reasons not to go forward.” 
 
   “Unless there is some kind of fraud here,” Mark, Daniel’s CFO, said, “I don’t see any financial reasons either.  Seems to me this is like buying manufacturing rights to a proven new computer design and being asked to pay only for the raw materials used in the prototype circuit boards.”
 
   Daniel nodded.  “Great comparison.  This deal seems too good to be true, which is why I wanted all of you here at the same time.  Looking for gotcha’s.  So let’s see if there are any.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-two
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “You did not believe UFO’s could have served as an explanation, Akiva?” 
 
    Akiva and Vicente were watching a video on a TV sunk into the wall behind Vicente’s desk in his library.  It was a re-play of Akiva’s performance at the last Ecclesiae Unitatem meeting.  Romani’s remark was prompted by the place in the video where one of the prospective members—the one with the laminated plastic picture-cards hanging from her neck—had asked Akiva about the meaning of the Disappearance.  He had given one of his standard answers, the line about God removing the spiritually recalcitrant.  
 
   “I think you know that would not have been wise, Vicente.  Our Seekers come to hear a holy man speak, and holy men speak as I did.”  
 
   Akiva knew Vicente was being facetious.  Vicente didn’t believe UFO’s fully explained what had happened thirteen months ago any more than he believed some god had done it.  
 
   Of course if he had been speaking to mature members of his Ecclesiae Unitatem last week, Akiva would probably have characterized the Disappearance as a birth pang in the universe.  However, when neophytes or complete first-timers were in attendance, he would say, ‘The Creator acted’ or ‘God did this or that.’  But Akiva and Romani both knew only the evolutionary force pulsed sovereignly through time and space.  In the Disappearance, that force had simply acted more suddenly than normal, as it occasionally did.  This latest birth pang had purged all Christian Fundamentalists from the planet, just as another one three hundred and fifty million years ago had brought forth the Cambrian Explosion.  Both events came all at once, without apparent preamble.  The pre-historic event had seeded the earth with new life forms deemed useful.  The one thirteen months ago had eliminated certain life forms deemed reactionary.  The real truth of the world-wide Disappearance, explained only to the truly enlightened: an on-going evolutionary process had snapped forward rapidly, with or without the agency of advanced beings from elsewhere in the universe—Akiva wasn’t sure and didn’t care about that—leaving behind only those people who might learn to reason together.  Blessing bestowed. 
 
   “You did well as always, My Friend,” Vicente said. 
 
   Overall Akiva was pleased with his performance review.  Apparently Vicente was too.
 
   As the video came to a close, one of the last images captured was of Rebecca Shaul, sitting beside Daniel Goldman and wearing a look best described as incredulity.
 
   “Her expression makes sense now,” Akiva said.
 
   “Yes.  In light of what we have since learned about her.”
 
   “Seeing her reminds me of my promise.  I should go meditate now, Vicente.  In fact, I should combine the two of us.  Will you join me in the vault?”
 
   “I have a bit more work to do before I call it a day, Akiva, but I’ll remain here at my desk, near enough for your purposes.  I will glance at your vision occasionally, and you can fill me in on anything I might miss through imperfect attention.”
 
   “Excellent.  I will go in now.”  
 
   The vault was a hidden chamber just behind the bookshelves to Vicente’s left.  Inside the vault Akiva would be no more than four meters from Vicente, but because of the thick, sound-deadening walls and door, he would be sufficiently isolated from outside distractions to facilitate deep meditation.  Only when in Vicente’s proximity could he employ an enhanced form of his special ability and create visions which reflected the energy-matrix of a mind other than his own.  This had become possible for him on the day he had met and bound himself to Vicente Romani.  From that time, as long as he was in close physical proximity to Vicente and in sufficiently deep meditation, he could reach out to anyone he knew well enough to visualize clearly and, regardless of their distance, form a virtual link between them.   Once this link formed, he could combine their conscious and subconscious mental activity with his own to produce visions embodying strange and unexpected synergies.  This was how he explained the process to Vicente—this virtual link.  In reality, he was considerably less certain of how it worked than he sounded when explaining it to him, but he did know it was Vicente’s nearness which lifted his ability to this new and startling level.  
 
   Not surprisingly, Vicente’s essential role in the process pleased Vicente more than anything else about Akiva’s enhanced power.
 
   Akiva pushed the hidden release and entered the vault.  The only visible concession to modernity in the two hundred year old room was the electric wall sconce which illuminated automatically when the sensor detected his movement across the threshold.  The other modern features, temperature and humidity controls, were completely invisible, having been carefully hidden behind stone and rough timbers.  A single small table with two leather chairs sat in the center of the three meter by four meter space.  Book shelves lined three walls, and filling the shelves were ancient leather-bound volumes by medieval and renaissance writers, including Niccolo Machiavelli, Geovanni Boccaccio, Dante Alighieri, and Thomas Aquinas.  A few of these, in glass encasements, were original first editions, whose values were almost incalculable.  Akiva knew these volumes had lain in this secret chamber for the past two centuries, having been relocated from the much older structure elsewhere on the grounds of the estate, where in their original vault they had remained since before the Romani family had accomplished its long-sought goal of placing one of its own on the highest seat in the Vatican.  
 
   He seated himself at the table, closed his eyes and began to meditate.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-three
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “So,” Daniel said, “that didn’t take long.  No gotcha’s anywhere?”
 
   “Not a one, Dan,” Smitty said.
 
   Only Smitty had the self-confidence to state it with such finality, but Daniel knew everyone else had come to the same conclusion.
 
   “OK,” Daniel said, “we will not look a gift-horse in the face.  Mark, send these signed agreements to Semmel and tell him we’ll wire his cash after final sign-off from Spears, Cramer and Moss.”
 
   “You got it.  And may I be the first to shake your hand?  This was masterful.”
 
   Daniel shook it.  “Thanks Mark.  And thank all of you for coming on such short notice.  Looks like you can all get back to your planes earlier than we had expected.”    
 
   Everyone began shoving the reports and other papers they had prepared for the meeting back into their cases and, after the good-byes and parting congratulatory comments, began shuffling toward the entrance hall.  One by one they all headed toward the line of limos to go back to the airport and their waiting jets.  Smitty was the last to leave.  He stood looking out Daniel’s window. 
 
   “It really looks depressing, doesn’t it, Dan?”
 
   Daniel followed his gaze to the vacant Sperling estate.  “Yeah.  Sometimes it does.  Other times I think maybe it just means they are both in a better place now.”
 
   “If anyone is, they are.”  Smitty continued to look out the window for a few moments, then turned to Daniel.  “Well anyway, Dan, this was a good one.  You might want to give yourself permission to take a little holiday now.  After a single week’s work, you’ve just guaranteed more revenue and potential capital gain than you normally would have in the next several years.  So take a break.”
 
   “Thanks, Smitty.  Vicente Romani says the same thing.”
 
   “You still worried about him, because you can’t figure out exactly why he picked you?”
 
   “I wouldn’t say worried.  But it is something I still wonder about.”
 
   “Well, like you said, don’t look a gift-horse in the face.”
 
   He finished packing his satchel and headed for the front door.  “Back to New York,” he said.  “Talk to you soon, Boss.” 
 
   Daniel watched him get into the remaining limo and speed off toward the front gate.
 
   He looked at the now empty room, wishing he could accept all the happy talk about gift-horses and just smile back at his good fortune.  But he couldn’t.  He fired up his internet connection.  He needed to check out Richard Mazeurs.
 
   In moments he found hundreds of references to men with that name, but as he scanned he found nothing about any of them that rang a bell.  Certainly nothing about that Richard Mazeurs who had tried so hard to get him to cheat Mr. Sperling nearly two years ago.
 
   Daniel heard a knock on the window beside his desk.  Instantly a jolt of adrenalin hit him and, even without turning to the window, he knew who it would be.  When he finally looked, he was not surprised.  Michael, waving, peered in at him.  
 
    
 
   --------
 
    
 
   Guryon Shaul parked his car in the circle of light at the base of the pole-mounted security lamp.  He turned off his engine and sat there while he looked around.  For some reason, as he’d drawn nearer his destination, his mind had turned back to the Six Day War.  It was not that he merely reminisced about those long ago events.  He actually re-experienced the sensations which had filled him back then—a strange stew of fear and excitement at the nearness of his enemies.  
 
   In his new alertness he studied a short-bed yellow pickup truck not far from his own vehicle.  He quickly concluded it was unoccupied.  Over his shoulder to his left, at the far edge of the small lot, he saw a dark blue van and the heads of two men barely visible in the light from another security lamp.  They appeared to be lost in conversation and not to notice him.  But what were they doing here, now, just sitting in their van?  
 
   He got out and locked his car.  The two men did not look his way.  As he approached the stone-faced building where his meeting was to take place, he glanced several times at the van.  Each time the men continued to ignore him.  After he’d opened the massive, un-locked door, just before entering, he checked on it one more time.  No change.  The men still seemed unaware of him.  The sensations of fear and excitement, however, did not abate.  
 
   Inside he stood for a moment, allowing his eyes to adjust to the dim light.  He saw no one else.  As he made his way down the center aisle, he spotted the green light over the right side of the wooden booth.  The booth sat against the far right wall toward the front of the sanctuary.  He’d been told to look for it there.  He quietly veered between pews toward the right aisle and made his way to the polished wooden box.  He opened its left side door, automatically lighting a red light over his side of the booth.  He slipped in, seated himself and cleared his throat.  Softly, in Hebrew, with his lips held close to the grille dividing the two sections, he said, “You must forgive me, but I find it strange to meet with a rabbi in the confessional of a Catholic church.”  He held his right ear close to the grille so he could hear the response.
 
   “I asked you to meet me here at St. Michael’s, Guryon, because I knew this is where I would be at the time you requested for your personal interview with me.  The priest here is now a personal friend of mine, and I had a brief meeting scheduled with him.  He controls these facilities so I knew it would be available for us.”
 
   ”But why in the confessional booth?”
 
   “We have powerful enemies.  I wish to speak only to you about what Yahweh is doing in these strange times.  This confessional booth adds to our privacy.” 
 
   Guryon whispered, “I did not mean to complain.  This church is actually very convenient.  I left my dinner table only a short while ago.”
 
   “Good.  I have heard you are among those New Israelites who have doubts about me, Guryon Shaul.  How can I put your mind at ease?”
 
   That was the directness Guryon had been led to expect.  “I have fewer doubts than I pretend, Rabbi Magid.  I have listened to your sermons on the internet and have read many of the books you recommend.  I have come to respect your knowledge and sincerity.  I play the devil’s advocate with my family partly to force clarity into their thoughts.”
 
   “I am neither offended nor surprised by your tactics with your family.”
 
   “Thank you, Rabbi.  But while I respect your knowledge and sincerity, I do still have some questions.”
 
   “Of course.  But perhaps I should first answer a question you may be hesitant to ask.  A moment ago, when I used the Name, even in this dim light I could see it shocked you—especially hearing it from the lips of a rabbi speaking from a Catholic confessional.  I speak His Name out loud to emphasize we are no longer merely servants of Yahweh.  Now we who believe in His Meshiach are also members of His earthly family.  We have been granted a new intimacy with the God of Israel because of our Yehoshua Meshiach.”  
 
   The rabbi was as perceptive as he was direct.  “I think I understand, Rabbi.  For the sake of finding just such intimacy I am here.” 
 
   “That is the wise and godly response I expected from a hero of the Six Day War.”
 
   “You are kind, Rabbi.  And what a war that was!  Did you know I saw an angel in that war?”
 
   “Yes, Guryon.  I have heard the story.”
 
   “I will never forget his eyes.  And the power that radiated out from him!”
 
   “Did you know, Guryon, that angels do not always appear in such a powerful form?  The New Testament teaches that many people have entertained angels unawares—which tells us that angels can reveal themselves in normal human form.  And my experience confirms this.  I, too, was visited by an angel.  My visit was only three days ago.  He was meek, not ferocious.  His smile was almost shy.  And he appeared completely human.”
 
   “How then did you know he was an angel?”
 
   “Because he knew everything about me—and yet he still respected me.”
 
   Guryon nodded to himself.  “I find that very encouraging, Rabbi.  Why did he come to you, if I may ask?”
 
   “To complete the preparation for my mission in these last days.”
 
   “And what is that mission, if you are allowed to reveal it to me, Rabbi?”
 
   “To disclose Yahweh’s truth about these times.  I am among the relatively few remaining on this earth who know that truth, since all the others who knew it were taken home at the Disappearance.  So as long as I am still here, I must teach it to as many of the remnant as possible.”
 
   “The angel told you this?”
 
   “This much I knew even before the angel’s visit.  But he did tell me something new, something that is of particular interest to you, Guryon.  He told me your granddaughter would soon request a meeting with me.  This very evening I heard from Mr. Silvers on Rebecca’s behalf.  She wants to meet with me personally.  I told him I would call her immediately, which I will do when you and I are finished here.” 
 
   Guryon smiled in the near darkness.  “I knew she was going to request her private meeting, Rabbi.  I had not expected it to happen so quickly.”
 
   “There is no time to waste.  Because of what the angel told me, I know my meeting with her will be of surpassing importance.  He told me when she and I meet, I will understand clearly God’s purpose for me, and that it would be because of the man she would bring with her.  He described that man’s appearance and told me his name would be Daniel Joshua Goldman.”
 
   Goose flesh walked along Guryon’s arms and the back of his neck as he quietly reflected on what the rabbi had just said.  Abstractions were one thing, but in the face of events this specific, how could he retain serious doubts?  When he was able, he said, “So, Daniel Goldman is special, just as Rebecca believes?”
 
   “Yes.  I am not authorized to reveal the details to anyone until I have first revealed them to Daniel Goldman himself, but I am free to tell you this much.  I am going to invite your granddaughter and Mr. Goldman to come to my home Wednesday morning—if they are able.”
 
   “Thank you for telling me this much, Rabbi.”  
 
   Both men were quiet for some time.  Then Guryon said, “Perhaps I should ask my questions now.”
 
   “Certainly, Guryon.”
 
   “One of the books on your reading list is a book from the Gentile Bible, called the Revelation of St. John.  I have read it.  Twice.”
 
   “A difficult book,” the rabbi said.
 
   “Yes it is, Rabbi.  Can you explain something for me?  Who are the two beasts—the one said to be from the sea, and the other said to be from the land?  Are these real men, and are they alive today?”
 
   “Yes; to both your questions.  The beast said to be from the sea—meaning from the Gentile nations—is Vicente Romani.  The one said to be from the land—meaning from the land of promise, the nation of Israel—is Akiva Sharabani.”
 
   Guryon nodded to himself.  “I appreciate your forthrightness, Rabbi, but how do you determine these things?”
 
   Just then Guryon heard a thump against the door of the confessional.  It was loud in the otherwise quiet church.  Through the grille, he could see that the rabbi heard it, too.  Both were quiet, listening.  A few moments later it was repeated.  Finally the rabbi whispered, “It is only the night janitor, Guryon.  He will pass by and leave us alone soon.” 
 
   When the sound had not repeated for some time, the rabbi said, “You asked how I knew about the beasts.  If I had not studied the book of Daniel—which does not come from what you call the Gentile Bible—I could not identify these two men.  There is a prophecy in the ninth chapter of the Prophet Daniel’s book which reveals the chief enemy of Israel in the end times will be associated with an empire which would first destroy Jerusalem and the Temple.  That ancient prophesy of destruction had its fulfillment long ago, in 70 AD, six hundred years after the prophet recorded those words.  The political power responsible for that destruction was the Roman Empire under the Roman general Titus.  It was in that same year that the construction of the Coliseum in Rome began.  Anyway, from this we can understand that the leader of the entity which will persecute Israel at the end of days will bear a recognizable relationship to the Roman Empire of history.  The name of Romani’s so-called think tank is not an accident.”
 
   Guryon pondered that for a while.  “You believe Romani and Sharabani are the beasts of the book of Revelation because of the name of this think tank?  This is how you know we are in the last days?” 
 
   “Not just the name of the think tank.  But, along with the Disappearance, yes.  That tells me we are in the last days.”
 
   “Ah, the Disappearance.  I know you believe the Disappearance represented the so-called Rapture of the Christians.  All living Christians were taken to Yahweh’s house in heaven?”
 
   “Yes, but not only those living, Guryon.  Dead Christians were resurrected and taken to heaven as well.  Have you not wondered why various governmental authorities—especially those in America—had to hastily pass special laws against disturbing graves in the months following the Disappearance?  It was because so many remaining Americans had sufficient knowledge of Christian teachings that they suspected what had happened.  They started digging up graves of known Christians to see if their remains were actually gone.  All those taken have immortal bodies now, whether they were alive or dead when Yehoshua came for them.  Individually they are all now His brothers and sisters.  Collectively they are His Body and His Bride.”
 
   In the reddish light cast on his side of the confessional, Guryon shook his head in wonder.  After a while he said, “So for all of them, death is no longer an enemy.”  
 
   “It is true.”
 
   Guryon continued to wonder silently about it, and about how so many Gentiles could have understood the truth of Yehoshua while so many of Yahweh’s Own ancient people had not.  But at least the Jews were back in the forefront now.  He finally said, “As one of God’s original chosen people, I feel deeply embarrassed by my years of ignorance, Rabbi.”
 
   “I understand and share your shame.”
 
   “Because of this previous failure,” Guryon said, “I believe it is exceptionally important that we not make new mistakes.  In this light—it’s not that I dispute you, Rabbi—but I believe there must be more than the name of the think tank to identify Romani and his League with the end-time prophesies.”
 
   “There are many things, but I believe you have something specific in mind you wish to ask about.”
 
   “You are perceptive, Rabbi.  I wonder what is meant in the book of Revelation when it says the beast had a deadly wound to its head and yet recovered.  It seems from the text that this revival accounts for much of the overwhelming influence the beast comes to wield over the whole world.  If Romani is the beast from the sea, does this passage mean Romani will be killed and then brought back from the dead?”
 
   “That is an interesting question, Guryon.  Many scholars—probably most—think the prophesy refers only to the revival of the historical Roman Empire.  Many other able scholars conclude the term beast as used here in this passage applies both to the political entity and to the leader of that political entity.  That interpretation would indeed imply that Romani will rise from the dead at some point.  Either explanation would explain the deep deception soon to overcome the world.”
 
   “Yes; I suppose it would.  But which interpretation do you favor, Rabbi?”
 
   The rabbi did not answer immediately, apparently considering his answer carefully.  Finally he said, “From the original Greek text in the Revelation alone, I would have to agree with those who think that both the political entity and the man who dominates it are raised from the dead.  But from other Scripture, we know God will not raise any evil and godless man from the grave until His established time for casting them out into eternal separation from Himself—which will be after the thousand year reign of Meshiach.  If God does not perform the miracle of raising the beast, then it would have to be Satan who does it, and I do not believe Satan has sufficient power in himself to raise his man from the dead.  So, well…I remain uncertain on this question.  But the fact that a form of the Roman Empire is about to be revived in these days is sufficient, along with everything else, to convince me we will soon see the time of Jacob’s trouble.”
 
   Guryon had to agree with his family.  Kagan Magid’s words reflected careful reasoning and they inspired great confidence.  After pondering what the rabbi had said about the beast rising from the dead, Guryon said, “But in either case, we must conclude Romani’s proposed Treaty is completely evil.”
 
   “Yes.  It is a false peace, offered by a false Meshiach.”
 
   Guryon sighed, closed his eyes and pondered quietly again.  Then, opening his eyes and pulling his watch close to his face, he said, “Rabbi, you have cleared up much for me, and for this I am grateful.  I could continue our discussion for hours, but it grows late.  We should get home to our wives now and speak again later.”
 
   “Yes.  I see in you a great potential ally, Guryon.  I look forward to our future talks.”
 
   “You are indeed kind, Rabbi Magid.”
 
   “Come with me to my vehicle and I will lend you the scrolls I promised when you called to arrange this meeting.”
 
   Guryon exited the confessional from his side, as the rabbi exited from his.  As they moved shoulder to shoulder toward the side door of the great sanctuary, Guryon saw a janitor polishing the Narthex railing.  His long-handled dust mop leaned against the rail beside him. 
 
   Outside in the courtyard, the dark blue van remained where it had been.  The two men still sat in the front seat, still talking to one another.  They appeared to pay no attention to him or the rabbi as they approached the rabbi’s truck.  
 
   “Rabbi, how can you be certain we cannot defeat the beast by force of arms, as you have taught in your sermons?  Could it not be that Yahweh intends us to fully establish His nation Israel by just such means?  Joshua in our Old Testament certainly used those means to establish the ancient nation in its promised land.”
 
   They had reached the rabbi’s short-bed yellow truck, and as Rabbi Magid was fishing out his key to a tool box mounted just behind the cab, Guryon again observed the two men in the van.  The engine was still off, and in its dimly lighted interior he could see the men still talking to one another.  
 
   “I entertained that idea,” the rabbi said, “until I understood a single verse, again from the book of Daniel.  It is in the seventh chapter, where the angel Gabriel is explaining end-time events to the prophet, events exclusively related to the nation of Israel.  The verse reads, ‘The saints will be handed over to him,’ meaning handed over to the beast—Romani and his empire.  I see no encouragement here for the ‘saints’—the remnant of Israel—to believe they can defeat the beast by force of arms.”
 
   Guryon nodded and pondered the Scripture as the rabbi opened the tool box and rummaged inside.  “I see how you could conclude as you have, Rabbi.”
 
   The two men in the van still appeared uninterested in them.  The sight of them again recalled the mixture of emotions he’d known during the Six Day War, a combination of fear and excitement—but now there was also a hint of impending triumph.  He decided to keep an eye out for this blue van in the days ahead.  
 
   The rabbi straightened up.  “Here they are, Guryon. These are the two scrolls you should study.  The originals were written in Ancient Hebrew.  These replicas have been translated into Modern Hebrew but otherwise are faithful reproductions of the originals.  These should help you in your study.  Pay particular attention to the commentary on Isaiah chapter fifty-three.”
 
   “I will certainly do so—as soon as I arrive home.”
 
   “Good.  Of all the regrets from my failure to be part of Yehoshua’s Bride, the Christian Church, my failing of my own wife is for me the sharpest.  She depended upon me, and because I failed, she too is still here.”
 
   “I understand that thinking, Rabbi.  And I share it.  My Rachael also needs me.”
 
   “Then come to knowledge soon, Guryon.  We never know how much time we have left—or how many times Yahweh in His grace will offer us His individual deliverance.  Do what must be done so that you have no further regrets.”
 
   “I will study quickly, Rabbi, and without prejudice.”
 
   They embraced and the rabbi got in his vehicle as Guryon started to his.
 
   From behind he heard, “Guryon, wait please.”
 
   He turned back to see the rabbi getting out of his truck, his mobile phone in his hand.
 
   “I left my phone off in my truck, saving what little battery it has left.”  He turned on his phone as he spoke.  “Lately it will not hold its charge even for a single day, so I have to nurse it.  Anyway, seeing it there reminded me.  I would like to add your address to the contact information I have for you, so I can send additional materials from time to time.”  
 
   “You are most kind and generous, Rabbi.”
 
   When the phone was ready Guryon recited the information as the rabbi keyed it in.  The two men embraced again and Guryon started back to his vehicle.  On the way he studied the dark blue van.  The men did not look his way.
 
   When he arrived home, he went straight to his little study to begin his assignment.  He began as instructed with the Isaiah scroll.  Within a short time, he understood why the rabbi had told him to study it first.  Not only did it confirm for him that Isaiah, the ancient prophet of Israel, fully foresaw the suffering which their Meshiach would undergo on behalf of the children of Israel, and the whole Gentile world, but nothing in the scroll relied upon anything found only in the Gentile Bible.  The truth revealed in the ancient scroll came from the sages among his own people.  He was not sure he should give place to the unadulterated pride he felt in that fact, but he did feel it. 
 
   And he was also finally convinced.  He now believed without reservation that Yeshua Meshiach, when He came, would be returning.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-four
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Inside Romani’s secret book vault, the ceiling had been overlaid by the dome of the faux Coliseum, and the bookshelves by the spectator seats surrounding the arena.  The vision which Akiva watched had come forth strand by strand, color by color, as always, yet in this case the visual images resulted from merging his own thoughts with those of Vicente.  In creating the present vision, Akiva utilized both Romani’s proximity and his clearly visualized face, so that his Master provided not only the boost to his special ability but the borrowed mind as well.  This synergistic combination would bring forth a level of creativity not available to either man alone.  
 
   As he watched the vision Akiva was impressed with himself.  Although he believed in none of the gods of any of the world’s religions, he certainly believed in the evolutionary force.  And it was clearly the evolutionary force which had bestowed upon him this special ability.  Obviously not a god in the religious sense, the evolutionary force was nonetheless Intelligent and even Sentient in some ineffable way.  This was proven by the fact that it had sprinkled patterns, rather than chaos, throughout the universe.  This was why one could extract symbolical wisdom from a wide variety of religious literature, and why one could frequently discover, in the recurring themes of otherwise vastly differing philosophical systems, archetypical truths scattered by the evolutionary force like glowing fingerprints on the surfaces of its handiwork.  
 
   In the air inside the vault Roman gladiators, wielding hard rubber weapons and swinging thick, heavy nets, romped in choreographed battle across the artificial dirt of the Coliseum floor.  The accompanying static, like a distant throng of spectators, filled Akiva’s ears.  He watched these fake gladiators fain fatal wounds and fall to the floor, writhing in phony pain.  Sometimes the spectators showed thumbs up in response to a fallen warrior, and sometimes thumbs down.  Sometimes a killing blow followed, and sometimes mercy.  
 
   Much of what played before him he and Vicente had previously discussed, but not everything.  Now he recognized among the rapt watchers in the seats men to whom no invitations had yet been sent.  From their distinctive dress, he recognized them as members of ICOW, the emerging terrorist nation.  The action on the arena floor had also begun to depart from the scenes he and Vicente had carefully choreographed.  Now two warriors in full battle dress, helmets and thick leather shields, confronted each other.  From the nicks and small wounds opening on the momentarily bared flesh of one of the warriors as they slashed and bobbed and weaved, he realized they wielded real weapons.  Those instantaneous wounds could not be faked.  As he wondered what this meant, he saw one of the gladiators fall to the dirt from a particularly vicious back-hand slash from the short sword of his opponent.  Blood spurting copiously from the dying man’s neck stained the soil.  None of this could be staged—not even by the professional production company they had hired for the occasion.  Since what he saw was the result of synergy from his and Vicente’s minds, he knew he should extract some lesson from it.  But what?  
 
    
 
   --------
 
    
 
   Since his own mind contributed to the vision Akiva projected inside the vault, an identical vision enveloped Romani as well.  In glancing up from his computer for perhaps the third time to check in on Akiva’s work, he noticed the vision contained some unplanned elements.  
 
   It had been immediately obvious to him that Akiva was re-playing their plans for their big celebration.  He must have considered that the best avenue into his present quest, which was how to make use of their knowledge of Rebecca Shaul’s secret enmity.  But now he saw things happening in the unfolding vision which he and Akiva had not previously planned.  He closed his laptop so he could give full attention to the images around him. 
 
   He noticed ICOW members seated in the spectator seats.  He recognized them by their dress.  None of these men had been invited.  Soon he saw real combat taking place.  Of course they had hired actors to emulate ancient combat, but they had planned no authentic, bloody confrontations such as what he saw in the vision.  It required several minutes of careful observation to comprehend what he was being shown by the vision.  He was seeing the possibilities inherent in making allies of ICOW.  The wisdom of this became immediately obvious.  It would be more efficient to assimilate the rising terrorist nation than try to defeat it.  The brilliance released by the combination of their two minds was even suggesting how to begin the assimilation.  They would entice them to attend the event with the promise of real blood spilled.  Of course, once in attendance, ICOW could then be persuaded…
 
   Almost immediately he began to doubt that even real bloodshed would be sufficient.  ICOW members, except for those relatively few who thought either he or Akiva was their Mahdi, did not trust the League.  Even their fascination with bloodshed would not be sufficient to get them to attend the big event.  
 
   Immediately he saw entering the arena a line of six beautiful women, dressed in the plain, thin tunics of Roman slave girls, their marching feet covered with chalk to mark them as property—and his doubt dissolved.  Now he understood how they could secure ICOW’s attendance.  Promises of both blood and booty.  Blood spilled and female slaves to buy.  Everyone knew how they lusted for blood, how they relished killing their enemies, but they also craved submissive females.  This would work.  If they were to convert ICOW from enemies to special allies of the Roman Lake League, they would have to first prove their good intentions toward them.  They would let only the ICOW attendees make bids on these slaves. 
 
   A plan of action began to form.  He could send electronic invitations to top ICOW leaders today, immediately, and invite them to the event.  He would provide an enticing preview of what they would see.  He would share with them his longer term plans for the terrorist nation—the promise of future plunder and rape under League auspices if they would become special enforcers for the League.  He would promise them their own unique category of membership.  He would explain that this special celebration and slave auction, in which only ICOW would be allowed to participate, was to be the earnest on the promise of their future unique privileges within the League.  Then later in the evening, when he had their full attention at League Headquarters, he could appeal to their fondness for beheading their enemies.  Perhaps they would in the future be commissioned to behead any enemies which might arise to question the authority of the League.  Or even of the Ecclesiae Unitatem.  That would become ICOW’s exclusive jurisdiction.  Perhaps they could…well…he could fill in all these details later.  The plan outline was clear enough already.  
 
   Romani was feeling more powerful by the second.  What he and Akiva could already accomplish when combined like this was awesome, but being reminded of that only made him lust more earnestly for the power which would be theirs when Daniel Goldman completed their Great Triumvirate!  
 
    
 
   --------
 
    
 
   As Akiva watched, one of the slave girls, the one at the end of the marching line, came clearly into view.  He recognized her.  It was Rebecca Shaul.  He became so excited he could barely sit still.  Now he knew how best to deal with Rebecca Shaul.  Sell her to the highest ICOW bidder!
 
   He watched Daniel Goldman become aware of the line of female slaves.  Did this mean Daniel really would attend, or only that Vicente wished it?
 
   As he studied Daniel’s eyes he saw them fall on the last female in the line, Daniel’s own Rebecca Shaul.  The look of rage on Daniel’s face led Akiva to understand immediately the significance of this revelation.  Here was the test of Daniel Goldman’s loyalty.  If Goldman agreed to join the League, as Vicente so ardently wished, they could confirm his loyalty by making him choose.  Would he choose to further the interests of the Roman Lake league, or would he choose his pretty young friend?  Akiva would never openly oppose Vicente in the matter of Daniel Goldman, but if his earthly Master saw Goldman’s perfidy with his own eyes…
 
   What a session!  He had learned how to deal with Rebecca Shaul and how to test Daniel Goldman’s loyalty.  He had a great report to offer Vicente.  He rose and went to the door, eager to share with him what he had learned.  When he emerged from the vault, he found Vicente on his feet, staring at him.  What he saw on his Master’s face was pure ecstasy.  
 
   Akiva,” Vicente said, “do you feel it?”  He placed both his palms, fingers wide spread, flat against his own belly and chest.  “Do you realize what has just happened?”  
 
   Akiva had never felt more adoration for his Master.  He resisted the urge to fall at Vicente’s feet only because he did not wish to embarrass him.  “I do, Vicente.  I have just…”
 
   “What I sense can only mean one thing.  You and I will soon be alone no longer.”
 
   Stunned, Akiva just looked at him.
 
   Vicente held his arms out in an expansive gesture.  “This is our greatest day, My Friend!  I have just seen Daniel Goldman decide to join us!  You and I and Daniel Goldman...the Great Triumvirate will soon be consummated!”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-five
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Nearly an hour ago Daniel had quietly closed his drapes and turned back to his computer, having given no sign of seeing him outside the window.  Ignoring what pretended to be outside his window was the only way he could think to test his theory.  If he just ignored him, quit pretending he was real, maybe he would vanish.  Most of that time he was able to concentrate on finalizing the details of the oil deal, but after this long a period, with periodic tapping at his window, he finally had to conclude the experiment had failed.  
 
   He sighed and rose to go to the front door.  On his way through the entry hall he looked around for Mrs. Harper.  Not only didn’t he see her, he didn’t hear her either.  
 
   Strange, he thought, as he continued to the door, how unnaturally persistent the subconscious could be.  Was this going too far?  Was he in trouble here?  He opened the door.  “Hello, Michael.”
 
   “Daniel, nice to see you.  You available to see me at last?”  
 
   Michael stepped in and put forth his hand.  Daniel shook it.  He could not say he was really surprised at the solid feel of Michael’s hand.  He recalled the strength of that grip on his shoulder when Michael had led him out into the corridor before the explosion.  
 
   Saying nothing more, Daniel preceded Michael into his office and motioned toward the chair Smitty had occupied.  When seated Michael said, “Daniel, I understand you have a new search.”
 
   “Search?”
 
   “To learn about Richard Mazeurs.”
 
   Daniel laughed and shook his head.  “So, you really are nothing but some kind of weird…personification of my subconscious.  Can’t be anything else.”
 
   “So that’s your current theory about me.  Interesting.”
 
   “Interesting?  That’s all you can say?  At least you’re consistent.  You never make sense.  If you were real I’d be concerned for your sanity.”  He emphasized the word your.
 
   Michael chuckled and nodded.  “OK.  Well, I told you last Monday I would answer your questions at the proper time.  Now is the proper time for some answers.  First, let’s talk about Richard Mazeurs.”
 
   “OK.  Obviously you know everything I know, even things I may have forgotten.  So tell me, what does a crook like him have to do with me?  Is my over-amped subconscious—are you—telling me I am actually like Mazeurs?  Is that it?  Am I finally betraying Mr. Sperling?”
 
   “You defeated Mazeurs in acquiring a private business you both wanted two years ago.”
 
   “Yes, Michael.  That’s something we both know.”
 
   “Then he tried to get you to take him as a partner and cut Mr. Sperling out of the deal, although you had represented World Opportunity throughout the negotiations.”
 
   “Correct.”
 
   “He made it clear you could make a personal fortune on the new deal.  That there was no way anyone could ever find out because there was no documentation yet and only you and Mazeurs were in the room.  Mr. Sperling would never know, and you were already rich so suddenly having several million more dollars would not be a red flag.”
 
   “I remember all that, Michael.  What have I forgotten?” 
 
   “What did you tell him?”
 
   “The short version—I told him to go pound sand.  No way.”
 
   “So, you certainly did not betray your boss and mentor, did you?”
 
   “Not then.  But what about now?  I’m preparing to reap tons of profit from a deal that’s too good to be true.  I know that.  And yet I’m jumping in without understanding why…”
 
   “Why you?  That is the question you keep asking yourself.  You seem not to believe the answer Vicente Romani already gave you.  He said you are to be his ‘second trophy.’  Remember?”
 
   “Why don’t you save me some time here, Michael?  Do your subconscious thing.  How does that clear anything up?”
 
   “Maybe this will help.  Take a look at this.”
 
   Michael stood and removed a thumb drive from his pocket and handed it to Daniel.  There was no doubt the drive felt real.  As Daniel plugged it in, Michael leaned over and touched Daniel’s computer keyboard.  His screen came out of sleep mode, but instead of spreadsheets and emails about the oil deal he’d been working on, his earlier Internet search about Richard Mazeurs appeared.  “You won’t find on the Internet what’s on this drive,” Michael said.
 
   Daniel sighed, shook his head, and accessed the drive.  The only thing on it was a video file.  Daniel clicked it and his screen went dark gray.  Then a slightly lighter background appeared on the screen.  In seconds it became clear he was seeing the deserted lounge on Romani’s yacht.  A single overhead lamp highlighted the wall panel hiding the secret room where Romani had kept the surveillance report on Daniel.  Into the empty room a shadowy figure slowly emerged.  It was a somewhat jerky image of a walking man.  When the man entered the fall of light over the secret door, Daniel recognized him immediately despite the jerky motion.  It was Richard Mazeurs.  Mazeurs could be seen placing his palm against the biometric lock and opening the door to the hidden room.  When the door opened, Mazeurs entered and the screen went blank.  Video over.
 
   He looked at Michael.  Michael still had the humble smile on his face.  He nodded at Daniel and Daniel returned the nod.
 
   “Now, let’s see if I’m real, Daniel,” Michael said, and motioned over his shoulder toward the entry hall.
 
   Daniel raised his gaze just as Mrs. Harper came into view on her way to his office.  He looked over at Michael, who had sat back down in the visitor’s chair beside his desk, his smile still in place.  Daniel raised his eyes to Mrs. Harper who had suddenly stopped at the entrance to his office.
 
   “Oh, Daniel, I’m sorry,” she said.  “I thought everyone had gone and I would see if you needed anything before Rebecca and I go shopping after while.”
 
   Michael stood and offered his hand to Mrs. Harper.  “Pleased to meet you, Mrs. Harper.  I am Michael, one of Daniel’s associates.  I promise not to take too much of his time, allowing you to do your job as thoroughly as you normally do.”
 
   “Nice to meet you, Michael.  I don’t believe Daniel has mentioned you before.  Everyone in his company works from different places.  Where do you call home?”
 
   “Wherever I happen to be,” he said.  “I am not a permanent employee of Mr. Goldman.  I am a consultant.  A kind of…life coach…might be the modern term.”
 
   “Well now that is interesting.  Do you think you can help my young employer?”
 
   When she smiled and looked at Daniel, he said, “I’m really tired of being talked about in the third person when I am sitting right here.”
 
   Mrs. Harper grinned at the reference and said to Michael, “He is much softer-hearted than he pretends.  You keep right on coaching him.  I’ll leave you two alone and check in a bit later.”
 
   “Very good,” Michael said.  “I will see you later, Mrs. Harper.  Perhaps I can even have some good advice for you.”
 
   Mrs. Harper turned and disappeared down the hall.  Daniel looked at Michael.  “Life coach?”
 
   “I could have said ‘over-amped subconscious’, but I thought you would prefer the answer I gave.”
 
   Daniel nodded and sat back down.  “OK,” he said.  “Now what?  Does this mean the voice of Mr. Sperling is real too?”
 
   Michael sat back down, smiled, said nothing.
 
   Daniel touched his keyboard and the video file re-appeared.  “God only knows how you got this security video—and I’m not about to ask—but Richard Mazeurs is obviously Vicente Romani wearing a mask.  Otherwise the biometric lock would not have opened for him.  So, are you going to tell me how this relates to…anything?”
 
   “Think about Romani’s trophy comment.”
 
   “I don’t want to think about Romani’s trophy comment.  I want you to explain it to me.”
 
   “Mazeurs, who you now know is Romani, lost that contest with you, and you wouldn’t let him turn it into victory after the fact by corrupting you.  That just makes Romani even more interested in you.  Now that you have shown yourself to be incorruptible, he believes if he can bend you to his purposes, he and Akiva will become indomitable.
 
   “Indomitable?”
 
    “Yes.  So he intends to sift you as wheat.”
 
   “Wheat?  You realize none of that makes any sense, right?”
 
   “God is not the only One Who has a new mission for you, Daniel.  Romani saw you were incorruptible two years ago when he tried to get you to cut Henry Sperling out of that business deal.  You wouldn’t do it, regardless of the amount of money you would have made and regardless of the certainty of getting away with it.  So, he now knows you are loyal to the man you serve.  And he wants you to serve him, but not as a mere employee of his Roman Lake league.  He wants you literally to join him and his man Akiva.”  
 
   “Oh, well, why didn’t you just say so?  That clears things up!”
 
   “You would be betraying Mr. Sperling only if you choose to accept the wrong mission.  But you will not make the wrong choice, Daniel.”  The friendly smile never left Michael’s face.
 
   “You never just explain things, do you?  You know, using simple, declarative sentences?  From our first meeting I know you know about Mr. Sperling’s voice.  Why not just explain how you know that?  Or—better still—who are you?  How is this happening?”
 
   “Daniel, I am not authorized to usurp God-given privilege or responsibility.  You have been given free will, and because of that you must reach certain decisions on your own and for the proper reasons.  So, I cannot tell you any more than this at this time.  You should go with Rebecca Shaul to a meeting in Tel Aviv with Rabbi Kagan Magid.  You will learn a great deal from him and his wife.  Then you should inform Signore Romani you have decided to accept his offer and join him in his quest for world peace.”
 
   “Join him?  In light of what you just showed me?”  
 
   “It will make sense when the time comes,” Michael said.  He left his seat and started moving toward Daniel’s office door.
 
   “Great.  And now you have to leave?”
 
   Michael smiled at Daniel over his shoulder and headed into the entry hall.  Just before disappearing around the corner he stopped and said, “And Daniel, read Luke 22:31.”  He turned and left.
 
   Still seated, Daniel stared after him for a while.  He eventually made notes about the name of the rabbi Michael had told him to visit and the assigned Bible verse.  Then he called Merrill and told him to drop all efforts to find Michael.  When Merrill asked why, Daniel promised to explain it later. 
 
   He got up from his desk and opened his drapes, although he knew Michael would no longer be in sight.
 
   He sat back at his desk and replayed the Romani/Mazeurs clip.
 
   After pondering it for a while, he pulled open a lower drawer of his desk.  He pulled out a Bible Mr. Sperling had given him years ago and turned to the twenty second chapter of the Gospel according to Luke.  He read the passage.  Saw the reference to the Apostle Peter being sifted as wheat by Satan.  Didn’t see how the story related to his situation.  
 
   He returned the Bible to its drawer and forced his attention back to his day job.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-six
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Guryon Shaul rolled the manuscript back into the canvas protector Rabbi Magid had kept it in and placed it on a shelf in his library.  He went out into the kitchen, turned to his left and opened the back door.  He carefully observed the small enclosed patio and surrounding area.  No neighbors could be seen or heard.  He went back inside to the living room, which also served on quiet evenings as Rachael’s reading room.
 
   “You’re dressed for bed, I see?”  He spoke English.
 
   “It’s good to know your eyes are still clear, Guryon My Love.”
 
   “Why don’t you get a bottle of our best wine and join me on the patio.  It’s dark, and I saw no neighbors out.  No one to hear us.”
 
   She smiled impishly as Guryon turned back toward the rear door.  At the door he paused, looked back toward the living room and said, “And bring a blanket, Rache.”
 
   When Rachael stepped out the back door, Guryon had already positioned himself on the padded loveseat.  He scooted to one side, making room for his wife, and said, “The reason I wanted you to join me out here—and to bring the wine and blanket—was that I have had an epiphany and I wanted to reveal it to you.  Plus it is chilly.”
 
   “Really?” she said.  She held up the wine bottle in one hand and the blanket in the other.  “An epiphany you want to reveal?”  
 
   “Do not be so glum, My Love.  Perhaps there will be more as well.”
 
   She made a show of sighing reluctantly as she placed the items on the floor beside the seat and slid in beside him.  When settled she said, “You know, it just occurred to me.  There is no verb form of epiphany.”
 
   “I had not considered that.  Of course, as is common in English, epiphany is a borrowed word.”
 
   “Yes; from the Greek.  It is also a religious word, referring to a divine manifestation.  But neither of those facts helps me think of a verb form.  So, go ahead and…reveal your revelation, Gur.  I am fully ready.”
 
   He cleared his throat.  “I have become, as of this evening, a true believer in Yehoshua Meshiach.”
 
   Rachael turned her face to him.  There was just enough ambient light that he could see her raised eyebrows.  “So, the rabbi has convinced you?” she said.  In response to his puzzled look, she added, “I saw the note on your desk at the store about needing to schedule your personal appointment.”
 
   “It is good I have yet to find a mistress, Rache.  You would bust me before I could arrange the first tryst.”
 
   “Oh, I am not worried about a mistress.”
 
   “And why not?  I am still quite hardy.”
 
   She kissed him on the cheek.  “Because you do not need a mistress, Gur.”
 
   He nodded and pulled her closer.  “Well, did you hear what I just said?  And if so, what is your response?”
 
   “About Yehoshua Meshiach?  My ears are good.  I heard.  And my head is not nearly as empty as I pretend.  I believe you have already surmised that I too have become a believer in Yehoshua.  If you have so concluded, you are correct.  About a month ago I arrived at this decision.  But I realized it would not have been appropriate to attempt to lead my husband in spiritual matters.  That is not how Yahweh designed it.  So I waited patiently for you to catch up.”
 
   Guryon kissed her on the forehead.  “Have you also concluded that He is about to deliver Israel, and that He will be returning within seven years.”
 
   “Before I answer you, let us rehearse my little story about Moshe Dayan.”
 
   “Moshe Dayan?  Now?”
 
   “Yes.  I wish to confess the story has been stretched.  I did indeed meet the man and his eye-patch; I was a young girl at the time; and he did come up to me in the light of the moon beside the newly built swimming pool.  All this is true, just as the story goes.  But I was not alone when this occurred.  I was with four other young women from my Kibbutz.  And, when Dayan introduced himself to me, I was less than the sophisticated woman of the oft-repeated tale.  In fact, I became so nervous I could not answer his simple question.”  
 
   “What was his question?”
 
   Rachael deepened her voice as much as possible.  “What is your name, young lady?”
 
   They both laughed.
 
   “You know,” Guryon said, “I was never troubled by that story—whether it was true or not.  I had not even met you yet when those events were supposed to have taken place.”
 
   “I know, but I wanted you to know the truth now.  I have enjoyed your modest discomfort long enough.  Actually, the story became somewhat ‘viral,’ as they would say today, after two of my Kibbutz sisters found my romanticized version of the events in my diary.  Have you never wondered why the wording of the story never changed—even a little bit?  But the truth, Gur, you are the only man for me—and always have been.”
 
   “I appreciate the sacrifice you have made in ending this multi-decade charade, Rache.  But what has that story to do with my question about the seven years?”  
 
   “My story about Moshe Dayan was untrue, and it was actually so obviously untrue you never really believed it.  The rabbi’s story about Meshiach and about His returning at the end of the seven years of Jacob’s trouble is, on the other hand, quite true.  That He will be returning is so obviously true to informed minds it becomes self-verifying.  Even my hard-headed husband could not forever deny it.”
 
   “That is quite a round-about answer to a simple question, My Dear.”
 
   “I am round about here, too,” she said, placing his right hand on her left hip.
 
   “You are; yes.  Even in the dark, I feel that.  And quite nicely round.  But before we continue this anatomy lesson, I have to tell you one more serious thing.”
 
   Rachael groaned. 
 
   “It will be short.  I promise.  I have had a feeling for the last couple of days that Rebecca needs me.”
 
   “Last couple of days?  You always have this feeling.”
 
   “It is different now.  The rabbi told me this evening she will probably be coming here Wednesday with her friend, Daniel Goldman.  He said her friend has a special assignment from Yahweh in these last days.  Rebecca is over her head, Rache.”
 
   “She has excellent protection, Gur.  From her own young man.  Whom the rabbi also apparently believes is marked by Yahweh for a special task.  Just as Rebecca says.  I don’t think she needs the protection of an old man as well—even if this particular old man is a war hero.”
 
   “What if the protection she needs is from something her young man does not understand and therefore from which he cannot protect her?”
 
   “I think you tend to be overly protective of your females, Gur.  But, if you feel so strongly, why don’t we call her?”
 
   “I believe that is what we should do.”
 
   With less difficulty than he would have expected from a woman her age, Rachael shifted in the love seat and turned so that she straddled him.  She picked up the wine bottle from the patio floor, pulled the stopper and tipped it to his lips. “Good plan,” she said, “but I have a different one for now.”  She took the wine bottle from his lips and placed it back on the floor.  “For you and I,” she said, “there are no prohibitions against such things as…this.”
 
   Guryon said, “Oh, my!  I believe your plan has great merit, Rache!”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-seven
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   After the messenger had delivered the physical documents downtown to Spears, Cramer and Moss—and after the short barrage of emails and phone calls back and forth which their arrival prompted—Daniel finally leaned his head back on his leather cushion and let himself think about what was really happening here.  This business with Michael went way beyond anything his dumbed-down science books addressed.  Quarks?  Unfurled Dimensions?  Chaos Theory?  He couldn’t see how any of these cutting edge concepts shed any real light on recent experiences.  In fact, he was on the verge of explaining his experiences with about the same sophistication as a priest in the Middle Ages.  They had to be supernatural.
 
   After playing these thoughts through his mind for a while, he saw the silver lining.  At least he was not losing his sanity by talking to Michael.  But after a bit more thought he wondered if he were ready for that particular silver lining.  A comfortable, intellectual acknowledgement of the existence of God as Creator, which he had admitted to Rebecca, was one thing.  Experiencing perhaps His direct intervention was something else entirely.  
 
   Enough.  He had been at it long enough.  Both this oil deal and this Michael thing.  Besides he had a more important task yet to accomplish.  He rose and left his office to go visit Rebecca in the guest house.  
 
   As he stepped onto the cobblestone path, he noticed the temperature had dropped.  More wind than earlier.  Small whitecaps on his lake.  Overcast.  He shivered and picked up his pace, despite his sense of needing more time to formulate his message to Rebecca.  But this couldn’t be put off any longer.  Not after what almost happened upstairs in his master suite this morning.  That was great.  That was not what troubled him.  His feelings for her had become real, and he knew she reciprocated those feelings because it was Rebecca even more than he who had pressed the moment in his bedroom.  The problem was there was no doubt the opportunity would soon repeat itself—perhaps even right now, after he had completed this chilly walk—and it could not be allowed to happen while he still guarded so many personal secrets.  He had to tell her about all the weirdness.  He owed her that much.  
 
   Not to mention the fact he fully intended to do what Michael had just told him to do—go visit this rabbi named Magid.  And he needed a plausible explanation for asking Rebecca to help him set that up.
 
   Without having reached any conclusions, he had opened the front door to the guest house and had stepped inside before he realized he should have knocked—now that he finally had a guest staying there.  He saw the fireplace sitting area, where the placement of the chairs suggested two people in conversation.  But they were empty now.  No Rebecca.
 
   “Rebecca,” he called out.
 
   Almost immediately he heard her voice from upstairs, from the bedroom.  “Up here.”
 
    He started toward the stairs.  It was time to fish or cut bait, as Merrill sometimes said.  He had only seconds to put his confession together.
 
   At the top of the stairs, standing before the closed door of the guest Master, he remembered to knock.  
 
   “Come in,” she said.  She sounded near.
 
   He opened the door and entered.  Instantly Rebecca was in his arms and kissing him.  He felt her hands digging gently at the small of his back.  Through her thin cotton sweater, he felt her body pressed against his.  He hated to disrupt this moment with his confession, but he had to.
 
   Rebecca finally pulled away and said, “I need to ask you to do something for me.”
 
   Daniel nodded.  He thought that was a strange way to put it, as if she needed to persuade him.  If she only knew.
 
   “What would that be, Rebecca?”
 
   “I need you to come over here,” she pointed to the bed, “and listen carefully to me.”
 
   “I can do that,” he said.  He hoped his ragged breath was less obvious to her than to him.
 
   When both were seated on the end of the large four-poster, she said, “You know I think you are special, don’t you Daniel?”
 
   “You think I’m special?”
 
   “I think I already told you that—in more ways than one.”
 
   “Thank you.  And you are, too, Rebecca.”
 
   “How do I know you aren’t saying that just because you like my body?  I noticed your wandering eyes—and certainly felt your hands—in my apartment Saturday night.”  She smiled as she spoke.
 
   “I can’t deny that.  But that’s not the only reason.  To prove I think you’re special in a way I don’t think about all beautiful women, I’m about to do something with you I’ve never done with another woman.”
 
   Rebecca’s eyes went wide.  She stared at him and finally managed to say, “You have to listen to me first.” 
 
   “No, Rebecca.  You have to listen to me first.  I am falling in love with you.”
 
   Her eyes glistened immediately.  She hugged him and whispered in his ear, “And I with you, Daniel.”  
 
   He pushed her gently back to arm’s length.  “That’s wonderful.  It really is.  But before…anything else…I’m going to have to…bare my soul.”
 
   She smiled.  “Oh.  Ok.  Bare away.”
 
   “I’m about to make a confession of something totally personal.  You’re not a man, so you may not appreciate how hard that can be for a man, but I assure you it is difficult.”
 
   “Daniel, I don’t believe you are capable of doing anything so…dramatic…that it needs to be confessed.  But if you feel the need, I’ll listen.”
 
   “OK.  Here goes.  I have recently become capable—at least on one occasion—of understanding a language I never studied.”
 
   Daniel did not see on her face the look of shock or concern or confusion he had expected.  Instead she just smiled and nodded.
 
   He pushed on.  “This happened in the hotel room in Tel Aviv, just before the explosion.  I know now they weren’t speaking English on the other side of that common wall, but to my ears, it was perfect Midwestern American English.  That’s how I knew what to do.  And, as you know from what Romani told us on his yacht, that wasn’t the first bomb I escaped.  The first was right here in downtown Kansas City, before I left for Tel Aviv.  In a building just minutes from where we had dinner last night.”
 
   Again, no shock.  Rebecca merely smiled and nodded.  “You don’t seem surprised, Rebecca.  Why?”
 
   “I told you.  You are special.  I already knew this.”
 
   “There’s more.  I twice met a man who I came to suspect did not actually exist.  I thought my own mind was producing him from thin air—my subconscious trying to tell me something.  But then I spoke to him again, just a few minutes ago.  In my office.  And Mrs. Harper came in, and she could see him too.  They both chatted with each other.”
 
   Rebecca remained unimpressed.
 
   Fearing his courage may fail him, he rushed on.  “And that’s not all.  I occasionally hear the voice of a man who has been gone from this earth for thirteen months.  Mr. Sperling.  He has now spoken to me from thin air four times.”
 
   He paused, heart thumping.  Despite her externally calm demeanor at these revelations, she had to be internally calculating just how far and how fast she could escape this raving maniac sitting here beside her on the bed.  And he wasn’t even done yet.
 
   “And, last thing, I promise…this seemingly non-existent man just told me I need to go see a rabbi named Magid, and he said you would go with me.”
 
   Rebecca said, “Praise Yahweh!” and threw her arms around his neck.
 
   When he could, he said, “Rebecca, of all the ways I had imagined you might react, this is not one of them.”
 
   She finally pulled away so she could focus her tear-filled eyes on his.  “Daniel, my special and beloved Daniel, I was trying to decide how to convince you to go see him.”
 
   “You were?”
 
   “Yes.  I have thought for days God has a special purpose for you in these times, and Rabbi Magid was the only man I knew who could provide some insight.  So I got my New Israelites sponsor Mr. Silvers to call him to request my private meeting—which he did—and the rabbi called me about an hour ago.  He will meet with us day after tomorrow.  At his home.”
 
   “You’ve already set it up?”
 
   “Yes.  I had expected to need some persuasion to get him to even consider your coming with me, since you are not a New Israelites member.  But instead he asked me to invite you.  I had no idea he even knew you existed.  But now, in light of the bizarre experiences you just described, it all makes sense.  You really are special in God’s eyes.”
 
   “Your rabbi asked for me by name?”
 
   “Yes.  Can you see how God is involved in this?  You have something important to do for Him, Daniel.  I’m sure of it.  Can we get one of your jets in the morning?”
 
   ”I’m sure I can.  Smitty’s thumbprint on the CONOMUSE form is good for several more days.  But what do you think this rabbi can…”  His phone rang.
 
   Daniel looked at the screen.  It was from Spears, Cramer and Moss.
 
   “I should get this, Rebecca.  We’re still in the middle of all the paperwork.”
 
   She nodded and Daniel answered his phone.  “Daniel Goldman.”
 
   After listening for several seconds he said, “No problem, Craig.  I’ll go to my office and look that up.  I’ll call you back in a few minutes.  Right.  Thank you.”
 
   He disconnected.  “Rebecca, can you wait right here for me?  Or, would you rather come to my place, so we can continue…this?”
 
   “Why don’t we just talk later?  You still have work to do and Izzy and I have to go pick out the dress you agreed to buy me for tonight.  You do remember that, right?”
 
   “Of course.  Have Izzy grab the credit card.  No limit.  Have fun, and I’ll see you…when?”
 
   “Dress shopping will probably take most of the afternoon.  We can pick up where we left off after we get back from our dinner date tonight.”
 
   “OK.  Can’t wait,” he said.  He kissed her again.  “See you then.”  
 
    
 
   --------
 
    
 
   It was still chilly and windy on the walk back to his office, but inside he felt much warmer.  He was relieved his confession had gone so well.  Rebecca didn’t think he was insane at all.  In fact she was thrilled with his revelations.  So it wasn’t wrong of him to let her think he was on some special mission for God.  At least for just a little while longer.  If that made her happy.  After all, he had not intentionally given her that idea just to…to win points with her.  It was her idea. 
 
   Then he remembered Michael.  Michael existed.  And Mr. Sperling’s voice was not simply the product of his own subconscious mind.  
 
   Could Rebecca be right?  Could he actually have been selected for some special mission by God Himself?
 
   He allowed himself to ponder that imponderable for only a few additional paces before he turned his thoughts back to something he was qualified to deal with—the oil deal questions he was about to go answer for Spears, Cramer and Moss.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-eight
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Rebecca leaned against Daniel’s left side, her right arm around his waist, as the two strolled together along the walkway between the main house and the guest house.  Although it was still chilly outside, he was warm.  The warmth didn’t come from his light jacket.  It came from the radiant woman whose hip beneath the soft new dress he’d bought her rubbed so invitingly against his own.  
 
   The dinner ‘double date’, as Mr. Harper insisted upon calling it, had gone very well.  The food and ambience at Savoy had been exceptional as always.  Rebecca’s new dress was gorgeous, and at least until a few minutes ago, Mrs. Harper had not said or done too many outrageous things.  But then, right after they’d arrived home and the limo had driven away, without saying a word, she had rushed off toward the stairway beside the garages.  As far as Daniel recalled, that stairway led to nothing except attic storage.  
 
   He loved the old woman, but she could be weird sometimes. 
 
   If not for the miniature street lamps dotting the eighty yards or so of cobblestone path between the mansion and the guest house, it would have been completely dark.  Any moon and starlight that might have illuminated their path was blocked by a layer of low clouds.  
 
   He and Rebecca had not spoken since leaving the Harpers at the front door of the main house.  He had no doubt what occupied his thoughts and rendered him speechless.  He hoped it was a similar anticipation of finally being alone that accounted for Rebecca’s silence.
 
   He heard footsteps behind him and turned to see Izzy fast-walking toward them.
 
   “You two left before I could give Rebecca a good night hug,” she said as she caught up with them.
 
   Rebecca held open her arms.  “It has been a wonderful day, Izzy, and you deserve much of the credit.  I consider you my best new friend.”
 
   As the women embraced, Izzy held out something toward Daniel, wiggling it behind Rebecca’s back to get his attention.  As soon as he saw it he knew what it was and why she had run off to the attic.  He quickly accepted the ring box from Izzy’s outstretched hand and put it in his jacket pocket.  Izzy’s conspiratorial smile was barely discernible in the pale lamplight.  He nodded to her.  
 
   When she pulled away from the hug, Izzy said to Daniel, “Will you have time for breakfast in the morning before your flight?”
 
   “I think so, Mrs. Harper.  We don’t have to leave early.  Our appointment in Israel is not until day after tomorrow.  Even allowing for the time difference, we have plenty of time.  Why don’t we all gather in the main house, in the breakfast room, by, say, nine-thirty?”
 
   “Good.  I’ll make something special.  See you in the morning, Dear,” she said to Rebecca.  She turned back toward the main house.
 
   As he resumed his stroll with Rebecca, Daniel thought about the antique jewelry Rebecca had shown him in Tel Aviv and realized the ring now hidden in his pocket resembled some of the pieces she had seemed most to admire.  Mrs. Harper could be presumptuous at times—indeed had been all day—but she might have hit upon an excellent idea here.  Since it was the engagement ring his father had given his mother, it would be even more meaningful and…romantic.  
 
   He suddenly felt even more certain of the rightness of what he knew was about to happen when they reached the guest house.  But could he craft the right words for a proper proposal in such a short time?  It took him only a few seconds to realize he could.  He’d made billions partly because he could assemble just the right words on the spot.  He loved her, everything about her, not just the magnificent package into which she had been assembled.  All he had to do was let her know that and then…pop the question, as they say.  
 
   He told himself he was confident, self-assured, poised…but his rapidly accelerating heart called him a liar.
 
   “She is such a sweet lady,” Rebecca said.
 
   The abrupt breaking of the silence startled him.  “Mrs. Harper?  Yes; she is.  I really do think of her as my grandmother.  And why not?  She had a big hand in raising me after my mother and father were gone.”
 
   “Yes; she told me some of that.”
 
   Daniel unlocked the front door.  The lamp on the entry table had been left on, but the rest of the guest house was dark and still.  “We don’t have to get up too early, Rebecca.  Would you like a glass of wine before we both turn in for the night?”
 
   “I was thinking maybe two,” she said, “before we…”
 
   Her phone made a noise in her purse that made Daniel think of a ruptured duck.
 
   Rebecca pulled the phone out and looked at the ID.  “It’s my grandmother Rachael.  I wonder what she wants.  It’s only…five-thirty tomorrow morning over there.”
 
   She answered the call.  “Grandma?” she said in English.  “Why aren’t you still asleep?”
 
   As she listened she grew somber.  Then tearful.  Daniel put his arm around her shoulder.  He wanted to ask her what was wrong but didn’t want to intrude.  Tears began to roll down her cheeks, but almost immediately relief seemed to soften the intense look of concern.
 
   “OK, Grandma,” she said.  “Thank you for calling, and tell Grandpa I’ll be praying for him.  You know what…just a minute.”
 
   Rebecca put her hand over the phone and said to Daniel, “Could you get your plane to leave earlier in the morning?  My Grandfather had chest pains a couple of hours ago and Grandma took him to the hospital.  It was not a heart attack—thank God.  They think it was just something he ate or drank.  But I need to see him with my own eyes.  I really don’t want to wait any longer than I have to.”
 
   “I’m sure I can, Rebecca.  I’ll make the call right now.  In fact, we could probably leave tonight and sleep on the plane.  The seats recline.  It’s really fairly comfortable.”
 
   “That’s even better.”  She said into the phone, “Grandma, we will be there in maybe…twelve or thirteen hours.”
 
   She listened.
 
   “Yes,” she said, “he will be coming with me.  We will both visit Rabbi Magid Wednesday morning.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Part Four: Choosing the Mission
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-nine
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Daniel watched headlights floating past the passenger window of the limo, going in the opposite direction.  It was Tuesday evening in Tel Aviv, and he and Rebecca were on their way to her grandfathers’ house in a district called Giv’at Shmuel.  Daniel understood the neighborhood to be one of the relatively few in the surrounds of Tel Aviv to offer normal single-family homes—normal, that is, from his American point of view.
 
   Rebecca sat next to him in the rear of the limo, leaning against his right side.  Throughout much of the flight they both had slept, but even when awake, she had spoken little.  And since being picked up at Ben Gurion airport, as they motored several minutes northwest on Route 1 and then several more minutes northeast on route 4, she remained quiet and pensive.  It seemed odd to him after learning her grandfather had not had a heart attack that she continued to seem so upset.  She may even have become more so after learning what had not happened.  He wanted to ask her about that but didn’t want to pry.  He just pulled her closer and continued to watch quietly as the lights slid past them.
 
   It was a superb limo, operated by a very professional private service recommended to him by Assam.  Assam, new owner-to-be of Metropolitan Limo Service, had obviously taken pride in the opportunity to recommend a service in Tel Aviv to Daniel.  He had seemed grateful, actually, that his opinion mattered.  Assam had probably figured out the money for the down payment on his new business had come from him, but he apparently intended to honor Daniel’s obvious effort to remain anonymous.  Assam had gushed about the opportunity afforded him by such a kind and generous benefactor—and yes, he had used that word—but he had not attempted to expose Daniel as being that benefactor.
 
   Daniel could resist no longer.  “Rebecca,” he whispered, “why are you still so worried?  Didn’t you say your grandfather did not have a heart attack?  It was just…what did you say the doctor called it…stable angina?  Brought on by over-eating or maybe by some kind of excitement?”
 
   She looked at him and smiled, but her normal mirth was absent.  “Yes.  It was not a heart attack.  He will be OK—for now.  His problem is not immediately life-threatening, and there are some good medications for his condition these days.  And because he is old, this kind of thing is not really unexpected.  So that’s not what bothers me.”  She was quiet again for a few seconds.  Then she said, “Actually, that is exactly what bothers me.  Grandpa’s problem is not unexpected.  He’s getting old.  He won’t be around forever.”
 
   “Oh, I get it.  You’ve been reminded of his mortality.”
 
   “Exactly.  It’s like a forecast of things to come.  Everything winds down, right?  And so is my only grandfather.”
 
   “I certainly understand.  Unfortunately that’s true for us all.”
 
   “Nothing stays the same.  Not personal things.  Not things in the world at large.  Just look at the world today, Daniel.”  She remained quiet for a while, apparently studying the night rolling past the right side rear window.  Daniel waited.  Then she said, “I’m not normally such a downer, but this thing with Grandpa has kind of tripped me up.”
 
   He hugged her and kissed the top of her head.  “You’re certainly no downer, Rebecca.  You’re less of a downer than just about anyone I know.”
 
   She smiled up at him.  “Thank you, Sweetheart.”
 
   He hugged her again.  “When you mention things in the world at large, you mean the confusion and panic after the Disappearance?  Don’t you think things have actually calmed down a bit recently?  I think they have.  We see more investment opportunity lately in Europe—not much more—but we see a promise, so to speak, of things returning to normal.”
 
   She looked at him.  No smile.  No frown.  “Daniel, do you really believe that?  That things are returning to normal?”
 
   He smiled at her.  “I guess you don’t believe that.”
 
   “No, and I don’t expect you to either.  Remember our discussion in the lounge on the yacht?  You admitted you thought the Disappearance was an act of God, right?  Well, would He do something that stupendous just so things could…remain normal?  You recall that conversation?”
 
   Daniel nodded.  “I do.  I guess I’m still trying to hide from what I can’t explain.”
 
   “Well, you don’t need to explain everything.  Why won’t you let this through your brilliant but hard businessman head—you don’t have to understand everything about God.  You just need to be available to Him.  You are going to do something big and important for Him.  It has to do with the Disappearance and these unique days we live in—but nothing is ever going to be like it was.”  She kissed him on the underside of his chin.
 
   “These are things you’ve learned from this rabbi we are going to visit in the morning?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “Tell me more about him.”  
 
   “Well, Rabbi Magid is a scholar.  He studies dusty, heavy tomes like some people tune into reality TV—when there was reality TV.  He has been this way since he was a boy.  He believes our Jewish Messiah is about to return—in just seven years—and that the nation of Israel will be the greatest nation on earth when He does.”
 
   “And this is what you believe as well?”
 
   “Yes.  I’ve learned a lot lately.  Still don’t understand everything, but I’m sure the Messiah when He comes will be the same One Christians worshipped for centuries.  Rabbi teaches many other things I can’t yet grasp—things like what it means for us that the church age is over and about all the horrible times soon to begin and about special servants from the twelve tribes of Israel.  But since Rabbi Magid believes all these things, I certainly won’t just dismiss them.  I won’t be hard-headed.”  She smiled at him and kissed him on the chin again. 
 
   “I won’t be either, Rebecca.  I’ll pay close attention tomorrow.  I promise.  You’ll be proud of me.”
 
   “My sweet Daniel.  I already am proud of you.”
 
   The driver had exited route 4 and now turned into a quiet street of single-family houses and small apartments which in the States would be called duplexes and triplexes.  He noticed the trees seemed mostly younger and shorter than those in Missouri.  
 
   The driver now angled to the curb in front of a small but neat house set closer to the street than would have been common in the American Midwest.  “This is the address, Mr. Goldman,” the driver said.  “Shall I wait or come back for you later?”
 
   Rebecca whispered to Daniel, “We won’t stay long.  I want grandpa to rest.”
 
   “OK,” Daniel said.  To the driver he said, “Go ahead and wait for us.”
 
   “Very good, Sir.”  The driver finished parking and hurried back to open the rear door for him and Rebecca.  
 
   It was quiet and unusually dark as they walked up the short walk toward Guryon and Rachael Shaul’s front door.  The door opened while they were still several yards away and a slim older woman stepped out.  In the spill of light from the open door, Daniel could see she wore some kind of designer jeans and a long sweater.  As she came forward to greet them, moving like a woman half her age, he could also see she had the figure of no grandmother he’d ever seen.  Immediately he recalled Rebecca’s Moshe Dayan story, and he remembered saying he wanted to meet this grandmother to see how Rebecca would turn out.  He hoped his quip really did turn out prophetic.  The sight before him was encouraging.  The closer he got, the more attractive Rachael became.  If this was what he could look forward to if granted the privilege of a half-century with Rebecca, he would be a happy man.
 
   “Becky,” Rachael said, as she embraced her granddaughter, “I’m so glad you’re here.  My hard-headed war hero husband will not rest until he speaks with you.”
 
   Rebecca pulled away from the hug and said, “What does he want to tell me that is so important?”
 
   “I will not steel his thunder, Dear.  But I can hardly wait till you see the change in him.”  Rebecca gave a worried look, and Rachel quickly said, “No, no, Becky, it’s not a bad thing.  Guryon will be fine.  He just needs some rest.  The change in him I refer to is good.  Please come on in.”  She finally seemed to notice Daniel.  “My, my,” she said. “They certainly have beautiful Jewish men in America.”
 
   Daniel was glad it was dark.  He felt himself blush.  Rachael took his left arm and Rebecca proceeded then as they entered the house.
 
   “Mrs. Shaul,” Daniel said, “you have a lovely home.”
 
   “Thank you, Daniel Goldman.  I hear the guard house at your front gate is about this size.”  Her eyes, the same shade of dark liquid brown as Rebecca’s, twinkled as she spoke.  When Daniel only smiled foolishly back at her, she quickly added, “Perhaps I should tame my tongue for a while until you get to know me better, Daniel.  Don’t think I’m jealous of your great wealth.  Actually, given the price of real estate in Israel, not many could afford this house.  We are not poor people ourselves.  But you will learn that for some perverse reason I take pleasure in shocking people—just a little bit—especially people I love.  And I think it will not be difficult to come to love you, Daniel Goldman.”
 
   “Grandma,” Rebecca said, “yes, you should consider taming your tongue for at least a few minutes!”  She smiled at her grandmother as she spoke.  It was obvious to Daniel she loved her grandmother very much.
 
   “Ladies,” Daniel said, “please don’t worry about me being easily shocked.  Rebecca, you should know that’s not going to happen.  Izzy Harper had a hand in my up-bringing, remember?”
 
   “Yes,” Rebecca chuckled, “I see your point.  But Grandma, I would like to see Grandpa now.  Is he awake?”
 
   ”As I said, he wouldn’t sleep until he told you what he feels he must tell you.  He’s in the bedroom.  Why don’t you go on in, Becky.  I’ll wait here with your Daniel.  I promise to behave myself while you’re gone.”
 
   From deeper in the house, a man’s voice called out, “No, Rache.  Send them both.”
 
   Rachael nodded.  “It’s good to know he can still hear so well.  You two go on back.”
 
   Rebecca led them through a short hall and into a room maybe fifteen feet square; well appointed.  Daniel saw Rebecca’s eyes tear slightly when she saw her grandfather in a bathrobe, lying propped up on pillows.  She went to him and they hugged.
 
   “Grandpa, are you OK?”
 
   He patted her on the back.  “I am fine,” he said.  “Those Egyptian tanks could not kill me when I was young, and, now that I am not so young, neither can too much corned beef followed by too much strenuous exercise in the middle of the night.”
 
   “Exercise?” Rebecca said.
 
   “Another time, Dear.  But I am glad you are here.  I need to tell you something.”
 
   “OK.  But first, what change in you was Grandma talking about?”
 
   “I suppose she refers to my visit with Rabbi Kagan Magid.  Come to find out, she didn’t need me to guide her in spiritual matters, Becky.  She became a believer in Yehoshua Meshiach before I did.  But that has now occurred.  I have now become a believer, and she is thrilled my old mind is now so much broader.”
 
   “Oh, Grandpa, that is wonderful.  So you have visited the rabbi?”
 
   “I did.  I will confess to you what I confessed to your grandmother.  I have been playing devil’s advocate with the whole bunch of you.  For some time I have been closer to accepting the truth the rabbi teaches than I let you all know.  I was partly embarrassed to admit the Gentiles had bested us, and partly I wanted to make sure all of you were using good sense when you accepted the teaching of Kagan Magid and not just making emotional decisions.  Emotional decisions usually don’t have any lasting substance.”
 
   “I am so happy for you, Grandpa.  Our whole family now believes in our own Yehoshua Meshiach.  We will get through these times together.”
 
   “Yes, and that reminds me of what I wanted to tell you.  Not just you.”  He looked around Rebecca so he could fix his gaze on Daniel, who was standing at the door.  “I want also for you to hear this, young man.  If you are to have the responsibility of protecting my only granddaughter, you must know something.”
 
   Daniel stepped closer to the bed and reached out to shake Guryon Shaul’s hand.
 
   “Nice to meet you, Mr. Shaul.  What is it I need to know?”
 
   After releasing Daniel’s hand, he said, “You must never again allow my granddaughter to be in the presence of this man Vicente Romani.  And you must never enter his presence yourself until you speak with Rabbi Magid.  Will you promise me this?”  
 
   Daniel could tell the old man was serious.  He was old, but neither weak or feeble.  He considered carefully what the man had asked before he responded.  “Yes,” he said, “I promise I will not take her into Vicente Romani’s presence again.  And I will not go there myself until I have spoken to your rabbi.  We will meet with him in the morning.”
 
   Guryon Shaul was visibly relieved.  “Yes, Rachael told me this, but I wanted to hear it from your lips.  I think perhaps my Becky has once again proven her good sense.  I think she has laid claim to a good man, Daniel Goldman.”
 
   “Thank you, Sir.”
 
   He looked from one face to another.  “Are you two not curious as to why I make this request?”
 
   Daniel nodded.  He saw Rebecca doing the same.
 
   “It is because of what the Rabbi has told me about this man.  I will not up-stage the rabbi, since you have made your solemn promise, Daniel, and will visit him in the morning.  He will be able to explain things to you in person about this Vicente Romani better than I can.  But I will tell you one thing, something the rabbi himself may not know.  I believe this Romani has been watching the rabbi.  I think somehow Romani knows that in private, Rabbi Magid reveals him as the beast he is.  I saw a dark blue van last night.  Two men sat in it.  And while they pretended no interest in me or the rabbi, my time as a warrior was not so long ago that I have lost all my instincts.  They were there to watch the rabbi—and since I was with him, they will now watch me.  Did you happen to notice such a vehicle when you came in, Daniel?”
 
   “No, Sir.  And I watched the traffic all the way from the airport.  I noticed no such vehicle.” Daniel almost imperceptibly touched the gun in his right front pocket.  He was glad they’d flown in his private jet.  No enforceable restrictions there. 
 
   “Good” Guryon said.  “But this does not make me think I was mistaken.  They are here—these men sent by Romani.  You must be careful.”
 
   “I will, Mr. Shaul.  I can and will protect you granddaughter.”
 
   “Excellent.  That is Yahweh’s first claim upon all men.  They are to protect the women who depend upon them.  I can now rest.”  
 
    
 
   --------
 
    
 
   He and Rebecca did not stay long at her grandparents’ house.  Rebecca was determined that her grandfather rest and she knew he could not with her and Daniel there.  But even from such a short visit, Daniel could tell from every word and gesture exchanged among them they were a loving and close family.  Guryon Shaul even reminded Daniel in some ways of his own father.
 
   After their good-byes, they got in the waiting limo and gave the driver the address of Rebecca’s apartment.  He pulled Rebecca close again, so close she was almost on his lap.  He was pleased her family seemed to recognize his relationship with Rebecca was more than mere infatuation for either of them.  Her whole family apparently had discussed it, and they all apparently approved.  
 
   Daniel studied traffic, as well as parked vehicles, even more carefully now.  He noticed no blue van.  No van of any color, actually.  
 
   With her body pressed to his, he could feel her occasionally fighting back tears.  At least now he knew why.  She was seeing a forecast of things to come.  For Rebecca, between now and the wonderful things she believed were to come lay a black world-wide storm of some kind.  Great misery and suffering for everyone.  Maybe being reminded of the inevitable loss of her aging grandfather made that forecasted misery more real for her.  And ahead of schedule.  
 
   From Rebecca’s purse Daniel heard the muffled sound of some wounded bird indicating she had a call coming in.  Without moving away from him she fished into her purse beside her and pulled out her phone.
 
   “High, Daddy,” she said.  She slipped away from him as she spoke.  Her moving a few inches from him at the sound of her father’s voice was probably a Freudian thing.  Maybe her grandfather’s health scare should render normal, youthful pleasures off limits.  At least for a time.  She might have been mildly embarrassed to have been discovered almost in Daniel’s lap.  
 
   Rebecca placed her phone on speaker and Jarred Shaul could be heard saying, “…mild case, as I understand it.  Dad is tough, Becky.  I expect he’ll be back to normal by tomorrow or the next day at the latest.  But that’s not why I called.  Is Daniel on now?”
 
   “Yes; he is.”  She smiled at Daniel.  
 
   “Good.  I want both of you to hear this.  Dad told me he already spoke with you two about this, but I wanted to reinforce it.  It is vitally important you two speak to Rabbi Magid before you allow yourselves to come into the presence of Romani again.  Ever since you told me you were on his yacht for several days, Becky, I’ve been unable to get that thought out of my mind.  I no longer have any doubts about that man.  He is evil—and extraordinarily dangerous.”
 
   “Yes,” Rebecca said.  “Grandpa warned us.”
 
   “I could hardly sleep last night, worrying about it.  You two were in the presence of a man…well, there are no words for him.  Daniel, you must protect my daughter.”
 
   Daniel was mildly irritated that Rebecca’s male family members seemed to doubt him.  He also wondered how Romani could be so dangerous.  Selfish?  Elitist?  Disingenuous?  Yes to all those things.  But dangerous, as in physically threatening?  Daniel didn’t think Romani could represent that much of a threat to him.  He could take care of himself—and Rebecca.
 
   “You don’t need to worry, Mr. Shaul.  I will not let anything happen to your daughter.”
 
   “Good.  And thank you, Daniel.  I believe you.  I’m just afraid you two have somehow become obsessions for him.  These are not normal times.  You will learn more tomorrow, when you meet with the rabbi.  In the meantime, just be careful.  Please.” 
 
   After disconnecting and replacing her phone in her purse, Rebecca remained where she was, with a narrow space between them.  Daniel decided right then that tonight would not be the right time to ask her to be his wife.  He would leave his mother’s ring in his luggage—and he would sleep where he had the previous Saturday.
 
   With thoughts of proposing to Rebecca pushed out of his mind, he began to ponder their visit in the morning.  What was it about this rabbi which influenced people so strongly?  The whole Shaul family were convinced this guy had the whole truth and nothing but the truth.  Daniel wasn’t sure how anyone could live up to the advance billing this rabbi enjoyed.  He guessed he would soon find out.
 
   When the limo had let them out and he and Rebecca had entered her apartment, they continued to talk but little.  They sat in her living room with the TV on in the background, but they paid it little attention.  She was still pensive, lost in her own thoughts.  After an hour or so she said she hated to do it to him, but that she needed to go to bed.  She would be no company for him anyway.  He gave her a quick kiss on the cheek and told her not to worry about it.  She retreated to her room and Daniel pretended to watch TV for a few more minutes.  Just before he decided to give up, he realized the program was broadcast in Hebrew.
 
   Daniel went to his room and placed his pistol on the night stand beside his bed.  He undressed and, just before he got under the covers, stopped himself and sat back up.  He got back out of bed and pulled on his trousers again.  After slipping the gun back in his pocket, he sneaked as quietly as possible down the little hall and into the front room.  Keeping his body hidden by the window sill, he peered out the front window overlooking the street.  He would not have been surprised to see the blue van sitting right in front of the building.  After thinking about the two men Guryon had seen sitting in it, and after Jarred Shaul’s call, the blue van had come to seem more and more menacing.  
 
   After a thorough study of the street outside her building, he saw no van, only a white SUV with is lights off parked half a block up the street.  It appeared to be empty.  Guryon had warned about a van, a dark blue one.  Daniel decided he could not expand that warning into being wary of all parked vehicles.  That would be self-defeating.  
 
   He sneaked back to the guest room and laid his gun once again on the nightstand beside his bed.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Forty
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Romani was still in his bathrobe.  Akiva wore his red running clothes.  From the corner of his eye, Romani watched Akiva struggle to swallow his bite of poached salmon so he could say something.  With one grand effort he succeeded.  “You are incredible, Vicente.  The vote is today.  You have not heard from Daniel Goldman.  Yet you are without anxiety.”
 
   This was really fun.  Romani still did not look directly at him, which should kick his game up a notch.  “Anxiety gives way only to a greater mental force, My Friend.  That force is certainty.”  He continued to spoon orange marmalade onto his hard little biscuit.
 
   Akiva loaded a biscuit as had his boss.  Before plopping it in his mouth, he said, “So you remain certain about Daniel Goldman?  He has decided to join with us?”
 
   “I do remain certain about that.”
 
   Akiva shook his head in amazement and began happily chewing the biscuit.  Around the food he said, “Why did you not at least ask me about the latest secret polls?”
 
   “Because I knew they were favorable or you would have been beside yourself with anxiety.  You are not beside yourself.”
 
   “You define the word Leader, My Friend,” Akiva said.  He swallowed and reached for the salmon.  “I am glad to serve you.  And I am glad you are not angry about Monday night.”
 
   “Angry?  I assume you refer to our…discussion?  You have a right to your opinions, Akiva.  Just as long as—when you see I do not share them—you quickly abandon them.  Plus, our little discussion did lead to some valuable adjustments to our plans for the celebration tonight.”  He was really having fun now.
 
   “So you have no doubt whatsoever?” Akiva said.  “What you experienced was Daniel Goldman deciding to join us?”
 
   Romani was not really giddy.  Just excited.  He sensed not only great victories looming, but gently toying with his man was adding immensely to his good mood.  “Yes; I still believe Daniel Goldman will complete our Great Triumvirate.  Therefore, I have no anxiety about him, because he will come to us.  He will be here in time to participate in our event.”
 
   Akiva looked quickly around, as if seeking witnesses to these anomalies.  “And you still dismiss my concern about your being one of the two real combatants we saw in our vision?”
 
   “I do.  There is no other way, Akiva.  Nothing else could establish my virtus immediately in the eyes of our ICOW guests.  I must be as ferocious as they.  I, of course, must not be the one whose real blood gets shed.”
 
   Akiva nodded and plopped a piece of salmon in his mouth.  “This is why you are the Master, Vicente.  You are not easily frightened.  But still…I cannot understand why you are not at least a little bit concerned that Daniel Goldman will attend the Magid meeting with Rebecca Shaul?  Surely this gives you some doubt.”
 
   “None, My Friend.”  
 
   Akiva seemed to search for witnesses again.  “You do not think we should at least have Marcel and the Rock follow them over there this morning, to make sure Rebecca Shaul does not slip away?”
 
   Romani decided he had enjoyed himself sufficiently.  For now.  He became slightly more serious.  “Of course they will follow them, Akiva.  That way we can listen in on what goes on in there.  I ordered Marcel and Rock to wait a couple of blocks away from Magid’s house—remembering to position themselves between the house and the nearest real cell tower.  They are not to let Rebecca out of their sight until she is inside Magid’s house, not even long enough to go rent another vehicle.  The time for such clandestine activity has ended.  Then, when the time is right—and I will know when the time is right—I will send them back to Rebecca’s apartment to wait for her there.  She will return—without Daniel.  He will not be with her because he will decide to come here, to join us.”  He laid down his biscuit and placed his outstretched fingers flat against his belly and chest.  “I feel it,” he said.  “Our Great Triumvirate will soon be complete.”  
 
   Romani couldn’t help himself.  He was delighted with the look of fresh consternation on Akiva’s face at yet another unexplained mention of the Triumvirate.  
 
    
 
   --------
 
    
 
   Even before leaving the surface streets surrounding Rebecca’s apartment Wednesday morning, Daniel had begun to feel jumpy.  Part of it was his need to be on the lookout for the blue van, but that wasn’t all of it.  It was also the looming meeting with Rabbi Magid.  Magid had gone from being a name Daniel had never heard of to being one thrown at him by virtually everyone he spoke to.  The cumulative effect was this sense of destiny-changing significance associated with the name Magid.  
 
   Anyway, he was certainly on high alert.
 
   They took Route 2 north and, in mere minutes, had arrived at Rabbi Magid’s private residence in Ramat Aviv Gimmel.  The house reminded Daniel of modern architectural styles he might expect to see in the hills of California.  Rectangular, low, flat, white.  It was not as large as those he would see in the California hills but was considerably larger than the Guryon residence.  After hearing Rachael Guryon allude to the high price of her and Guryon’s house, Daniel knew this one must be worth a small fortune.  Certainly out of reach for what he assumed a rabbi would earn.
 
   Daniel had seen no blue van along the way, and he saw none here as the limo driver pulled into the Magids’ driveway and let them out.  The driver told Daniel he had blocked out the whole day for them and he would go turn around and wait for them across the street in front of the house.  Despite having seen nothing suspicious, Daniel remained vigilant, gently brushing his hand over his pistol on the way to the door.
 
   A few seconds after Rebecca pressed the doorbell, an attractive woman fifteen or twenty years older than Daniel answered.  “You must be Rebecca Shaul,” the woman said as she extended her hand to Rebecca.  She turned to face Daniel, smiled and shook her head slowly, as if in amazement.  “And there can be no doubt who you are.  Welcome to our home, Mr. Goldman.”  
 
   Daniel thought that was an odd way to put it as he shook her hand and allowed himself to be ushered inside.
 
   “Kagan is still in his gym,” Mrs. Magid said, as she led them along a short corridor.  “But he is certainly looking forward to meeting with you both.  He will be along shortly.”  
 
   She led them into a study to the right of the entryway and motioned to leather chairs arranged in front of a large cherry wood desk.  As he took the seat offered him, Daniel glanced out through the study’s double-width window to see their limo jockey to the curb across the street.  He saw no other vehicles nearby. 
 
   “My husband really enjoys the private gym which comes with this property,” Mrs. Magid said.  “That’s one of the main things he liked about this house when a rich New Israelites member bought it and offered to lease it to us for one shekel per year—in perpetuity—which he did because he believed honoring my husband was equivalent to what the ancient Israelites did in the time of Solomon, when they gave to the Temple Fund.  He considers Kagan to be a similar national and holy treasure.  Anyway, that gym downstairs was the greatest thing for Kagan.  Ever since he read First Corinthians chapter nine, verse twenty-seven a few months ago, he has wanted to be more like the Apostle Paul.”
 
   He and Rebecca both smiled politely but said nothing.  It appeared Rebecca had no more idea what the rabbi’s wife meant than he did.  Eva Magid apparently recognized their confusion.  
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry,” she said.  “I sometimes forget not everyone is a Bible scholar, or the wife of one.  Let me explain.  Rabbis are known to be academic, right?  They study and pray and that’s about it?  Especially this has always been true of Kagan.  But since my husband discovered the Meshiach, he has spent many hours studying the New Testament, and he especially enjoys the writings of the Apostle Paul.  When he re-read that verse some months ago, in which Paul talks about keeping his own body under strict control, Kagan began to yearn for a way to do likewise.  Not that he no longer wanted to be a Jewish rabbi—he did and he does—but he wanted also to be more like the early Jewish Christians, particularly the great Apostle.  Now he spends about a fourth as much time down there beating some heavy bag as he does up here studying his Bible and his ancient manuscripts.  I have to admit…” she smiled slyly at Rebecca…”I rather like the effect it is having on him after only a few weeks.”
 
   Rebecca nodded and smiled conspiratorially.  A few seconds later Daniel realized what Rebecca had understood instantly.  The rabbi had apparently beefed up some from punching away at the heavy bag.
 
   “Anyway,” Eva Magid said, “he will be done shortly.  May I offer you two some refreshment while we wait?”
 
   “Well, if it’s no trouble,” Daniel said.  “If you have coffee available, I would have some.  Just black.”
 
   “I do have some and it’s no trouble.  Rebecca?”
 
   “Yes, thank you.  I would like a little cream and sugar if they are available.”
 
   “Certainly.  I’ll be right back.”
 
   She left and Daniel looked around the room for the first time.  Most of what he saw was what he would expect.  Thick woolen rugs, a menorah, a couple of potted plants.  But then he noticed a wooden Crucifix, about two feet tall, fixed to the wall opposite the picture window.  To say it appeared out of place was an understatement.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Forty-one
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Romani pulled his phone away from his ear and looked at Akiva.  “Virgil just told me he hears only a pounding sound, like leather hitting leather.  No voices.  I’m afraid we’re flying blind for now, Akiva.”
 
   Romani hid his amusement at the look of rising panic on Akiva’s face.  This tendency on Akiva’s part did not trouble him.  He neither expected nor required help in practical matters from Akiva.  He allowed himself to enjoy his man’s dismay for only a moment before he relented.  “Fear not, My Friend,” he said.  “Everything is OK.  One: the vote is today, and we will win it.  Two: we already know who our immediate enemy is—Magid and a handful of Jews he has managed to turn against us.  And three: Magid will trouble us no more after today.  So there is no reason for concern.”
 
   “But how will we know about Daniel Goldman, if we can’t hear anything he says to Magid?”
 
   “Did you not already see in your vision how to confirm Daniel’s loyalty?”
 
   “You mean the test using Rebecca Shaul?”
 
   “That is what I mean.”
 
   “So, you have accepted my suggestion?”
 
   “Akiva, I accepted it when you first explained your interpretation of it to me.  I do not value your everyday instincts, but I rely heavily on your special ability.  I never ignore your advice when it issues from that source.”
 
   “Thank you,” Akiva said.  He was obviously pleased.
 
   “We will apply your test,” Romani said.  “Ms. Shaul will be part of the slave auction.  To this I heartily agree.  I have only one requirement.”
 
   “What is that?”
 
   “I insist you say or do nothing that would ever allow Daniel to know how much you distrusted him.  Do you see why I say this?”
 
   Akiva said nothing.
 
   “It is because our oneness must not be compromised.  When the three of us form the Great Triumvirate, there must be nothing to disturb our harmony.  I do not want Daniel to know there was a time when you did not trust him.  Agreed?”
 
   “Agreed, Vicente.”
 
   “Good.  To place her in the auction is why I want Marcel and Rock available to escort Ms. Shaul here as soon as possible.  After we learn what we can from her meeting with Magid, they will grab her, take her to the airport where their jet waits, and bring her here.”
 
   “What about the other women?  The other slaves we saw being auctioned?”
 
   “I’ll have Virgil send some teams out to get the others off the streets in Rome.  How many did we see in our vision?”
 
   “Six altogether,” he said.
 
   “OK.  We’ll go find five more.”
 
   Akiva nodded.  A few seconds later he said, “Vicente, when are you going to explain this Great Triumvirate you keep mentioning?”  
 
    
 
   --------
 
    
 
   Eva Magid returned with the coffee on a wooden tray and placed it on her husband’s small library table in the center of the study.  “I’ll let you flavor you own, Rebecca.  Daniel, yours and mine are black.”
 
   She pulled out one of the four chairs around the table and sat down.  Rebecca and Daniel moved over to the table and took two others.
 
   “Let me tell you a little bit about my husband while we wait for him to finish,” Eva said.  “Which shouldn’t be long now.  First, Kagan is not only an ordained Conservative rabbi; he is also a professor at the University of Tel Aviv.  He is currently on sabbatical to pursue research into New Testament prophesy.  Following the Disappearance, both I and my husband have become believers in Yeshua.”
 
   She took a sip of her coffee.  “You might wonder how that happened.  Some years ago he decided to study the New Testament so he could more knowledgeably defeat its claims and support the tenants of Judaism.  Kagan has always been an intellectually honest scholar.  He does not close his mind to uncomfortable truth, but simply digs in deeper.  That was what he intended with his New Testament studies.  However, as a result of his studies, he began seriously to entertain Christianity as a possibility.  Kagan discovered evidence, from ancient manuscripts he read and from the Old Testament Scriptures, that Jesus of Nazareth may actually have been the long-promised Jewish Messiah when he was here two thousand years ago.  He began to realize His many miracles could not have been mere fabrications because they had been witnessed by too many people contemporaneously with His earthly ministry.  He noticed that Jesus’ detractors did not question the authenticity of the miracles but only their motivation and their source.  Kagan concluded it was only reasonable to test the hypothesis that He was Who He claimed to be, the Jewish Messiah, the Son of God and the Savior of the world.  He neither accepted nor rejected the hypothesis.  He just studied it.  The more he studied, the more that hypothesis seemed sound.”
 
   Eva paused to sip her coffee again.  “I think I hear the shower running downstairs.  Kagan must be finished.  Where was I?  Oh, yes.  Finding evidence to support the hypothesis was startling for a Jewish Rabbi!  He began to appreciate the dilemma of the early Christians, who had all been Jews deeply steeped in the Mosaic Law before embracing Jesus as the Messiah and Savior.  He eventually found his favorite New Testament book to be the Epistle to the Hebrews, because he could personally appreciate every nuance of the text—in its original Greek—and he vicariously experienced every doubt and spiritual struggle described or implied in these early Jewish Christians.  For months he thought; he studied; he prayed.  But he took too much time to decide—for before he could puzzle it all through, the Disappearance happened.  Afterword, he tried not to believe what he deep-down knew had taken place.  The Rapture of the Christians had occurred.  Later, when he could no longer deny the truth based on his own studies, he tortured himself about what could have been for him and me.  We could have been among those taken by Meshiach to the Father’s house.  We could have been among His heavenly family.  Kagan accused himself of ‘always learning but never coming to the knowledge of the truth.’  And because of that he had missed out and had failed us both.  We had been left behind.”
 
   Eva paused again and listened.  
 
   “I think he is finished.  He won’t be long now.  So let me quickly conclude.  Kagan then reached a new discovery—after further study, of course.  Yes, we had missed that opportunity, that splendid event, and nothing could bring it back.  The Church age was indeed now closed, past.  But that did not mean we were doomed.  God had a great work for him and for me as his help-mate.  He continued to press on in his studies, and eventually God honored him with knowledge of the Urim and Thummim.  This was one way God revealed His will and His truth to the ancient Israelites, before He instituted the office of the prophet.  For several months now Kagan has relied upon this method of divine revelation to confirm many of his conclusions about the times in which we now live.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Forty-two
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Breakfast was over, and while his staff cleaned up Romani invited Akiva to take a short walk with him in the garden.  As much fun as he was having, he decided to end his associate’s current discomfort—at least for the moment.
 
   “My Friend, my selection of Daniel Goldman has to do with his extraordinary innocence and implicit loyalty.  He is in no way a replacement for you.  Will you put that fear away forever?”
 
   “If you say so, Vicente; I will.”
 
   “Good.  How could I replace you?  No one else in the world has your power to project clear visions into thin air.  No; I want Daniel Goldman as a complement, not a substitute.”
 
   “How does he complement us?”
 
   “It has been difficult to explain, even to myself.  Let me tell you a little story.  You remember this past July, when the deep earthquakes persuaded me to speed up our efforts on the Aquarium Find?”
 
   “Of course.  You decided then to begin looking for a buyer we could control.”
 
   “Exactly.  Well, within days of the deep earthquakes under the Aquarium leases, I spotted an article in the Financial Digest about Daniel Goldman and other World Opportunity senior management.  The article said they were legally assuming the shares of Henry Sperling and his wife after they had…disappeared.  There was even a photo of Daniel at the airport in New York as he was getting ready to go back home after meeting with some judge in Delaware.  I hadn’t thought about him for some time, but this set me to thinking.  Based on a previous experience with him, I knew he was…strangely naive.  Here he was, enormously successful and sophisticated in the business world but at the same time unable to recognize personal opportunities when right in front of him.  I knew this because I had presented him with just such an opportunity many months earlier, and you know what he told me then?  He said, ‘go pound sand!’  Can you believe that?”
 
   Akiva nodded and Romani steered them along the path leading back toward the garden entrance to his breakfast room.
 
   “Everything started coming together.  First the deep earthquakes.  Then being reminded of Daniel Goldman.  Within days I had what I can only call an epiphany.  On that warm morning in July it suddenly came to me that there was a strange power in the number three.  It was an odd insight in that I did not recognize any logical pathway to that conclusion.  It was just there—solid, unshakable.  I knew in that moment that you and I, although already powerful because of our special partnership, would be infinitely more so if a third member joined us.  Then I recalled the Daniel Goldman article…well, I just put it all together.  Subconsciously, I suppose.  I realized he could be the third member of our Triumvirate.  You see, his ‘go pound sand’ comment revealed a strange naiveté.  It also showed his ridiculous loyalty to Henry Sperling.  Because of that I knew he would be blindly loyal to me if he decided to join us.  And since Sperling was gone by then, I would face no competing loyalties.  That’s when I started investigating Daniel about using him in our suddenly escalating oil project.  What I uncovered further confirmed my intuition about him.  Do you understand?”
 
   By then, Romani had guided their stroll along the little circuit of the garden back to the door connecting to his breakfast room.  “I think I do, Vicente.  So how would you like me to further your effort?”
 
   “You are already doing it, My Friend.  In your vision, you already uncovered the perfect test.  When Daniel Goldman allows Rebecca Shaul to be auctioned off—because that furthers the interests of the Roman Lake League—that act will permanently bind him to us.  He will then complete our Triumvirate.  We three will have become an unbreakable braid.  We will be all-powerful.”
 
   “Finalmente la pace?” Akiva said.
 
   “Yes, My Friend; peace at last.”  
 
    
 
   --------
 
    
 
   “I apologize for the wait.” The rabbi said, as he entered his study.  “It seems I needed a bit more time this morning to defeat the heavy bag.”  He was dressed in fresh gym clothes, his hair wet but combed, as if he’d just stepped out of the shower.  To his wife he said, “I trust you have entertained our guests?”  
 
   “I have,” she said, as she went to her husband and hugged him.  
 
   “You know, Eva, my phone battery is still running down much more quickly that it used to.  I think I will need to have it looked at.  I had to leave it on the charger in my gym again.”
 
   “I’ll help you remember to have it checked out,” she said.
 
   “Thank you,” he said, and kissed her on the forehead.
 
   Suddenly, as if surprised that guests awaited him, the rabbi turned to Daniel and Rebecca.  To Rebecca, he said, “It is a pleasure to meet you, Rebecca Shaul.  Especially after speaking with your grandfather, I have great respect for your family.”
 
   “Thank you, Rabbi.”  Rebecca shook hands with him.  Daniel could see she was awed by the man.
 
   “And you,” the rabbi said, turning to Daniel.  “You are without doubt Daniel Joshua Goldman.”
 
   “I am, Rabbi.  Nice to meet you,” Daniel said.  He shook the man’s hand.
 
   Still gripping his hand with more firmness than Daniel had expected from a scholar, the rabbi studied him closely.  “Your hair does indeed lie forward of its own accord, Daniel.  And I would agree you are handsome enough to be described as almost pretty—but without the slightest offense to your masculinity.”
 
   The rabbi released his grip and Daniel continued to return the stare.  He was shocked and yet not in the least bit shocked, all at the same time.  “So,” Daniel said, “when did you meet Michael?”
 
   “He was right here in my study five days ago.”
 
   “He was in my office in Kansas City two days ago.”
 
   “Yes,” the rabbi said.  “He made known his intent, when he told me you would be coming to see me.  He assured me when you got here you would be prepared for the next revelation.”  
 
   “Yes,” Daniel said.  “That sounds just like him.  Didn’t you think he was kind of odd, Rabbi?”
 
   “Of course he is odd, Daniel.  He has no sin nature.  But my knowledge of God’s angelic host is somewhat limited, so I will reserve my comments for that about which I know much.  Such as Vicente Romani.”
 
   He turned to Rebecca and said.  “I realize this was to be your personal interview, Ms. Shaul.  But I believe you will understand shortly why I speak mostly to Daniel.”
 
   Rebecca smiled and nodded.
 
   To Eva he said, “Will you assist me, My Dear?”
 
   “Certainly,” she said.  She went to a small wall safe behind the rabbi’s desk, opened it, and extracted a bag made of some kind of animal hide.  She also removed from the safe what looked to Daniel to be a small rolled-up rug or maybe a table cloth.  She finished loading her arms by adding a rack of poker chips.  She carried these items to the library table near the center of the study and began to sort them out.
 
   “That bag is made of goatskin, Daniel, Rebecca,” the rabbi said.  “It contains the Urim and Thummim.  Would you show them to our guests, Dear?”
 
   Eva spilled a few objects from the bag, which looked like marbles, into the palm of her hand and held them out for Daniel and Rebecca to see.
 
   “Those black and white marbles serve as the Urim and Thummim stones,” the rabbi said. “There are twelve of each color in the bag.”  He nodded to her and Eva returned the marbles to the bag.  She began to un-roll the cloth bundle.
 
   “And those three scrolls Eva is un-rolling,” the rabbi said, “are made of sheepskin.  On each of them are inscribed the names of the twelve tribes of Israel in the order found in the book of the Revelation of St. John.”  From the satisfied look on his face, Daniel realized the rabbi expected him and Rebecca to see some significance in all this.  He didn’t.  From Rebecca’s quiet attention to the spreading out of the items, Daniel couldn’t tell if she understood or not.   
 
   “While Eva finishes arranging these items,” he said, “I will light the menorah.”
 
   The rabbi lifted the menorah from its place on a side table near his desk.  As he lit a candle he said, “I light the menorah because I accept the belief that the golden lamp stand is primarily a symbol for the Word of God, which is said to be a lamp unto our feet.  I have chosen sheepskin for the names of the twelve tribes because sheepskin was frequently used to record the Word of God in the days of our ancestors.  You will understand why I wish to be surrounded by these symbols when God speaks to us in a moment.”  He smiled and began to light the seven pipes using the burning candle.  “On the other hand,” he said, “there is no symbolism for the poker chips.  They are simply handy.”
 
   When the menorah was burning and the other items were arranged on the library table, the rabbi turned to Daniel and said, “Vicente Romani is a beast, Daniel, and he is the most dangerous man ever to set foot on this planet.  He has recently become very interested in me and, I’m afraid, in those who follow my teaching.  Accordingly, I speak with total candor only with people whom I trust.”
 
   Occasionally, in the midst of lengthy negotiations, Daniel had been hit with strange and unexpected twists, intended no doubt to lower his guard so he would inadvertently reveal his real position.  He had learned the best way to respond was to act as if he were not the least bit surprised.  While he didn’t really think he was negotiating with the rabbi, he had no other frame of reference.  So he said, “I would have described him merely as arrogant, Rabbi.  Maybe even congenitally dishonest.  But I would not have thought him dangerous.  You say beast?  Sounds excessive.”
 
   “It is not.  Romani’s assistant, Akiva Sharabani, is also a beast.  He is called the false prophet in the last book of the Bible.” 
 
   Daniel nodded.  “I’m with you there, Rabbi.  Akiva Sharabani is a strange dude if I ever saw one.”
 
   “Yes,” he said.  “Now I have some proof from the natural realm that Romani is the beast.  I have just learned from a New Israelites member highly placed in our government that the Mutual Defense Treaty, almost certainly in the process of ratification as we speak, has a clause within it which fixes its duration.  That clause limits the Treaty to seven years, although this feature has never been reported publically.  It has always before been implied that the Treaty had an indefinite duration.  Would the citizens of Israel even consider giving up their own military if they knew the Treaty was only good for seven years?  But this seven-year feature brings the Treaty into perfect alignment with the prophecy.”
 
   Daniel sincerely wanted to answer quickly, to maintain his ruse of being un-surprised, but he could think of nothing to say.  He did manage a knowing smile and a nod.  Better than just throwing up his hands.  
 
   “Vicente Romani and Akiva Sharabani,” the rabbi continued, “doubtless believe they operate on their own volitions.  I am certain they are unaware they are instruments of Satan, Yahweh’s enemy from the time before mankind was created.  They probably do not believe Satan even exists.  But I have concluded that Sharabani, the false prophet, must already be possessed by a trusted servant of that Dark Prince.  That is the only explanation for his strange control over the members of his Ecclesiae Unitatem.  But soon, according to Scripture, after his time has been officially inaugurated with the approval of this Treaty, the main beast, Vicente Romani, will also become possessed.  By Satan himself.  Satan always counterfeits God.  When Satan achieves total union with these two, his greatest subjects, the three of them will have become an unholy parody of the Trinity.  They will become the three persons of an evil godhead.  Under the sovereign permission of Yahweh, their power over men will then be like nothing before seen on this earth.”
 
   Time to throw up his hands.  “I’m sorry, Rabbi,” Daniel said.  “I have no idea what you are talking about.  Rebecca, do you follow any of this?”
 
   “Some of it; yes.” Her attention remained fixed on the rabbi.
 
   “I will try to slow down,” the rabbi said.  “Michael told me your tribe of origin and your mission in these last days, Daniel.  He said when I had revealed these things to you, it would set in motion the sealing of all the others.  You are the first, Daniel.”
 
   “That wasn’t all that slow, Rabbi.  What am I the first of?”
 
   “The first of the 144,000 special servants to guide Israel through the time of Jacob’s trouble.  You are the first from among the twelve thousand of the tribe of Judah, which is the tribe listed first in order in the book of Revelation.  Michael explained all this to me.  But before I explain about Yahweh’s special servants, I will first provide God’s proof of my claim about you.  I will apply the Urim and Thummim, which will allow God Himself to have a voice.”
 
   “Rabbi,” Rebecca said, “I thought the Urim and Thummim had been lost to us.  Were not these effective only when used by the anointed High priest in the Presence of Yahweh?”
 
   “I applaud your knowledge, Rebecca.  In times past, yes.  Only the anointed High Priest in the Presence could make use of the Urim and Thummim.  Of course today there is no visible Presence, no Shekinah Glory, and there is no anointed High Priest of the old order.  But we do have a High Priest of the new order, Yehoshua Meshiach Himself, Who is also the Glory of the Lord in bodily form.  And we who believe in Him can serve as His Temple when He so chooses.  I assure you, Rebecca, I have not assumed this privilege unto myself.  It has been granted me.”
 
   “Thank you, Rabbi,” Rebecca said.  “I have complete confidence in you.”
 
   “Thank you, Rebecca.  Let me explain for Daniel’s sake.  Months ago I discovered from ancient documents how the Urim and Thummim were probably used in ancient times.  Then, after a time of prayer and fasting, God impressed upon me that not only was I correct in my conclusion but I was to be granted the privilege of its first use in thousands of years.  By His Sprit He made clear to me that I would have use of the Urim and Thummim only until such time as He anoints His two Prophets for this new short age—which time will be soon.  Then the Urim and Thummim will once again become unavailable to us.  So, to confirm Daniel’s election to this high privilege, we will now let God speak.”
 
   He immediately lifted the bag containing the twenty-four “stones” and held them slightly in front and above his head, as if presenting them formally to the ceiling.  He began to pray in Hebrew.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Forty-three
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   When the rabbi had finished his prayer, and had continued to hold the bag of marbles above his head, Rebecca was disappointed.  She slowly turned from Daniel to Eva and finally back to the rabbi.  “I heard nothing, Rabbi.”
 
   The rabbi opened his eyes and lowered the bag.  “He has not yet spoken, Rebecca.”  
 
   Eva placed her hand on Rebecca’s shoulder.  “Be patient, Rebecca.  Open your spiritual ears, and you will hear.”  Rebecca nodded.
 
   The rabbi said, “To appreciate what is about to happen, you will require at least a minimal understanding of the mathematics of probability.  When I learned from Michael of this assignment, I began to contemplate how many possible outcomes this process could yield by pure chance.  Yesterday I asked an anthropologist friend of mine at the University, who I knew to be a competent mathematician as well, to calculate them for me.  When he had completed the computation, he said he would first give me a point of reference from his field of endeavor.  He said the number of people estimated to remain on earth after the Disappearance was about five point eight billion, and that the number of possible outcomes from the process I described to him would be more than ten times that number.  So the odds against confirming by a random process the exact tribe specified by Michael—among so many possible results—are astronomical.”  
 
   The rabbi then held the goatskin bag out toward his wife, who looked into it and pulled out a single black marble.  She held it for the others to see and said, “This stone will signify a ‘no’ answer to whatever question my husband will have proposed before its random selection from the bag.”  She then looked into the bag, fished around and brought out a single white marble.  “This white stone will signify a ‘yes’ answer when it is drawn randomly from the bag.  The black stone is called ‘light’ and the white stone is called ‘perfections.’  Do you two understand the procedure?”
 
   Rebecca nodded; Daniel did the same.
 
   “Thank you, Eva,” the rabbi said.  “Let us begin.”
 
   The rabbi returned the two marbles to the bag, carefully arranged the three sheepskin scrolls side-by-side, and made sure the racks of black and white poker chips were conveniently placed beside the scrolls.  He closed the neck of the bag with his hand and shook the twenty-four marbles inside.  Rebecca could hear them rattling and sliding over each other in the loose confines of the bag.  Then the rabbi looked heavenward and said, “Is this man Daniel Joshua Goldman the first of the twelve thousand from the tribe of Judah to be among Your special servants for the time of Jacob’s trouble?”
 
   He then held out the bag toward Daniel and released his grip on its neck.  “Without looking into the bag, Daniel, reach in and select a stone.  When you have it, keep your hand closed upon it and bring it out.  Then place the still-hidden stone beside the name of Judah on the first sheepskin, the scroll on the right.  Then reveal its color by opening and removing your hand.”
 
   Daniel did as instructed, and when he opened his hand, a white marble, indicating a ‘yes’ answer, lay beside the name of the tribe of Judah.  Rebecca was only moderately impressed.  She realized there was a fifty-fifty chance of this particular outcome.  The rabbi said nothing as he replaced the white marble with a white poker chip beside the name Judah and returned the white marble to the bag.  
 
   He then shook the bag again and held it up.  “Is this man Daniel Joshua Goldman the first of the twelve thousand from the tribe of Ruben to be among Your special servants for the time of Jacob’s trouble?”  He held out the bag to Daniel so he could repeat the process of blind selection.  When he released his hand containing the second marble beside the name Ruben, it was black, indicating ‘no.’  
 
   Rebecca was a bit more impressed with the odds against this outcome as she watched the rabbi replace the black marble with a black poker chip and return the marble to the bag.  After shaking the bag, the rabbi raised it and asked his question about Daniel, this time proffering the tribal name Manasseh.  After repeating the procedure, a black poker chip replaced the drawn black marble.  Rebecca began to feel a stirring within.  Not only were the odds growing longer with each poker chip, but she found herself wanting to believe Daniel was of the tribe of Judah.  Somehow that made him seem more genuinely Jewish, which she knew from their first conversation was important to him.
 
   After methodically repeating the procedure against each of the remaining tribal names, every tribal name had a poker chip beside it.  There were now eleven black or ‘no’ chips and one white or ‘yes’ chip.  The ‘yes’ chip marked the tribe of Judah and the eleven black chips positively confirmed these other tribes as NOT being Daniel’s tribe of descent.  Rebecca found this to be a nearly impossible outcome.  There was a Power at work here.  
 
    
 
   --------
 
    
 
   Before the twelfth poker chip had been placed on the sheepskin, Daniel had already begun to review certain tenants of Chaos Theory in his mind.  Then the rabbi announced the process would now be repeated for each of the other two sheepskins, and Daniel realized he should hold off until he saw this. 
 
   About ten minutes later, three identically marked sheepskins lay on the library table.  Three times the Urim and Thummim had positively confirmed Daniel as being from the tribe of Judah and not from any other.  This could not be random.    
 
   The rabbi appeared calmer than Daniel felt when he said, “You are a businessman, Daniel.  You deal in odds, correct?  What are the odds of what we just witnessed?”
 
   Daniel had only the vaguest sense of the purpose of any of this, but he understood the probability of what he has just witnessed.
 
   “The odds against this being random are…astronomical.”
 
   “Well put, Daniel.  Either God Himself has just spoken to us through the Urim and Thummim, or we have just witnessed what my university friend called a one in sixty-eight billion coincidence.”
 
   “I do not believe in such coincidences, Rabbi,” Daniel said.
 
   “Nor should you.  So now we have two witnesses, the angel and the Urim and Thummim.  Is this enough for you, Daniel?  Will you now believe?”
 
   “Believe what, Rabbi?”
 
   “That you are of the tribe of Judah and have been selected by God to be the first of His special servants to help Israel through the time of Jacob’s trouble.”
 
   Daniel shook his head.  “I analyze potential investments, Rabbi.  I do that well.  But how could I be expected to do this other thing…something I know nothing about?” 
 
   The rabbi went to a bookshelf behind his desk, selected a volume and returned to the library table.  “Here, let me read something to you.  This is from chapter seven of the book of Revelation.  Verse three: ‘Do not harm the land or the sea or the trees until we put a seal on the foreheads of the servants of our God.’  Verse four: ‘Then I heard the number of those who were sealed: 144,000 from all the tribes of Israel.’  Verse five: ‘From the tribe of Judah 12,000 were sealed…’And it goes on to affirm that 12,000 will be sealed from each of the other tribes.  You are the first of the first, Daniel.”
 
   “So you conclude I am one of these special servants?  That the Bible has verses specifically describing me?” 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “How can you be sure?”
 
   “The Word of God declares the truth of the special servants from the twelve tribes.  Michael, an angel of the Lord, and the Urim and Thummim, both confirm that you are the first of these and are from the tribe of Judah.  The Bible says by the witness of two or three let everything be established.  It has been established.  In this you are highly honored by God.”
 
   Daniel had to admit he felt honored by his new tribal identity, and he could not dismiss the math implicit in what he had just seen.  But about all this…other stuff?  By that he felt merely…irritated.  He issued a nervous little chuckle.  “At least now, Rebecca, I guess I’m as much Israeli as you are.”  
 
   “Daniel, you…” Rebecca said, and stopped.  She appeared to be fighting tears.  She looked at Eva, who came to her side and hugged her.  Daniel couldn’t tell whether she was thrilled or saddened.  Maybe she was both.
 
   He looked at the rabbi.  “Why would I be chosen for some great honor, Rabbi?  I was never religious.  I even insulted my mentor about his religion the last time he tried to talk to me about it.  I’ve not earned some great assignment.”
 
   “Daniel, you labor under the same mistaken belief which plagued me for most of my life.  You must dismiss forever the idea of earning Yahweh’s favor.  No man could earn it.  He can only accept it as a gift.  God has chosen you for His Own reasons.  Accept it Daniel.”  
 
    
 
   --------
 
    
 
   Waiting for Daniel to call or otherwise make his intentions known, Akiva had grown worried again.  Magid’s phone still revealed nothing about what was going on inside his house, so Vicente had instructed Marcel and Rock to return to Rebecca’s apartment to wait.  Vicente insisted he already knew what was going on anyway, without the phone.  Vicente’s confidence was inspiring, but they were now out of time.  If Daniel were to participate in the ceremony tonight, he had to come to Italy.  And he had to participate in the ceremony if the vision were to be fulfilled.  Daniel Goldman must see Rebecca Shaul standing there in that slave line, and either side with the League or with his pretty friend.  
 
   Finally he could remain silent no longer.  “Vicente, perhaps you should dispatch our fastest jet to go get Daniel Goldman.  Even if it left immediately, it would just barely have time for the round trip.  And the jet already there in Tel Aviv must be kept available to bring Rebecca here.”
 
   Vicente looked up from the report he was reviewing.  “You are correct, Akiva.  Time does grow short.”
 
   When Vicente merely returned to his report, Akiva said, “Do you have some other plan, Vicente?”
 
   Vicente looked up again.  “I was just thinking.  It would be even faster if Daniel would take one of his own jets.  The trip would be half as long—by avoiding the round trip.”  
 
    
 
   --------
 
    
 
   Daniel watched Eva Magid place her arm around Rebecca’s shoulders, consoling her.  Rebecca was obviously fighting tears.
 
   “What’s wrong, Rebecca?” he asked.
 
   Rebecca struggled to speak, repeatedly choking on her words.  Finally, after a deep breath, she managed to say, “I knew we would be required to make personal sacrifices in these end times.  I just hadn’t anticipated the particular sacrifice required of us.”
 
   Daniel looked at the three faces.  “What is she talking about?”
 
   “This book the rabbi just read from,” Rebecca said, “is on his recommended reading list.  For New Israelites members.  I have read it.  And just now I recalled another passage in the same book about these special servants.  I didn’t understand that verse before.  But now I do.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” he said.
 
   “Would you explain it to him, Rabbi?”
 
   “Daniel, Rebecca refers to chapter fourteen of the Revelation.”  He opened his Bible to that chapter and began to read.  “Verse four, referring to the 144,000 servants: ‘These are those who did not defile themselves with women, for they kept themselves pure.’”  He closed the book.
 
   Daniel looked to Rebecca for explanation.  She and Eva both nodded, but neither spoke.  The rabbi, too, looked expectantly at him but did not respond.
 
   “I still don’t get it,” Daniel said.  He watched Rebecca and Eva closely.
 
   Finally, fighting tears herself, Eva Magid said, “I know you and Rebecca are in love, Daniel, but unless you reject God’s call to service, you must fulfill the characteristics described for the 144,000.  All the special servants are undefiled by women.”
 
   When Daniel continued to stare blankly, the rabbi said, “Please forgive my indelicacy, Daniel, but I believe you have never known a woman in the carnal sense.  You are a virgin.  Am I correct?”
 
   Daniel felt his cheeks flush with embarrassment, and he did not answer the rabbi’s question.  Instead he said, “Wait a minute, here.  You mean this passage says there is something inherently sinful about a man marrying a woman?”
 
   “Certainly not as far as men in general, Daniel,” the rabbi said.  “But as far as these particular men, it is not God’s design for them.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because they have been devoted unto Yahweh for this whole unique time in world history.  Union with a woman is denied them so they never have to face the choice between failing their women or failing God.  None of them has even the implied commitment that would result from having had carnal intimacy with a woman, so that there is no conflict with their absolute commitment to God.”
 
   “You got to be…how can you know that verse means what you just said?”
 
   “There was a foreshadowing of it.  Men in ancient Israel were sometimes told to avoid intimacy with their wives for a time, in preparation for a special intimacy with God.  This is your time of abstinence, Daniel, and this is your special time of intimacy with God.”
 
   “You mean, I can’t marry Rebecca?  I will never…know her…as you put it?  
 
   “Yes, that’s what I mean.  Unless you choose to reject Yahweh’s call upon you.”
 
   Daniel replayed moments in the lounge of Romani’s yacht, and moments in his own house, when the sweet intensity of Rebecca’s kisses had seemed to offer such promise.  How could he accept what the rabbi was telling him?  As he studied Rebecca, who was still being comforted by Eva, a solution suddenly came to him with such intensity he knew it was right.  “OK, Rabbi,” he said, “Michael told me I should join Romani, right?  Well, what if he didn’t mean for me to really join him, but only to pretend?  What if he wants me to find a way to disrupt Romani’s plans?  Then none of this…“he pointed to Rebecca, whose tears now spilled slowly down her cheeks…“would be necessary.”
 
   “Daniel, you should indeed go to Romani, as instructed by Michael,” the rabbi said.  “And I am certain you are correct.  You will only be pretending to join him.  But delivering us from the time of Jacob’s trouble is not the purpose.  You see, in offering a false peace to Israel, Vicente Romani is actually offering himself as our Messiah.  And when my people approve the Mutual Defense Treaty today, they will be accepting this false messiah and rejecting once again the real Prince of Peace.”
 
   “Why will you see no hope, Rabbi?” Daniel said.
 
   “Because I have studied the prophesies.  The time of Jacob’s trouble will come because the Treaty will be approved.  And it will be a righteous judgment against our nation when it does descend upon us, because my people will have made that choice on their own.”
 
   “So there is no hope for my tribe or for any other?”
 
   “There is great hope, Daniel.  Because even after His ancient people commit this great sin today, God in His grace will not abandon us.  There remains a real and growing Jewish remnant which is faithful to Him, and for these Jeshua Meshiach will return.  And when He does, all Israel—the real Israel of God—will be saved.  The Kingdom of Heaven on earth will be inaugurated!  So, I am filled with hope.  And, although I do not know the real purpose behind Michael’s instruction to you, I do know for a certainty what it is not.” 
 
   Rebecca’s eyes still glistened with tears, but covering her sadness was a new and exultant expression.  She smiled at him and nodded.  
 
    
 
   --------
 
    
 
   “It would justify my confidence in Daniel,” Romani said, “if Daniel agreed to drop everything and come to us immediately.  Would you agree, Akiva?”
 
   “Yes, but how can you get him to do that?  The rabbi, and Rebecca, must both be right there beside him.”
 
   “Fear not, My Friend.”  Romani pressed the call button on his phone.  “Daniel has already made his choice.  You will see.  He will drop everything.”  
 
    
 
   --------
 
    
 
   The internal fight was now over, and Daniel had surrendered.  For now.  “Well, Rebecca,” he said, “at least I kept my promise.  I listened with an open mind.”
 
   Rebecca raised her tear-streaked face and said, “Yes, you have.  I love you for it, and I am proud of you for it.  And now you must go.  This is a great privilege God has for you.  You must not refuse it.  You must not have something else to regret.”
 
   Daniel let his gaze fall to the floor as he thought about the past ten days—and the voices from the weeks before.  For the past half hour, he had silently wished for the voice of Mr. Sperling, but there had been no new voice.  The only voice echoing through his mind was that of Rebecca.  About doing nothing which would produce only more regret.  
 
   His phone, announcing an incoming call, startled him.  He looked at the screen and saw there was no ID in the window.  He answered it.  Vicente Romani began to speak.  As Daniel listened he looked from Rebecca to Eva and finally to the rabbi.  When Romani had finished his little speech, Daniel said into the phone, “Absolutely, Vicente.  I remember you mentioning your big celebration.  I can definitely be there in time.  My jet is waiting for me at the airport and I can leave immediately.  I have finally decided.  I will be part of your great enterprise and I expect to begin my new assignment immediately.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Forty-four
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Rebecca sat in the rear seat of the bullet-proof vehicle with the rabbi while the bodyguard sent by the rabbi’s New Israelites benefactor drove.  Through the side window of the armored car she could see her apartment building just ahead.
 
   “Ms. Shaul,” the bodyguard said, “as we drive down your street, please try to recall if you have seen any of these parked vehicles previously.”
 
   He had spoken in Hebrew, so Rebecca answered accordingly.  “I will try, but Daniel was the one who paid the most attention when we left earlier.”
 
   “I understand,” he said.
 
   Daniel had called her a half hour ago from the airport to check in and to remind her to take his luggage back to Kansas City with her.  He was almost certainly on board the private jet for his trip to Italy by now.  She had decided not to tell him she had altered his instructions just a bit.  
 
   After finishing his conversation with Romani, Daniel had called his head of security, Merrill, and asked him to find a reliable local security firm who could send a man with the necessary international credentials to accompany Rebecca back to Kansas City.  Daniel had also offered security to the rabbi and Mrs. Magid, but the rabbi had told him not to worry about him and Eva.  They had the rich benefactor whose local security firm could look out for them.  Daniel had told Rebecca to remain at the rabbi’s house until Merrill sent the guard he located to pick her up and escort her to his home in the States.  She was to have gone with this bodyguard to her apartment, pack some of her clothes, get his luggage, and then go to the airport where Daniel had arranged another jet.  
 
   Rebecca had been fully prepared to comply with Daniel’s plan, but she soon found she could not bear to remain at the rabbi’s house any longer.  The sight of the menorah and the goatskin bags and the sheepskins with their poker chips—even the rabbi’s study itself—all reminded her of her loss.  And of Daniel’s dangerous mission.  She needed to be out of there.  She needed to be home.  The rabbi had agreed to call his benefactor and request a couple of guards for himself and Eva.  This could be done much more quickly than Merrill could find someone who was willing and able to fly to America on such short notice.  Then, when Merrill called to say he had found the right bodyguard, Rebecca would have him meet her at her apartment where she would be back in sync with Daniel’s plan.  These changes had seemed minor and harmless.
 
   Now parking in front of her building, the rabbi’s guard said, “You see any suspicious vehicles, Ms. Shaul?”
 
   She looked around.  “I’m sorry,” she said.  “I do not know if any of these were here before or not.  I guess I am not much help.”
 
   “Do not concern yourself, Ms. Shaul.  You two remain inside, doors locked, while I check things out.  Please hand me your keys, Rebecca.” 
 
   When she had done so, the powerfully built guard checked his weapon, replaced it in his holster and headed for the front door of her apartment.  He stopped along the way and made a quick call.  Then he stepped onto the stoop and disappeared inside.
 
   Rebecca said, “I wonder how Daniel will be able to call me later.  He can’t speak in front of…them.”  
 
   “Rebecca,” Rabbi said, “I suggest you stop worrying about Daniel’s safety.  From my reading of the Scriptures, I have concluded God will allow no harm to Daniel as long as he remains in His will.  Daniel will be sealed both spiritually and physically.”
 
   “That is comforting, Rabbi, but…I am still…worried.”  She smiled sheepishly.  The rabbi smiled back and nodded.  
 
   Both of them continued to observe the street, looking for any unusual activity.  As if an oil firm marketer and a Jewish rabbi would recognize such activity.  Less than a minute passed when the rabbi said, “It is taking too long, Rebecca.  If he does not show up in another ten seconds”—he looked at his watch—“I will go check on him.  I will ask you to lock the door behind me.”
 
   “Rabbi, should you not call your benefactor?  Ask him to send another guard to check?”
 
   “By the time another could get here, our Mr. Shinkle in there could be seriously harmed—if he has in fact discovered anything amiss.  I cannot have that on my conscience.”
 
   Rebecca knew he was probably right.  Her little apartment did not require this much time to inspect. But she surely didn’t like the idea of waiting here alone, even if the vehicle was armored.
 
   The rabbi kept looking at his watch.  “Time is up, Rebecca.  Please lock the door behind me.”  With that, he got out and started toward her apartment.
 
   That was just like the rabbi.  Rebecca pressed the lock button and watched him approach her front door.  He seemed confident, courageous as always.  She had begun to be ashamed of herself.  This man meant so much to her people, and here she was, sitting safely in a locked armored car while he put himself—and to an extent her people—at risk in her behalf.  This wasn’t right.  She opened her purse and gripped the pepper spray canister Izzy Harper had given her before their shopping trip Monday afternoon.  Obviously, this wouldn’t turn her into a warrior, but it would make her a little less helpless.  And given all the wonderful things the rabbi had taught her, she should at least do what she could if he needed help.  After thinking about it another minute, she took a deep breath, clutched the canister and unlocked the car door.  
 
    
 
   --------
 
    
 
   The rabbi eased open the front door to Rebecca’s apartment.  It had been left ajar by less than an inch.  He peered in.  All the drapes were drawn, so most of the room’s light came through the partially open front door.  He eased inside, leaving the door cracked open so he could see to walk.  He had taken only three steps when he saw Mr. Shinkle’s feet.  The guard lay face down, partially hidden behind the sofa in the front room.  He approached carefully.  He saw no blood, but he saw no movement either—not even the movement of his rib cage rising and falling.  He stepped behind the sofa and knelt, intending to check the pulse in the man’s neck.  This close, he could see the neck was horribly bent.  It had to be broken.  No need to check his pulse.
 
   The rabbi offered a silent prayer to Yahweh and stood.  Before he could move out from behind the sofa he felt a heavy blow from the edge of a hand to the right side of his own neck.  He was thrust against the wall behind the sofa by the force, and he instantly realized what had broken Mr. Shinkle’s neck.  Blindly, he swung his left fist and felt it thud into living flesh.  He registered the feel of ribs breaking.  He still could not really see his assailant, not only because of the dim light but because the blow to his own neck had siphoned away much of his consciousness.  He thought of his heavy bag and punched again, this time with his right hand.  The Lord of Hosts was with him, for his blow landed solidly.  More ribs fracturing.  A man’s voice exhaling pain.  Another swing of his fist in the darkness.  This one when it landed felt like muscled midsection under his knuckles.  His assailant instantly tumbled backward onto the floor and into the stream of light from the partially open door, allowing him to see that his adversary was a big man.  But the rabbi had felled him!  His assailant lay still, breathing but not moving.  Praise be to the God of Israel!
 
   He steadied himself with his left hand against the wall and tried to get his legs under him so he could go to Rebecca, who had just stepped through the front door and stood gaping at the sight.  The rabbi felt a powerful hand against the back of his skull and two gloved fingers forced into his mouth.  His head jerked violently to the right.  The snapping sound reverberating inside his skull perfectly communicated what had just happened to him.  Amid a nearing symphony of inexpressible music and a panorama of unearthly color, his final mortal thought was of Eva.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Forty-five
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   For two hours Daniel had been in his new office, reminded frequently of his college days because of all the cramming.  Romani and Akiva had welcomed him to the headquarters building after the limo had dropped him off from the airport in Rome.  Both had embraced him and led him immediately to his new top-floor office ringing the domed Coliseum.  His massive mahogany desk had been clean except for a computer, a stack of memos and a thermos of coffee. 
 
   “Make up for lost time, Daniel,” Romani had said.  “Read fast, and start with these.”  He had slid a stack of memos to the center of the desk.  “You can also access our computer network using this password.”  He’d handed him a note card with the password printed on it: finalmentelapace.  “Akiva and I have work to do, but we’ll be in the building.  So if you have any questions, just call one of us.  And by the way, you are welcome to keep your revolver,” he’d pointed to the bulge in Daniel’s right front pocket.  “Until tonight, that is, when you have to dress in period costume.” 
 
   Then they had left him alone, almost as if they invited his snooping.  
 
   Daniel had done as he’d been told and began scanning the memos, some of which had been written as much as five years ago.  The picture emerged fairly quickly.  Romani’s initial ten member nations were called Sustaining Members because they had signed a Special Article One.  By this they had agreed to appoint a military committee of League experts, called military fellows, to assume top command of their respective national militaries.  This included direct supervision of officers, direct control of equipment and troop deployment, conducting war games, and everything else a national army did.  This was huge—and unknown by the world at large.
 
   Despite what Rabbi Magid had said, he remained cautiously hopeful he’d find a way to expose Romani and his League.  He certainly wouldn’t put his knowledge of God up against the rabbi’s, but surely, if God was a God of love as He was reported to be, He would not want His nation—or the world—to go through this so-called time of Jacob’s trouble.  And if Daniel were being assigned some special mission by this God of Love, why shouldn’t it be to thwart that horrible outcome?
 
   Romani had sold this Special Article One on the promise that the “pooled power” which was to result would make each nation stronger than it otherwise would have been alone.  Plus, the League would pay the bulk of all future military costs.  It would get the money partly from its levy against Israel’s fees and royalties from the Aquarium Find.  Much more of it would come from fees assessed against any “Basic Members.”  He quickly discovered Basic Members to be those nations which had signed the Mutual Defense Treaty with Israel but which still hesitated to sign Special Article One.  All these nations would contribute “fees” and “assessments” representing their formularized share of the “peace dividend” produced by the League’s Mutual Defense Treaty with Israel.  As he read on, he concluded these fees and assessments were nothing more than a form of blackmail—not at all unlike the protection racket organized crime had relied upon for decades.  Pay these fees and the League’s global military force will guarantee your peace.  Refuse them and, well, you were on your own—which, from recent notes added to the file, apparently meant they would become fair game to ICOW marauders. 
 
   From other memos he could see relinquishment of control over these ten national armies was intended to be only the first step in forced universal military disarmament world-wide.  The world-wide campaign to sell the idea of disarmament had already begun, but was merely a public opinion campaign at this time.  The plan was that Special Article One would eventually apply to the whole world.  
 
   As the time had drawn closer that Daniel might have to kill Romani and Akiva to fulfill his mission, he had become increasingly aware that such an act would be totally different from killing the desk clerk in the hotel.  That had been self defense.  But what would methodically executing Romani and Akiva be—other than murder?  Its noble purpose didn’t fully assuage his conscience.  But maybe this information they allowed him to see would make that unnecessary.  Maybe all he had to do was find a way to get these files out to Rebecca.  Then she could get Merrill to help her disseminate it to world leaders.  
 
   He accessed the League’s computer network and opened a file called “Revenues.”  Two sub-files emerged, one labeled “Current” and another “Pro-forma.”  The current revenues flowing into league Headquarters were substantial and growing rapidly.  Some of this money came from Members’ dues, but not the bulk of it.  Most still came from business interests Romani had amassed before he entered politics.  But it was the “Pro-forma” file which told the real story, by putting numbers to the massive future cash flows expected from the activities he’d just read about in the memos. 
 
   He decided he may have enough information here.  Made public, these memos and files would at least alter the way the world thought about the Roman Lake League.  Assuming it weren’t too late already.  Maybe he could send these files to Rebecca now.  But how?  He couldn’t send them from this network.  They would certainly have security in place to thwart that.  
 
   An idea occurred to him.  He looked around the room, searching for likely places for hidden cameras.  Saw none.  He opened his desk drawer, hoping for a thumb drive.  He had located one just as Romani and Akiva came bursting wordlessly into his office.  Their speed was no accident.  They obviously meant to startle him.  Daniel managed to calmly withdraw his revolver from his pocket and place it in the drawer he’d been rummaging through.
 
   “Oh,” he said.  “There you are.  I thought I’d better leave this here so I wouldn’t forget it later and spoil the authenticity.”
 
   “Good thinking, Daniel,” Romani said.  “And you appear to be making progress in your studies.”  He pointed to the scattered memos and the open computer file.
 
    “Yes; I have learned a lot, Vicente.  Our League is already much more established than I had thought.”
 
   “Yes; it is impressive, is it not?  I’m gratified to see you appreciate what you’re seeing.” 
 
   Clearly they were testing him.  Maybe agreeing to come so quickly had aroused suspicion.  He thought that was true for Akiva at least.  But Romani’s obsession that Daniel be part of the League still appeared operative. 
 
   “Well, I’m glad I made the decision, Vicente.  I believe I can contribute to your already impressive efforts.  By the way, when do you intend to start levying fees against Basic Members, those who have signed the Treaty but not Special Article One?”
 
   Romani turned to Akiva, and his glowing smile was exactly what one would expect on the face of a proud father after his young son just hit a home run or sunk the winning basket.  “You are a quick study, My Friend,” Romani said.  “We can speak of these details while we eat.  Our dinner tonight will be sumptuous, but it will also be quite late.  So Akiva and I have decided to have a late lunch just to hold us over, and we thought you might wish to join us.”
 
   Romani stepped aside and a young man came through the door, pushing a food serving cart ahead of him.  He was followed by another cart pushed by another handsome young man.  Behind them two young women entered, carrying cardboard boxes.  All were dressed in clothes reminiscent of ancient Rome.  All were unusually attractive.  And their bare feet were covered with what appeared to be chalk.
 
   “We thought we would set the mood for tonight,” Romani said, indicating the newcomers.  “So we had our wait-staff dress in period—as slaves.”
 
   As the young women in their short, thin tunics uncovered the food carts and began to unpack plates and various eating utensils, the two young men left to bring in a large folding table.  When they had it set up in the middle of Daniel’s office, they returned to the corridor to get three folding chairs.  These “Roman slaves” were very efficient, and in only a few minutes they had the whole setting complete.
 
   “Very good,’’ Romani said.  “Daniel, Akiva, let’s enjoy ourselves.”  He indicated the seats around the table he wished them to take.
 
   Three of the “slaves” stepped back against the wall of Daniel’s office to wait for further orders while one of the women returned to the corridor.  By the time the three “nobles” had taken their seats, she had returned carrying a large container which, from the way it sloshed, was filled with liquid.
 
   “We are serving two different game fowls,” Romani said, “plus a rich and succulent porridge and, of course, a fine wine from our Piedmont region.  We are insisting on authenticity for our celebration today, so I have instructed our beautiful slave Felicia to use my favorite style of amphora, the Dressel 2-4.  So, Gentlemen, let us enjoy.”
 
   As Daniel sampled the soup, he noticed Sharabani kept his eyes fixed on him.  Soon Daniel thought the man’s eyes seemed to change.  The pupils and irises merged, leaving unbroken black.
 
   “This delicious moveable feast,” Romani said, “might be looked upon as a small foretaste our future lives together, Daniel, now that we three will form the final Great Triumvirate of the Empire.”  
 
   With that he raised his silver goblet, which the beautiful ‘slave girl’ Felicia had just filled with wine.  He held it toward Daniel in a silent toast.  When the young woman had finished filling Daniel’s goblet, he reciprocated, raising his own glass.  Sharabani did not respond but kept his now solid black eyes fixed on Daniel.  Felicia lugged her amphora back to her waiting-place against the wall and set it at her feet.
 
   As he lowered his goblet, Daniel thought the air around them became clouded.  No one else seemed to notice the change.  The cloudiness increased, lost its transparency in places, and separate forms coalesced within it.  He saw Sharabani’s face take on the same glow as when he’d given his Ecclesiae Unitatem sermon.  He felt a tingling sensation on his forearms and face as the grey forms quickly assumed color and became coherent.  Superimposed now within the confines of his real office was an exact reproduction of it.  He heard a low rumbling, like thunder in the distance, and felt suddenly isolated by this cocoon of meaningless noise.  He glanced at his wine goblet.  If he had taken even a sip of its substance, he would have suspected some hallucinogen at work.  But he had not.
 
   He saw Romani watching him intently, almost but not quite smiling.  Felicia abruptly stepped away from the wall where she had waited for orders and approached him.  Leaning, placing her lips close to Daniel’s ear, she whispered, “I desire to belong to you, Daniel Goldman.  Body and soul.  I want to be yours to command as you see fit.”  During her brief speech, the distant rumble had faded, allowing her words to come through clearly.
 
   He closed his eyes and focused his thoughts.  When he opened them again, Felicia stood against the wall as before.  Daniel’s eyes had been closed but a fraction of a second, too briefly for her to have straightened, turned, and walked back to her place.  She had never moved in the first place.  And the superimposed room-within-a-room had dissipated, leaving only his real office.
 
   “You can already see some of the benefits of your decision to join us, right Daniel?” Romani said, as he gestured toward the slave girl.  “I know you can afford these top-of-the-line lunches yourself, but even money can’t buy the level of attention and devotion you’ll receive everywhere you go now that you’re one of us.  And our success is all but accomplished now.  We have learned the vote in Israel is going our way.  It will not be official for a few hours yet, but our sources tell us we are clearly and convincingly winning.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Forty-six
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Lunch ended and everything had been cleared away when Romani said they all needed to go down to the Coliseum level for final preparations.  When they arrived actors already hustled about the arena floor practicing their various routines for the evening’s event.  The three top men stood watching.
 
   Romani whispered, as if wanting only Daniel to hear, “When you are part of the Great Triumvirate, along with Akiva and me, our power will be unprecedented in the history of the world.” 
 
   Daniel looked at Romani but did not respond.  He felt he was being assaulted by the most aggressive sales pitch he’d ever experienced.  
 
   “The power of Nebuchadnezzar,” Romani said, still whispering, “of Pharaoh, of Caesar—combined with the power of Alexander the Great.  Even these men in combination could not fully claim the power we will have.  Anything we decree will come to pass—and quickly.” 
 
   Daniel noticed Akiva watching him, his eyes once again changing.  Gradually another vision like the one in his office began to form.  Soon spectators filled the previously empty stands.  They shouted indistinguishable cheers and lifted their arms out toward the three men in the center of the arena, toward himself, Akiva and Romani.  The faces were adoring, even worshipful—men, women and even children.  It had been months since he’d seen children.  They were all shouting, obviously imploring their Masters.  Tears flowed down some of the women’s faces, tears of supreme joy.  He and his companions were the cause of that joy.  The faces seemed to beseech them just to turn in their direction and acknowledge them.  Daniel was terrified to realize this vision of power and glory appealed to him.  He could feel the adoration from the crowds—and the sympathetic thrill within himself.  What he saw in the stands must be harmonizing with his own dark desires.  
 
   The spectators instantly vanished.  
 
   Romani, turning to Daniel, said, “What do you think of being part of our Great Triumvirate, now, Danny?”  Daniel still just looked at Romani.  Romani smiled and nodded.  “Yes, Daniel; we saw the vision, too.  This is a unique ability Akiva has.  He can cast visions into the air.  And part of what we all just watched came from you, which proves I am right about you—you are meant to be part of us.  This power we already possess—this ability of Akiva to project visions from his own mind and the minds of others whom he, shall we say, borrows for a time—this power is nothing compared with what the three of us will have.  You must join us.”
 
   “I thought I already had joined you,” Daniel said.
 
   “You have not yet made it final,” Akiva said.  He seemed especially brusque.
 
   Romani looked at Akiva.  Daniel thought he saw chiding in Romani’s expression.  Perhaps Akiva seemed chastened because of it.  Or perhaps all of this was only his own imagination.
 
   “What Akiva means, Daniel,” Romani said, “is you will prove your commitment beyond any question before this night is over.”
 
   Romani and Sharabani stepped out to meet with some of the actors, leaving Daniel alone near the edge of the arena.  He watched as Romani grabbed one of the fake swords and practiced several parrying-slashing moves while one of the actors pretended to be his gladiatorial opponent.  He thought Romani moved well for a forty-nine year old man.  
 
   Daniel no longer believed the information he had intended to copy onto the thumb drive would make any difference.  That information could be spun.  Besides, there appeared to be even less time than he had thought to discredit them.  Romani had made it clear the vote in Israel was going their way, and Rabbi Magid had made it clear the Treaty was the trigger event.  It was happening now.
 
   He was troubled even more by what Romani had just told him.  It was now apparent his deepest, darkest desires were not hidden from Akiva.  This strange ability terrified him, but what terrified him even more was that what he had seen in the Coliseum stands represented the world’s future.  Unless he could find a way to stop them, Romani and Sharabani would create that future.
 
   There would be no reprieve.  He would have to kill them.  Perhaps he should just grab one of these weapons and find a way to do it now.  He could bring himself to do it now.  His reluctance to kill in cold blood was outweighed by the loathing.  But of course these weapons were fake.  Hard rubber and wood could not kill anyone.  He probably remembered enough from classes taken in his military school to kill with his bare hands, but there were dozens of other men in the arena, men hired by and loyal to Romani.  It just wouldn’t work.  Not yet.
 
   When Romani had come near enough again, Daniel said, “If you don’t need me at the moment, Vicente, I’d like to go back to my office and continue my study.  If I am to be Senior Fellow in Charge of Finance, I have a lot of catching up to do.”
 
   Romani seemed heartily pleased at that.
 
   Daniel walked back through the fake columns to the front of the building and took an elevator to his floor.  Alone in his office, he opened his drawer.  The thumb drive was still there, but his revolver was gone.
 
   He closed the drawer without removing the thumb drive.  He tried to clear his thoughts.  Mental over-load threatened him, and he missed Rebecca.  He had seen no cameras earlier, so he decided to take a chance.  He pressed Rebecca’s number on his phone and heard her phone go quickly to its out-of-service message.  He couldn’t even leave a voice mail.  He disconnected.
 
   Searching for a plan, he glanced out across his office—just as a third vision coalesced and the background echo became apparent.  Superimposed on his office now was the study in Mr. Sperling’s home across the lake from his own.  He saw he now sat at Mr. Sperling’s massive custom-made desk, and he was watching himself sitting in the visitor’s chair in front of the desk.  His vision-self listened intently to Mr. Sperling.  This gave him an idea.  He remembered how clearly he’d heard Felicia when her vision-version addressed him directly.  He rose from his desk and positioned his real body over the vision of himself.  He now looked back at Mr. Sperling sitting behind the massive desk in the exact position which Daniel had just vacated, and he could now plainly hear his mentor’s words through the background static.
 
   “…and so I think the time really does approach, Danny.  Christ really will come for His own.  Just as the Bible says.  In an instant.  In the twinkling of an eye.” 
 
   This was a replay of a real memory, not a dark, hidden lust somehow scrapped up from the sludge at the bottom of his soul.
 
   “I know it’s hard for you to accept this, because you can’t accept anything you can’t personally control or at least explain.  But there may not be much time left, so I have to be blunt.”
 
   What he saw and heard was the last face-to-face conversation he and Mr. Sperling ever had.  Mr. Sperling had tried to share his Christian faith before he left for what turned out to be his last business trip. 
 
   “Being in total charge of your own life and having a relationship with Him are mutually exclusive.  You need Him to be in charge, so He can reveal some of His glory through you.  That’s what it means to be saved, Danny.  And only Jesus saves.”
 
   Daniel remembered his response clearly, too clearly.  He softly voiced his response in unison with the vision-Daniel.  “Mr. Sperling, you know what we Jews say.  Jesus saves, but Moshe invests.”  
 
   The vision evaporated just as the shame washed over him.  He had tried to downplay the whole affair, but of course it had been just below the surface for thirteen months.  He couldn’t outrun the shame.  He recalled precisely what he had intended with those words to his mentor that day.  Playing off their shared profession as investors, and the fact that Mr. Sperling was a Gentile while he was a Jew, he’d intended to ease the tension with a little joke.  He certainly hadn’t meant to hurt him.  But he had seen the hurt in Mr. Sperling’s face.  And why not?  Mr. Sperling had offered Daniel the most precious thing he possessed.  His faith.  And Daniel had made it a joke.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Forty-seven
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Time literally slipped away.  Not only was he running out of time to find an opportunity to kill Romani—short of a suicide mission—but now he had to give up his phone and watch.  Historical authenticity dictated he leave these items along with the rest of his modern-day clothes in the corner of his assigned dressing room.  As he placed them there, it occurred to him almost no natural light entered this building.  The arched windows he’d seen on the building’s exterior were as fake as the time of day manufactured on the underside of the dome.  Without his watch or his phone, he’d have no hint what time it was.
 
   Romani and Sharabani had entered one dressing room while Daniel had been directed to this one.  Both rooms lay beneath the arena floor.  Daniel’s contained only an assortment of strange leather and brass items and a large wall-poster illustrating what each item was and where to put it on his body.  He already wore his loin cloth, his subligaculum.  Next he put on his fascia or protective padding before arranging his leg greaves.  He donned his wide leather belt, his cingulum it said on the illustration; then his metal shoulder guard for his right side, called a galerus.  Finally, he fastened his balteus or sword belt about his waist and hung on it the hard rubber sword, called a Gladius.  Over it all he donned a linen robe, which was to be removed, according to the note on the poster, before combat.  It apparently had no special name.  He had expected a shield but saw none.  After lacing his sandals, he was now a Roman gladiator.  
 
   He stepped out of his dressing room to see Romani emerge from his as a Roman general, replete with feather-plumed brass helmet which he carried under his arm.  Sharabani came out of Romani’s dressing room a moment later, dressed in a colorful ankle-length robe.
 
   Romani pointed to Sharabani’s costume and said, “A priest dedicated to the war-god Mars.  Perfect for him, don’t you think, Daniel?” 
 
   Daniel nodded as the three of them marched abreast through a passage-way connecting to Romani’s family sepulcrum, continued through it, and up a short flight of stone steps to the elevator they had used the week before.  They exited the elevator on the floor below his office and stepped out into an exact reproduction of a Roman banquet hall.  Its U-shape had been formed by bending it around the short southern axis of the arena two floors below.  Throughout the hall, slaves scurried about, pouring wine into silver goblets from elaborate amphorae of various designs.
 
   Daniel was told the guests already waited just outside the hall so they could be escorted in with proper pomp.  He was told they had been flown in from all around the world in planes chartered by the Roman Lake League.  Romani seemed proud of these details.  Daniel was directed to line up next to Sharabani, who stood between him and Romani, forming a short reception line.  A few minutes later Romani nodded to a man he called Virgil, who left to begin the parade of honored guests.   
 
   The first to sally toward them was a group of six men.  They were dressed in flowing robes and elaborate cloth head-wraps.  Their costumes appeared appropriately ancient but not really Roman.
 
   “Daniel,” Romani said, when the men had stopped in front of them, “I would like to introduce six of our most honored guests here this evening.  These men are not here because they represent official world governments, but because they have all proven their personal virtus in combat.  These men are all valiant warriors, leaders in the emerging state of ICOW.”
 
   Although he thought they looked more like thugs than warriors, Daniel could tell the swords hanging from their waist bands were real.  They all appeared angry, defiant.
 
   “Gentlemen,” Daniel said and reached out his hand.  The six men just looked at him, making no effort to respond to his offer to shake his hand.
 
   “Daniel,” Romani said, “I should have informed you in advance that these men wish not to defile themselves by contact with someone not Muslim.  And not in their own families.  My apologies.”
 
   “No problem,” Daniel said, pulling his hand back.  He nodded politely to the group. “Did they know this party was Roman-themed?”  He indicated their clothes.
 
   One of the men, the one who had led the group into the banquet hall, said, “Yes; they did.  And they all speak English.”  He smiled at Daniel.  No warmth.  “Signore Romani approved our dress for the occasion.”
 
   “Gentlemen,” Romani said, “please take your honored seats over here, on this side of the table.  Here you can enjoy your pure food and drink while avoiding any unwanted contact from any source of defilement.  Your time will come later, after our feast, just as we promised you.”
 
   Romani’s man, Virgil, led them to their seats.  He did not put a hand on any shoulder to do so.
 
   When the men were out of ear-shot, Romani whispered to Daniel, “Our other guests are more civilized.”  He patted Daniel on the shoulder.  “You did well with them, considering I forgot to warn you.”
 
   Virgil left the ICOW men reclining at their section of the low table and returned to the corridor to escort in the next group.  One man, accompanied by two women, came walking in.  The man smiled broadly; the women appeared less comfortable.  Dressed in short thin tunics, their feet covered with chalk, wide gold bands decorating their wrists and upper arms, they seemed to be sulking.
 
   “Derin,” Romani said as he bowed slightly.  “So good to see you again.”
 
   “So this is the face of Signore Romani,” the man said.  He returned the bow.  “Good to finally see you, too.”
 
   “Your personal slave girls are quite as beautiful as they were on my boat.”
 
   “Yes,” the new guest said.  “They are still getting used to their new roles.”
 
   The women smiled, but Daniel could see it was not because they were enjoying themselves.  He concluded they were resentful at being made slave girls.  Probably offended their self-images.
 
   “Well, Mr. President,” Romani said.  “This is my real face.  Would you like to pinch my cheek?”
 
   “Not necessary, Signore.”
 
   “Good.  Your seat is here, Mr. President, near to mine and my two top men.  By the way, this is Rabbi Akiva Sharabani, and this is Mr. Daniel Goldman.  Together, we form the Steering Committee of the Roman Lake League.”
 
   “Nice to meet you both,” the man said.
 
   This new man did shake hands.
 
   “Virgil; show the president and his companions to their seats, will you?”
 
   Virgil began to lead them toward the center of the U as Romani whispered to Daniel.  “This one you must watch carefully, Daniel.  He will do anything for power and pleasure.”
 
   Daniel smiled and nodded.  He recalled the bar scene in the classic movie Star Wars.  Then he recalled that time was running out to find some way to stop these two beasts.  
 
    
 
   --------
 
    
 
   Virgil continued to lead assorted groups past the reception line.  Romani had been correct.  They all seemed, at least by comparison to the ICOW guys, civilized.  Most spoke at least marginal English.
 
   When both sides of the U were occupied by maybe twenty-five reclining guests, and after wine had flowed freely for half an hour, Sharabani rose from his reclining position and rapped his ring against his goblet.  In seconds all chatter ceased.
 
   “Ladies and Gentlemen,” he said, “let me first welcome you all to the first annual feast of the Roman Lake League.”  He raised his glass, brought it to his lips and sipped.  He smiled warmly as he watched the guests follow his lead.  “I hope you all are pleased by the total authenticity of our event.  As you look around yourselves, you will see nothing which could not have adorned the sumptuous feasts of Signore Romani’s ancestors two thousand years ago right here in Rome.”  He paused, allowing everyone to do as he had just subtly suggested, which was to look around themselves.  Daniel thought most of them seemed delighted by all the ancient costumes.
 
   “For most of you,” Sharabani said, “this is the first time you have seen the face of this man reclining to my left.  That is because this man, who has done more than anyone in history to advance the cause of world peace, does not seek fame.  And since he already owns assets all over the world, he has no need to seek fortune either.  He is a true altruist.  At the risk of embarrassing him,  I will ask him to stand as you all give him a round of applause.”
 
   With that, Sharabani turned toward Romani and beckoned him to stand.  After a show of reluctance, Romani, his plumed helmet under his arm, stood and smiled humbly at the guests.  Daniel was only a bit more amused at Romani’s humble act than he was at the sudden and enthusiastic applause.  
 
   When it had died down and Romani had resumed his reclining position next to Daniel, the “rabbi” continued.
 
   “Tonight is a night for feasting and for celebrating.  It is not a night for speeches.  But I must beg your indulgence for just a moment.  Can you imagine what our world might become in the next few years if it did not contain this man?  Who else has dedicated so much of his personal fortune to establishing a non-profit institution such as the Roman Lake League?  Who else has single-handedly brought together such a diverse group as we see assembled here tonight?  And for the sole purpose, not of planning world conquest, but world peace?  Signore Romani thinks of nothing, from his first moments upon awakening until the final moments before falling asleep at the end of each day—nothing but forming a new and forever Pax Romana?  And today, that Pax Romana will take a giant step forward.  Today, the Mutual Defense Treaty with Israel will be approved by the Israeli citizens, and the march toward world peace will have begun.  I say begun, because protecting Israel, while important, is but the first step.  Actually, protecting Israel is not the real purpose of the Treaty.”
 
   Sharabani executed one of his dramatic pauses.
 
   “Does this shock you?  Had any of you enlightened world leaders not already realized that the world, not just one nation, is entering a time of peace tonight?  As our wonderful host has said many times, the only trouble-spot in the world today—after so many trouble-makers were removed last year—the only remaining trouble-spot is the Middle East.  Bring peace there and peace breaks out everywhere.  After this first step in the tiny nation of Israel, when nothing then stands in the way of world harmony, we will find ourselves at the center of this new Pax Romana.  We are the world’s new leaders.  When we assume our rightful reign, it will then be, as the League motto states, Finalmente la Pace.  Peace at Last.”
 
   Sharabani paused again to look from guest to guest.  As he did the strange glow began to bathe his face, just as it had during his address to his Ecclesiae Unitatem.  
 
   With melodramatic sincerity, Sharabani brought his little speech to a close.  “Do not consider what I have said here tonight to be some empty dream, My Friends.  Instead consider it inevitable.  Because after tonight, truly no power on earth can stop it.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Forty-eight
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Daniel walked slowly across the arena, under a sky made to appear early afternoon, wearing his gladiator clothes without his outer tunic.  They had not informed him until now he might actually participate in the activities.  
 
   After the sumptuous meal and many more rounds of wine, Sharabani had dismissed the slave-girls attending the Turkish president, leaving only men in the banquet hall.  When the obviously resentful women had left the hall along with the servers, Romani had stood and told the assembled guests about the staged gladiator contests to follow.  He assured them everything would be done just as in the original Coliseum.  If one of the combatants became defeated and vulnerable to a killing thrust, the spectators would be asked “thumbs up or thumbs down?”  Their response would determine whether the combatant “lived” or “died.”  The weapons would be rubber, he told them, but the performances would be thoroughly authentic.   
 
   The guests, mostly all drunk by then, had seemed amused and enthusiastic.  Even the “moderate” Muslim leaders had staggered somewhat as they left the banquet hall to drag themselves down the stone stairs to the arena below.
 
   Having reached his assigned place near the eastern wall about midway along the north-south axis, Daniel watched the last few boisterous guests trying to locate their seats on the western side of the gallery.  He had noticed the ICOW terrorists showed little emotion throughout the trek, other than anger and vigilance.  Sharabani positioned himself a few yards north of Daniel on the same side of the arena and stood smiling at the unfolding scene.  
 
   Romani finally entered a few minutes later from the west, still dressed as a Roman General and now wearing his helmet instead of carrying it under his arm.  He wore a sword identical to Daniel’s hanging from his balteus.  He seemed to mill about, unsure where to go.  Daniel saw Sharabani catch Romani’s attention and motion toward a spot along the western wall of the arena.  Romani went there and seemed to relax.
 
   Then the festivities began.  The first act consisted of simultaneous mock combat among six pairs of actors in gladiator costumes.  An elaborate choreography of combat, the dress-rehearsal for which Daniel had glimpsed a few hours earlier, began to fill the arena floor.  As planned, fake swords smacked against shields and other fake swords.  Two of the contests ended fairly quickly when the losers’ weapons had been knocked from their hands.  The victors then pressed hard rubber blades under the chins of the defeated.  All thumbs went up both times.  The victors gallantly allowed their fallen opponents to live.  The crowd cheered repeatedly.  They were obviously really into this.
 
   Daniel still frantically sought a plan that would be anything short of a personal suicide mission.  But he had no ideas.  He also had no guiding voice from Mr. Sperling despite having silently pleaded for it.
 
   Several minutes later, after all gladiator pairs but one had finished their performances, Daniel eyed the closed flap of the southern pavilion.  He didn’t know what it would accomplish, but in there at least he could think free of Sharabani’s constant gaze.  He had not yet translated intent into action when he heard Sharabani say, “Not yet, Daniel.  You may go on soon.”  
 
   Daniel stood still, studying Sharabani.  He watched him motion to a Roman soldier standing just outside the northern pavilion.  This one was dressed more elaborately than the others, wearing a helmet featuring a plume running from side to side over its crown.  He also wore a full face plate.  Only his eyes were visible.  The soldier stepped into the pavilion and seconds later, mingled with cheers from the spectators accompanying the conclusion of the final gladiator contest, Daniel heard the northern lift grinding upward from the floor below.  When it was level with the arena, he saw six women huddled inside the pavilion.  They wore slave costumes similar to those worn by the Turkish President’s assistants.  The difference was these women had their hands bound at the wrists and their necks linked to one another by a thick rope tether.
 
   Sharabani strode to the center of the arena and in a loud voice said, “In a moment we will feature our final contest.  But as you enjoy that final and very special combat, we wanted you to anticipate what will follow.  The climax of our entertainment this evening will be the first annual Roman Lake League slave auction.”  He pitched his voice upward as he finished, sounding more carnival barker than holy man.  “This auction is open to bidding only from our special guests, the leaders of the Islamic Caliphate of the World.  Please understand, unlike the combat to this point, this will be a real auction.  Each winning ICOW bidder really gets to keep the slave he buys.  He gets to take her home with him.”  Romani waited for the cheers to subside before he continued.  “There will enough to go around since we have six ICOW warriors and six beautiful slave girls.”  More cheers.  He waited, smiling broadly.  “Unless of course some of the wealthier warriors among them decide to buy more than just one.”  
 
   Everyone laughed and cheered at that.
 
   The blindfolded women were then led by the plumed soldier out of the pavilion and across the arena floor, giving everyone a chance to admire the merchandise.  More cheers rang out.  The rope tether allowed about two feet of space between each woman as the line marched toward the center of the arena.  About the time it came to a stop near Sharabani, Daniel’s gaze landed on the last girl in line.  It was Rebecca.  Her feet were covered with chalk like the others.  The sight of the silent line of slaves seemed to stoke the cheers even more.  While the shouts rose higher, Daniel quickly looked away.  He was grateful Rebecca was blind-folded.  She may not fully realize the peril and shame of her situation.  
 
   Instant hot rage flared in him.  He recalled Amy and vowed to himself this would not be allowed to happen again.  He had never wanted to kill a man before; now he did.  He didn’t merely want it; he craved it; needed it.  He looked down at the fake dirt, preparing.  In his mind, he pictured first rushing Sharabani and using his right hand as a spear to the Adam’s apple—and then continuing across the arena to smash the heel of his hand straight up to the underside of Romani’s chin, forcing his neck back at an untenable angle.  He savored the scene in his mind, playing it over and over.  Just seeing it made him feel better.  Then, if he performed both moves correctly and they were dead or dying, he could grab Rebecca and…well, his plan didn’t extend that far yet.  But first the killing.  He imagined once more the feel of the victories, just to savor the satisfaction it gave him.
 
   He had not realized a full-color vision of what played in his mind engulfed him until he looked up and saw it dissipate.  Any accompanying rumble such as announced the previous visions had apparently been masked by the constant shouts of the drunken spectators.  He turned back toward the center of the floor and saw Sharabani observing him closely.  From the distance he couldn’t tell for sure, but he thought Romani across the floor was staring at him, too.  He had to assume they both had seen. 
 
   While he frantically looked around for some real weapon, he saw Sharabani signal to the crowd that he had something else to say.  When the noise level fell sufficiently, he shouted, “But before we sell these beautiful slave girls, we have that final performance I promised.  This one will be really special.  You will not be disappointed.”
 
   At Sharabani’s signal, the plumed soldier led the line of blind-folded slaves back toward the northern pavilion.  The crowd booed and hissed their disappointment at seeing them go—all except the ICOW men.  They still stood silent and expressionless, watching the women retreat into the pavilion.  Daniel spotted their swords hanging from their waist-bands.  Real swords.  Hope rose but instantly fell back.  Those swords were simply too far away.  
 
   The lift started down and the women along with their plumed guard were soon out of sight.
 
   “What do you think, Gentlemen,” Sharabani shouted, “shall our Daniel here take on General Romani next?”  Daniel thought he definitely sounded like a ring-master now.  
 
   The crowd cheered even more enthusiastically at this.  Fired by liquor and lust and anticipation of more realistic battle, it would not have taken them much to become a mob.
 
   “Will both combatants join me here in the center?” he shouted.  
 
   Daniel saw his chance.  He walked toward the center from his side of the floor while Romani approached from his.  In moments the three of them would be within a few feet of each other.  That would be his opportunity.  How quickly could he snap both necks?  He still didn’t know what to do after that, how he could then rescue Rebecca—but first things first.
 
   When Daniel was still several yards away, Sharabani left the center of the arena and approached him.  With his back to the crowd, Sharabani reached under his priest robe and came out with a sword, letting it dangle harmlessly from his left hand.  “Hand me that one please, Daniel,” he said, and pointed at the rubber sword hanging from Daniel’s waist.  When directly in front of him, Sharabani reached over and lifted Daniel’s rubber sword from its hook and handed him the replacement.  Instantly Daniel knew his new weapon was real.  Sharabani hid Daniel’s original sword back under his robe and continued toward his previous spot on the eastern edge of the arena.  Daniel was now alone with Romani.
 
   Romani stared at him, his eyes below his helmet visor cold with hate.  Daniel was beginning to understand.  If his sword was real, then so was Romani’s.  He shuffled-stepped back several paces, keeping his feet in full contact with the soil and at shoulder width.  He regulated his breathing and relaxed his muscles in preparation for battle against the man Rabbi Magid had called the most dangerous man in human history.  
 
   Well, he thought, we’ll see about that.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Forty-nine
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Daniel hefted the Gladius in his right hand a few times, testing its weight and balance.  It was not a saber, not one of the three fencing weapons he was familiar with.  It was shorter, wider.  A few grams heavier.  But it was close enough.  
 
   But he would not be fencing.  He would be re-visiting the barbaric parent of that civilized child.  No need to hold his left hand back against his left hip in the classic pose to comply with the rules about offering his scoring target.  His real body was now the scoring target.  He folded his left hand over his right, giving him instead a firmer grip on the hilt.  This made it natural to pull his elbows to his center with the hilt about level with his waist.  He tilted the two foot blade outward about forty-five degrees—toward the man he intended to kill with it.  The classical L-positioning of his feet no longer made sense.  He kept his feet at shoulder width and in contact with the dirt.  It all felt right.  Like fencing, there would be no lengthy contest here with blades clanging off blades.  This would be brief and brutal.  A single killing thrust or slash, perfectly timed, should do it. 
 
   At first, when he saw Romani doing exactly as he had just done, he assumed he was merely imitating.  Then he recalled that Romani, too, fenced.  He had even bragged about his chances against Daniel in a contest.  He was more likely making the same logical adjustments as Daniel.  Both understood this would be no contest to light a scoring indicator.
 
   Because of Romani’s arrogance, Daniel expected him to come straight at him with a massive lunge.  He planned to parry left and then cut straight back and down onto the extended arm, aiming just below the galerus.  At that point etiquette would dictate he stop, allowing his opponent to surrender.  Daniel was in no mood for etiquette.  When Romani was literally unarmed, Daniel would aim for his throat just below his fancy helmet.
 
   But Romani didn’t do that.  Instead he shuffle-stepped slowly toward Daniel, his eyes focusing on Daniel’s legs.  Daniel concluded he was searching for tells, trying to anticipate impending movement by how his leg muscles flexed.  Romani had apparently lied when he implied on his yacht he had not fenced in years.  The man before him did this frequently.  
 
   And the guy moved well for a man sixteen years Daniel’s senior.  He closed in smoothly, bringing his angled sword tip within a foot of Daniel’s.  Both fighters circled slowly, waiting for an opening.  Romani’s blade lowered almost imperceptibly, and Daniel sensed he was about to attack low.  He guessed it would come from his own right because Romani’s right now foot tilted inward slightly, seeking the necessary leverage.  He lowered his own weapon and moved it right less than an inch.  Couldn’t afford to go too far and offer his throat if this was a feint.  
 
   It was.  Instead of striking at his legs, Romani’s blade flashed upward, angling toward Daniel’s face.  Daniel executed inquartata, turning his left side away, but he barely parried Romani’s blade on its way by.  His left ear was nicked.  Daniel countered viciously, but Romani duplicated Daniel’s last move, twisting so that Daniel’s strike was buffered by the thick leather padding protecting his torso.  The blow probably hurt but did no damage.  
 
   Daniel shuffled back a pace.  He could feel a small trickle of blood from his ear.  Nothing serious.  But this man would certainly not offer the easy vengeance Daniel had hoped for.
 
   Without having picked up any clues as to Romani’s next move, Daniel caught the flash of steel coming toward the wounded side of his head at the last tick.  The speed was breathtaking but he managed to avoid it by dropping straight down, Passata-sotto.  From his nearly kneeling position Daniel swung slightly upward, left to right, like a left-handed baseball batter, and his blade slashed the back of Romani’s right thigh as he finished his own slashing move.  
 
   Romani screamed and twisted on around so he was facing Daniel again.  Daniel knew then he was about to win this fight.  Fear now replaced the hate in Romani’s eyes.  Because of that fear he would now forget everything he knew; his eyesight would narrow and dim; another wild lunge would be all he could think to do.
 
   Daniel straightened and shuffled forward a couple of feet, closing, challenging him.  Romani roared and lunged.  Daniel parried, hard, and Romani’s sword flew out of his hand and into the dirt.  His weakened wounded leg buckled, sinking him to one knee.  He looked up at Daniel and surrender was in his eyes.
 
   It had been as brief and furious as he’d expected, and it would be easy to finish this.  Kneeling as he was, Romani seemed to offer his neck to Daniel’s blade.  And wasn’t that the whole idea?  How else might he save Rebecca?  But he couldn’t do it.  This man was defeated and defenseless.  Killing him now would violate everything Daniel had ever believed in.  
 
   He shuffled back two paces, lowered his sword, and turned to face Sharabani.  Romani’s second-in-command looked on in obvious disbelief.  Romani must have been a ringer.  He and Sharabani must have thought his skills were sufficient and fresh enough that he would easily kill Daniel.  Somebody probably still would, but it would not be Romani in a sword fight.  
 
   Sharabani motioned toward the crowd, requesting the thumbs up-thumbs down response. Daniel saw thumbs go up everywhere.  The crowd emitted a steady grumbling sound.  They were obviously stunned and totally enthralled.  This was more entertainment than they had expected.  They probably returned thumbs up less to spare Romani than to see the show continue.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fifty
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Daniel heard dirt scrape from his left.  He spun in time to see Romani rising and reaching for his sword.  Daniel moved his own blade to the ready position.  It would be a lunge.  Romani could do nothing else now.  And this time it would not be murder; this time it would be self defense—and it would be Romani’s choice.  
 
   Romani closed and lunged in one motion.  Performing successful inquartata was easier this time because Romani’s leg wound slowed him down.  When Romani had lunged past him to his the left, Daniel came with a backhand slash, sinking the blade deep into Romani’s neck and upper shoulders just below the helmet line.  Romani went down instantly, his weight pulling Daniel’s blade with him.  Had the Gladius been heavier, the man’s head may have been completely severed.  As it was, Daniel had to pull hard and work the blade back and forth to disengage it.  Romani’s injury was obviously mortal.
 
   He saw Sharabani push off the wall he’d been standing against and rush toward him.  He saw no weapon in his hand.  Sharabani went straight to his dying leader and knelt beside him.  Using his robe, he tried to staunch the blood spurting from Romani’s neck.  When he looked up, tears were in his eyes.  He glanced wildly around the arena a couple of times and then back to Romani.
 
   Head back down, speaking to no one in particular, Sharabani said “Daniel did not follow the rules.  He has murdered my friend.”
 
   Daniel clutched the sword, wishing it were his pistol instead.  No one rushed at him.  He waited and watched Sharabani.  Still no reasonable escape plan.  He felt a drop of blood from his scraped ear lazily trickling down his cheek.  
 
   Sharabani raised his head and stared at Daniel.  His face began to glow as it had earlier, just like when he gave his sermons and created his visions.  His eyes became glossy black, glistening even more because of the tears.  He continued to stare.  The crowd sat still, completely silent now.  
 
   Sharabani, in a trance-like tone, said, “Subdue him.  Take him to the sepulcrum.”
 
   Daniel had been so focused on Sharabani and on what had now probably become the corpse of Romani, he hadn’t noticed the “Roman soldiers” creeping up behind him.  Sharabani obviously had.  Immediately following those last orders he caught movement in his periphery and felt a heavy net fall over his head and shoulders.  Hands from every side, maybe three or four men, pressed his arms tight against his body.  His sword was yanked from his hand.  
 
   Struggle was already useless, but he struggled.  
 
    
 
   --------
 
    
 
   Sharabani watched Daniel jerking impotently inside his net encasement as he was dragged away toward the open-flap pavilion to the north.  After the lift had started down with him, he looked at the dead man one more time and stood, facing the crowd.  He could still see his private vision as clearly as he could see the hushed and waiting world leaders looking back at him.  Despite his tears, he began to smile.  
 
   Using his uniquely evolved ability, he pressed out a spiritual coloring into the air of the arena, thus creating throughout the room an immediate and irresistible atmosphere which paved the way for what he was about to attempt.  
 
   After several seconds of this, he said, “And so it is.” 
 
   The room’s hush gradually gave way to expressions of awe.  “Power,” one man shouted.  “I know what he is going to do,” another said.
 
   After several moments, Sharabani said softly, “Everyone remain seated.  I have work to do.”
 
   Placing his hands under Romani’s armpits, he began dragging the body toward the northern pavilion, enjoying the fact that every eye was upon him.  
 
    
 
   --------
 
    
 
   By the time the lift rested at the bottom of its travel, Daniel had quit struggling.  The net was too heavy.  There were too many hands holding him.  He might need the energy later.
 
   “Unwrap him,” one of the men said.
 
   The “Roman soldier” who gave the order wore the same costume as the other three, but he must have held higher rank.  When the net was out of the way and he could see better, Daniel recognized this leader as the man they had called Virgil in the banquet hall.
 
   Daniel was free of the net now and allowed to stand.  Two men went behind him.  Virgil and another man seized each of his arms and pulled him off the platform onto the stone floor.  They were in a cavernous low-ceilinged room nearly the size of the arena floor above.  Dimly lighted narrow passageways maybe sixty feet apart led out of this room on all four sides.  The room light came from fake torches attached to columns.  They were actually electric lamps designed to flicker like real flame.  He could see two Roman-style columns spaced maybe thirty feet apart to his left and another two to his right.  
 
   When the four men began dragging him behind the lift, toward the passageway just to the north, he guessed they intended to drag him around the perimeter of the building all the way to the sepulcrum in the southwest corner.  That would be a long drag.  Maybe it would give him enough time to think of something before they got there.
 
   When he had been muscled north far enough to see the north face of the columns, he saw slave girls chained to them.  Two to the column immediately to his left and two more farther away.  The blindfolded women were all in an identical posture, head hanging forward, a portrait of despair. 
 
   Rebecca was not among these women.
 
   He snapped his head to the right.  There she was, blindfolded but head up.  Something dangled from a silver-colored chain from her bound wrists.  Beside her the slave guard in his sideways plumed helmet leered back at him.
 
   Daniel stiffened his legs, skidding his sandaled heels against the stone floor, refusing to move forward.  He tried to jerk free.  But four pairs of hands were too much.  Someone then had him around the neck so he couldn’t even turn his head to see Rebecca again.  
 
   “Don’t give up, Rebecca,” he shouted over his shoulder.  “I killed Romani.”
 
   One of the “Roman soldiers” hit him on the back of his head then with something hard.  Not metal.  Hard rubber probably.  He was instantly dizzy.  He was shoved forward even more viciously now.  Through the ringing in his head he heard Rebecca’s voice.  “I love you, Daniel.  You and I and Saul and Rabbi Magid will soon meet in a better place.”
 
   He dug in his heels harder still as the passageway loomed.  It bought him only a second or two.
 
   “Don’t give up,” he shouted again.  
 
   He was now in the passageway which would lead ultimately to the sepulcrum.  Although dazed from the blow, he still made his captors earn every foot of ground they gained.  
 
   After only short progress along the perimeter hall, he heard Virgil shout, “Enough of this!”
 
   Forward movement ceased and Virgil began pulling something from the leather pouch at his side.  Daniel saw the hypodermic syringe in Virgil’s hand only an instant before he felt the sharp needle prick his bare arm.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fifty-one
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Sharabani, his hands under Romani’s armpits, dragged his corpse toward the northern pavilion.  He felt all eyes on him, watching in silent wonder.  A couple of times he tried to lift the body, to make it stand on its limp, lifeless legs, but of course it failed.  His feet slipped repeatedly in the loose soil until at last he was partially hidden inside the tent.  He closed the flap, completing the privacy he needed.
 
   “He was not supposed to kill you,” he whispered.  “You were supposed to kill him so these blood-thirsty ICOW members would know what a mighty warrior you are.  They would have seen your virtus.  And this would have corrected our mistake with Daniel Goldman.  But don’t worry; you will return, and then we will be established forever in their sight.” 
 
   Now fully hidden in the pavilion, Akiva pulled the dead body onto his lap and stared into the dead eyes.  “Do you realize what we have just accomplished, My Friend?”  
 
   He continued to struggle with the body, trying to position it just right near the edge of the pit connecting to the level below.  When he was satisfied with its posture, he whispered, “Rise now!”
 
   In his ear bud he heard, “Daniel killed me.  We must think of something or all will be lost.”
 
   “I already have thought of something, My Friend.”
 
   He removed the helmet and the Romani mask from the dead champion.  He laid aside the bloody helmet and hid the mask in his priestly robe.
 
   “Your masked stand-in provided the real blood, just not in the way we planned,” he whispered into his microphone in the collar of his robe.
 
   “I know.  I could hear almost everything through your open channel.”
 
    “So you know Daniel killed him.”
 
   “That is what I meant when I said he killed me.  Everyone up there thinks I am now dead.”
 
   “Exactly, My Friend.  It is wonderful.”
 
   “I am listening, My Friend.”
 
   “Our champion here would certainly have defeated the other actor we meant to die in the cause of your virtus.  Especially since he would have faced only a rubber sword.  But he obviously could not defeat Daniel Goldman fighting with a real one.  When we both saw Daniel fail his loyalty test, you knew I would then substitute him for the original dupe?”
 
   “Of course.  That was the plan.  But my masked stand-in was not supposed to lose.  Whether he fought the other actor or Daniel, he was to face only a hard rubber sword.”
 
   “I hope you will not fault me, Vicente, for my last-second change of plans.  But I assumed as you did your stand-in would prevail.  After all he is…or was…an expert sword fighter.  Originally after his victory, I would have placed the real sword in his dead opponent’s hand, because the whole spectacle depended upon realism.  But at the last minute, I decided to give that sword to Daniel before the battle because the sound coming from hard rubber would not have been convincing.  Nor would it have fully matched our vision.  It especially seemed a good idea since I didn’t expect him to prevail over our expert in any case.  But now that you are dead…”  Sharabani broke off, letting his master mull over his unfinished sentence.
 
   After a few moments’ reflection, Romani said, “Ah!  I think I see where you are going with this.  You are brilliant, My Friend.”
 
   “Thank you, Vicente.  Although I never expected Daniel to kill our champion, even with a real sword, you can see how superior these results turn out to be.”
 
   “Yes!”
 
   “Now you can rise from the dead, Vicente, in front of everybody.  How can they ever cede anything but undying loyalty to a resurrected man?  A god-man.  A risen god-man!  So, rise, Vicente.  Get on that lift and come up here.”
 
   When Romani had reached floor level, he removed his Roman soldier costume and exchanged his sideways plumed helmet for the front to back plumed helmet on the dead fighter.  He then put on the bloody clothes and the two of them shoved the body onto the lift for its trip back down to the lower level of the structure.
 
   Romani nodded to him and Akiva began to meditate.  He tinted the zeitgeist with the mood he wished to dominate the room outside the pavilion, preparing the guests for the great unveiling.  When he judged it sufficient, he opened the flap so he and Romani could emerge triumphantly to gasps from the crowd…then cheers.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fifty-two
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Are you still the captain of your soul, Danny?
 
   Daniel’s eyes snapped open.  He lay on his back, staring up into blackness relieved only by a tiny dusting of light across his upper body.  He realized his arms and legs were constrained at the wrists and ankles, and he sensed he was totally enclosed.  He became aware of a sore spot on the back of his head and recalled being hit a second time by one of Romani’s soldiers with a hard rubber war club because he had too forcefully resisted the tranquilizer.  Immediately his chest began to heave, trying to draw breath, as he realized where he was.  In one of Romani’s coffins!  He started to panic—until he recalled Mr. Sperling’s voice which had just awakened him.  Surely he would not have been favored again with his mentor’s voice if it would end here, like this.  He knew what he had to do.  
 
   He forced calmness, concentrated on his breathing.  Soon he felt oxygen entering his lungs again, the heaving chest having been more mental than physical.  There was still plenty of air.  He willed all tension to leave his body, closed his eyes, and ended his long-running one-sided feud with God by doing something he had not done since begging for the safe return of Amy from her Palestinian captors.  “God,” he whispered, “you offered me a new mission.  I won’t pretend to understand it.  There are many things about you I don’t understand.  But from this point I will no longer be the captain of my soul.  You will be.  I accept your mission—but I somehow have to get out of here first, right?”
 
   He opened his eyes.  The tiny amount of light had to mean there was a hole of some kind.  If there were a hole capable of admitting light, it was also capable of admitting air.  He would not suffocate.  Just affirming that lightened the weight on his chest still further.
 
   He tried again to free his wrists and ankles and in the effort became aware of a faint tinkling sound.  As he wriggled his right foot, he could hear the tinkling from behind his head, from where the light and air seemed to come.  But the object itself—must be a small bell—was obviously down by his foot.  He continued to twist his right ankle.
 
   He recalled killing Romani.  He felt no guilt as he had feared he would.  In fact, he felt no guilt about anything.  Only this strange peace—and a growing certainty it was not too late, not for him and not for Rebecca.  
 
   He heard feet faintly clicking over hard stone, heard it through the same hole above his head.  The walking came nearer and stopped.  He felt his coffin sliding in the direction his feet pointed.  When it stopped moving, the stone lid began to grate open and soon the face of the Roman Soldier who had last struck him stared down at him.  Then Sharabani leaned in so his face was directly over Daniel’s.  He smiled.  “So, the tranquilizer wore off?  You have severely disappointed us, Daniel, but my Master yet will not give up on you.” 
 
   Daniel heard Velcro ripping free as Sharabani unfastened the cuffs from his wrists and ankles.  In this sudden wash of light from the fully open lid he could barely see Sharabani as he worked, but in his mind he could see with complete clarity an image of rising quickly when freed, smashing that nose straight up into that hateful brain, quieting forever that evil mind.  If that failed, he could…  He quickly cleared away such images, recalling what Sharabani had done with similar thoughts before.  
 
   Sharabani finished freeing him and helped him out of the stone casket.  As his eyes adjusted, Daniel saw his gladiator clothes lying on the floor beside the sarcophagus.  He wore only his thick loin cloth.  He looked around the room, confirming he really was in Vicente’s sepulcrum beneath the Coliseum floor. 
 
   “Vicente is quite imaginative, don’t you think, Daniel?  He loves metaphors.  He reinterpreted the purpose of putting you in that sarcophagus.  He declared it was to symbolize you too have just been raised from the dead so you could finally complete his Great Triumvirate.  But be assured yours will be a very temporary resurrection if you betray him again.”
 
   Daniel was handed his outer robe by the soldier.  He put it on and began lacing his sandals.  “Vicente is dead, Akiva.  Why do you refer to him as if he were still alive?”
 
   “Oh, you don’t know yet, do you?  You are about to see a real miracle!”
 
   Sharabani gently, as a friend might do, guided Daniel by a hand on his shoulder out of the sepulcrum and into the light of fake torches in the perimeter passage-way beneath the Coliseum floor.  There was now only the one soldier plus Akiva, not four guarding him as before.  But even if he could free himself, what about Rebecca?  He didn’t even know where she was.  He went on quietly down the long corridor.  Without the struggle the trip was much quicker this time.  In minutes they emerged from the passageway and the lift serving the northern pavilion came into view.  From this perspective he immediately spotted five blindfolded slave girls still chained to their columns.  But Rebecca was not there.  Once again he fought panic at the thought of what she might be going through at this very minute.  
 
   Through the lift’s connecting shaft he could hear the excited murmuring of the crowd from the Coliseum above. 
 
   “You can leave us now,” Sharabani said to the soldier.  “Mr. Goldman will do nothing rash.  And if he does…”  He pulled Daniel’s revolver from a pocket hidden in his robe.  He held it down at his side.  The soldier leered at Daniel and left by the hall they had just come from. 
 
   In the last days my young men will do exploits.
 
   Thank God, Daniel thought.  Mr. Sperling’s voice again.  
 
   Then he realized the voice was not that of his mentor.  And it had not been audible.  Nor had it come from the air beside him.  This was a thought emerging so solidly from deep within, and with such authority, he had mistaken it for an audible voice. 
 
   Romani, wearing the bloody clothes and helmet of a Roman general, stepped off the lift platform into the light and grinned at Daniel.  He was alive!  There was no mark on his neck where Daniel’s sword had nearly severed his head.  Sharabani edged eight or ten feet away from Daniel and Romani joined him.   They possessed the only gun but were apparently taking no chances.
 
   “You look as if you’ve never seen a resurrected man before, Daniel.”  Romani was obviously pleased with himself, amused.  “Why so shocked—you were resurrected after a fashion yourself, right?”  He pulled a watch from a leather pouch at his waist and studied it.  “You just spent exactly forty-seven minutes buried in my sarcophagus, recovering from a small overdose of tranquilizer.  How was it, by the way?  Would you like some more time in there?”
 
   Daniel said nothing.
 
   Sharabani said, “My Friend, the look on Daniel’s face is identical to all those who just watched you die and come back to life.  The effect is as powerful as we anticipated.”  
 
   “Yes, Akiva.  I suspect this blood-splattered helmet and body armor add to the effect.”  To Daniel he said.  “Well, Daniel, you might try to push your eyes back into their sockets and lift your jaw off your chest.  When you’re ready, we need to talk.”
 
   Daniel’s shock faded, and he decided Romani looked less frightening than ridiculous wearing his bloody clothes.
 
   Romani continued to focus intently on Daniel, as if he would read his thoughts.  “I had you rescued from your tomb because I want to give you one more chance.  It may help you think more clearly if you quit worrying for a moment about your little friend.  She has not yet been sold.  But it may also help you focus to know this is your final opportunity to prevent that fate.  So, I need to ask you some serious questions.  Your answers will determine whether you live or are returned to your living grave.  And whether Rebecca Shaul gets to spend the rest of her miserable life staring through the slit in her burka at her ICOW master.  If you decide to live, you will become one of us, part of the Three.  And Rebecca will be yours.  If you decide to die, well, you’ll just be dead...eventually…when the air runs out.”
 
   Daniel had killed this man standing before him less than an hour ago, and it had done no good at all.  So that was obviously not God’s way to deal with this man.  
 
   “All right, Vicente.  Go ahead.  Ask your questions.”   
 
   In the last days my young men will see visions.  
 
   The voice within—not audible, not Mr. Sperling.  Comforting nonetheless.
 
   “You know, Daniel, you don’t seem to realize your situation.  Is that a smile on your face?  Don’t you know I am on the verge of having more power than any man who has ever lived, with or without you?  I am now alive from the dead, and if I but snap my fingers…” he snapped them… “you die forever.”
 
   Daniel’s initial puzzlement had become strange relief in seeing Vicente standing there with no ill effects.  He had not violated the will of God by killing him in mindless rage after all.  His feeling of relief seemed to prime some king of emotion-pump, because right behind the relief came genuine pity for the man.  Then behind the pity came compassion, despite knowing Romani intended to sell Rebecca, kill him, and seize control of the whole world.  And in that instant, Daniel knew what God’s Way was.  He knew—at least in a vague way—what Yahweh intended to accomplish with the instrument he had now become.  
 
   Immediately, the new inner voice came to him again.  Daniel listened a few seconds and repeated what he heard.  “You can have no power except it be given you, Vicente.  And that only for a time and times and half a time.” 
 
   Romani appeared shocked, then amused.  “I didn’t think you were in that coffin long enough to lose your mind, Daniel,” he said.  “But you now sound like some wannabe prophet.  Can you have changed that much in such a short time?  I don’t believe it.  I think somewhere inside you, the old Daniel still lives.  The Daniel who makes deals, creates synergy, increases the world’s stock of wealth with the stroke of his mighty pen—and who craves the world’s worship as much as Akiva and I.  What happened to you, Daniel?  More importantly, can you snap out of it?  Now!”  
 
   Daniel paused, listened to the inner voice.
 
   “Let me tell you something almost beyond belief, Vicente,” he said.  “It seems that even now it is not too late for you.  You have free will.  You do not have to go through with this.  You have not yet signed the Peace Treaty with Israel, so you have not yet officially identified yourself.  The question is, can you snap out of it now, before it’s too late?  I don’t know why, but I hope you can.”
 
   Romani shook his head and looked at Sharabani.  He turned back to Daniel.  “You’re falling down the rabbit hole, Daniel.  You’re almost out of sight.  Only a shadow of you still lingers in this world where the rest of us live.  You’re falling into some delusional place.  You’ve lost contact with cold, hard reality.  You see that, don’t you, Daniel—that you’ve left the world where we all live?”
 
   Because he now understood—after a fashion—whose voice he’d been hearing within, he was not completely surprised when Romani and Sharabani stopped moving.  Daniel studied Romani’s battle skirt.  It hung out in space where it had flared a moment ago as he gesticulated about Daniel not living in the real world.  Sharabani had been in the process of blinking when it happened.  His eyes remained partially closed.  Neither man breathed.  
 
   Heaven where God dwells surrounds space-time at all points, at the particle level.  The distance is vast yet infinitesimal.
 
   Daniel realized that made perfect sense, and his respect for the best theoretical physicists jumped a notch.  With their impossible equations requiring six or more un-furled dimensions of space-time, they had not missed the truth about the God’s creation by much.  Nothing had just now happened to Romani and Sharabani.  It was Daniel who had…shifted.  He now stood at the threshold of those un-furled dimensions—heaven.  He was truly at the edge of a different time zone.
 
   By a kind of…mental twist…Daniel slipped in and up into this fuller space-time.  
 
   His vision…changed.  To say his acuity increased was to do injustice to the experience.  Not only could he still see Romani and Sharabani frozen in a single nanosecond of their limited space-time, but he could now see inside physical objects.  Including inside Sharabani.  He could see something other than the “rabbi” shared the space inside his skin.  How different this was from Akiva’s manufactured visions.  No background static.  No counterfeit space superimposed on solid reality.  What he saw was another set of dimensions which always existed but which had until now been hidden from him.  
 
   Much of what Rabbi Magid had explained about these men and about these times now fell into place.  Daniel wondered how he had not understood before.  
 
   He studied Sharabani and realized the thing inside him was not a something but a someone.  As Daniel watched, a living being pulled free of Sharabani and, in a show of great obeisance, gave place to another larger and more majestic being who had at that moment stepped up beside him.  Daniel knew he was watching the Dark Master himself, Satan, asserting his prerogative.  These beings did not move within earth’s normal spatial dimensions, and apparently from full space-time, their intentions were as easily visible as their physical movement.  Daniel could see Satan intended to replace the lesser being and become the new inhabiting entity of Akiva Sharabani.  But his intention did not stop there.  He would then reach out to inhabit Romani as well.  Then two would become three and yet be one.  When limited to four dimensions, Daniel was not a believer in such things.  But what he saw happening so clearly from this new perspective was imminent possession.  
 
   Romani had been correct that forming a Great Triumvirate had been his destiny.  But it would not be Daniel who completed it!
 
   Well, he thought, good luck with that!
 
   Both men began to move normally again as Daniel found himself confined once more to ordinary space-time.  “I see that, Vicente,” Daniel said.  “And you’re right.  I am no longer of this world.  But I do see clearly.”  
 
   Now that he realized they themselves were actually victims, he felt even more compassion for his tormentors—who seemed totally unaware anything unusual had just happened.  The intentions he had just witnessed were all but consummated.  
 
   Vicente just stared at him in disbelief.  Sharabani had a faint smile on his lips.  
 
   “What I see,” Daniel said, “is that if you do not exercise your free will now, and repent of your plan, you will lose control of your will forever.”  He looked at Sharabani.  “And your side-kick here as well.  I urge both of you to listen to my voice and think carefully about what I say.”
 
   “This is a waste of time,” Sharabani said.  “Our friend has had the whole world offered to him, and he has rejected it.  Why prolong the inevitable?  Let’s send him on to his delusional world for good.”
 
   Fear not what man can do.  
 
   The new inner voice again.  The absolute certainty.  Daniel did not repeat those words, because they were for his benefit only.  He looked calmly from face to face.
 
   It does not have to be you. 
 
   Daniel told them what he’d just heard inside himself.
 
   Let it be someone else.
 
   Daniel repeated the appeal.
 
   The Messiah will soon return.
 
   Daniel told them what the inner voice had just said.
 
   Do not let Him find you doing what you now plan to do—repent now, or you will be the first of mankind to be cast into Hell.
 
   As the final word of that last message was delivered, Romani erupted in rage.  He began spitting and stomping his feet like a little boy throwing a tantrum.  “This is my time,” he screamed.  “I will be the one who saves humanity.  Not some Yehoshua or Yeshua or Jesus Christ or any other name for some man who failed over two thousand years ago.  Neither you nor some fake, failed messiah is going to take this time from me.”
 
   Daniel just stared at him.
 
   “You look surprised, Daniel.  Yes, I am aware of that particular mythology.  I also know men used to think the god Hercules carried the world on his back.  I reject all mythology equally, on scientific grounds.  I will not be thrust into hell because there is no hell.  Nor will I be thrust anywhere I don’t want to go.  I am in control.  I now finally accept you will not be part of my Great Triumvirate, but someone else will.  Someone much greater than you.  Then this world will be mine.  Forever.  It will be my time forever.  And you, little Jew-boy, have run out of time.  I have offered you and your ‘chosen people’ everything you could ever want in this world, and yet so many of you reject me.  It is amazing!  Akiva tried to show you the truth, Daniel, with the visions.  He exposed your hidden craving for personal glory, your need to be worshipped.  And he showed you memories you had suppressed.  He showed you how you’d betrayed your ‘saintly’ mentor and his ‘precious faith.’  You hurt that old man—we all saw it.  You’re no better than we are.  You should have been the one, Daniel.”
 
   Daniel just looked at him.
 
   Romani sighed.  “Alright, as you wish.  Maybe you have no fear for yourself.  Perhaps you really don’t care if you die.  But what do you think about Ms. Rebecca Shaul?  Do you think she might have any objection to the fate you have now forced upon her?”
 
   He motioned to Sharabani, who smiled, handed Romani the gun, and entered one of the dark passageways to the west.  In moments he returned, leading Rebecca by a rope about her neck.  She still wore the short tunic of a Roman slave girl.  Her hands were still bound in front of her body, but she was no longer blindfolded.  She walked with her head high and if she were afraid Daniel could not see it on her face.  But he could now see what dangled from her wrists.  The engagement ring Daniel had planned to give her.
 
   As she approached, still several yards away, Rebecca said to Daniel, “Rabbi Magid died heroically.  I know he is in a better place now.  With Saul.”
 
   Daniel nodded.  Said nothing.  He just watched her and Sharabani join Romani near the lift.
 
   Romani sneered at Rebecca.  “I don’t know or care how that rabbi died.”  He turned to Daniel.  “But your little friend here has agreed to be the crowning jewel of our masquerade party tonight.  Oh, our party is not over.  It will be resumed momentarily with a whole new reason to celebrate—me, back from the dead!  It will be quite a party now, don’t you think?  Rebecca has agreed to go as a slave girl, as you can see.  We have invented not only an identity for her, but also a little back-story—just for fun.  She will be presented as a slave who has a bad habit of running off from her masters, causing them great expense and inconvenience.  That should be fun to watch, because several of our ICOW guests have stolen enough wealth to challenge even your resources, Daniel.  Akiva and I have a private wager on the final bid.  She is pretty enough I expect it will be quite high.  The fact that she comes to the winner with a special dowry kind of adds to the fun, don’t you think?’’  He motioned toward the ring which hung from her wrists.  “This was in your luggage, Daniel, which you left in her apartment.  You probably had a different plan for that engagement ring.”
 
    “And, don’t forget,” Sharabani said, “our wager includes the ultimate purpose her new master decides upon…for the balance of her unhappy life.  I still think I am correct about what he will decide.” 
 
   “Oh, that’s right, Akiva.  We did add that to the wager, didn’t we?  The winner can let us know which of us was right.  I can’t wait to see how this is all going to turn out.”  He looked again at his watch.  “And I…”
 
   As Daniel watched, Rebecca transformed into an old woman.  She really did turn out to look like her grandmother Rachael.  The same pretty face marred by only a few character wrinkles around the eyes.  The same straight posture.  And most of all, the same love of life barely containable beneath her exterior.  Daniel felt very good about how Rebecca was going to turn out.  And the smiling old gentlemen now standing at her side, and taking her ring-adorned hand in his, made him believe her future husband would turn out pretty well too.  Based on this brief glimpse of the far future from the vantage of full space-time, he now understood a great deal.
 
   Romani was saying, “…can’t wait any longer for you, Daniel.” He was still looking at his watch.  “Time’s up.  I’ll tell you what you so impudently just told me.  It didn’t have to be this way.  You have free will.  You could have chosen me, and your future would have been assured.  I would even have given you Rebecca.  And your ring.  But, you have refused me, and now your future consists of a slow death by suffocation.  Which has been my favorite, by the way, since my youth.”
 
   “Remember who you are, Daniel,” Rebecca said.
 
   Daniel looked over at her.  She was young again.  He smiled and nodded.  Then he closed his eyes and prayed.  Immediately he felt peaceful.  When he opened his eyes Romani was again frozen.  So was Sharabani.  But Rebecca moved normally as she turned her head to see Michael suddenly standing by her side.  He wore a white linen robe, the kind Daniel had seen in Bible illustrations.  The material was so white it seemed to glow, and it looked expensive.  Because she smiled at him, Rebecca obviously saw him too.  She appeared not the least shocked at his sudden appearance right beside her.  Her eyes sparkled as she looked from Daniel to Michael to the frozen beasts, having apparently been granted her own access to full space-time.
 
   The wonders would never cease.  
 
   Michael touched the rope around Rebecca’s neck.  It fell off.  He touched the bindings on her wrists and her hands were now free as well.  In her left hand, she clutched the ring which had dangled from her wrists.
 
   “Good timing, Michael,” Daniel said.
 
   Michael wore his shy smile.  “Daniel, beloved of God, did you doubt me still?”
 
   “Absolutely not—well, maybe a little.”
 
   Michael laughed. 
 
   “What now, Michael?”
 
   “Just as I have told you all along.  You will now understand.”
 
   Mr. Sperling stood beside Michael and Rebecca.  He wore a white suit, no tie.  Everything, including his shirt, was made of starkly white linen, obviously the same material as Michael’s robe.  His face appeared as it always had, except younger than the last time Daniel had seen him.  He now appeared about Daniel’s age. 
 
   Mr. Sperling turned to look at Michael.  Each smiled and acknowledged the other.
 
   As Mr. Sperling left the little group and came toward Daniel, Michael said, “I have waited millennia to see what we are about to see, Daniel.  A perfected saint revealing the wisdom of our God.”
 
   Mr. Sperling stretched out his arms.  “Hello, Danny,” he said.
 
   Daniel met him and hugged him.  He was as tangible as Daniel himself.  “I can’t process all this,” he whispered.
 
   “I understand, Danny.  It will take you a bit, but you will process it.”
 
   Daniel held the embrace, unwilling to risk losing his mentor again.  Finally he released him.  “I didn’t think I’d get the chance to hear one of your little sermons again.  The chance to answer you differently.  This time I will listen.”
 
   “You have been listening, Danny, and I could not be more proud of you.  You really are the son I didn’t have.”
 
   Daniel hugged him again.  “OK,” he whispered.  “What do I need to know?” 
 
   Mr. Sperling gently pushed him to arm’s length and spoke softly to him.  “The first thing you need to know, Danny, is that you will no longer hear my voice from empty space.  You have now been sealed by God and prepared for your mission.  You will now hear a voice much greater than mine.  You will hear the voice of the Spirit from within, the ‘living waters’ our Lord promised two thousand years ago.”
 
   Dozens of things occurred to Daniel simultaneously, things he wanted to ask his boss, things he wanted to say to him.  But he settled on the one thing which currently bothered him the most.  
 
   “The visions Sharabani manufactured out of my mind…they were not…I wouldn’t really want to be worshipped.  That was not really…me.”
 
   “I know, Danny.  When I was in my mortal body, I also was embarrassed occasionally by my sin nature.  Don’t worry about it.  Confess it to Him.  Christ atoned for your sin nature when He died as your substitute.  You are now a believer.  Until moments ago, when you turned to God and prayed for the first time since you lost Amy, you had insisted upon carrying your own sins inside.  You fought them in your own strength.  You were not consciously aware of these things, but subconsciously you most certainly were.  So you felt vaguely isolated and afraid.  But no more.  You are now redeemed by the Master.  Just keep obeying His voice within.”
 
   Daniel felt a weight lift even as his mind raced, searching for his next most urgent question.  “But why me?  Why have I been…promoted?  I didn’t get to go with you at the Disappearance because I spent my life up to now ignoring Him.”
 
   “Election of grace, Danny.  You have not chosen Him, but He has chosen you.  You were chosen to be His and chosen for this particular role before the foundation of the world.  You didn’t realize it, but you were never really the captain of your soul.”
 
   Daniel shook his head in wonder and took a deep breath.  “OK.  So what exactly am I to do?”
 
   “Keep doing what you just did.  You have just accomplished the first step of your new assignment.  You accurately revealed God’s Word to these men.”  He motioned to the frozen-in-time Romani and Sharabani.  
 
   “But they didn’t accept my message.”
 
   “No.  But you still succeeded.  They heard your words and understood them.  It was their fully informed choice to reject them.  God knew these two would not listen to you, Danny.  But they were directed to you anyway—beginning a little more than two months ago, in July, when Romani first became obsessed with you.  They had to be granted accurate information before they made their final choice, so their subsequent damnation would be eternally righteous.  As are all God’s judgments.  And you gave them that accurate information.”
 
   Daniel nodded.  He understood—sort of.  “So, I’m now really among the 144,000, as Rabbi Magid said?”   
 
   “You aways have been.  Now you are the first of them to be sealed by the Spirit.”
 
   Daniel looked at Rebecca.  Her eyes still shown with excitement.  He tried to decide on the next most important thing to ask.
 
   “Can we stop…what they intend to do?  Can we defeat them?”
 
   “They have already been defeated, Danny.  I have been privileged to see their final defeat play out in great detail.  But no one in mortal flesh can prevent what has been determined for the next seven years.”
 
   Having experienced full space-time, Daniel mostly understood that.  He also sensed his time here with Mr. Sperling was limited.  He needed to make it count, make the most of it.  “So,” he said, “when do all these things begin?”  
 
   “Today.  It is known only to those who counted the ballots, but Israel has today voted to accept the Mutual Defense Treaty.  With that vote, the final seven years of this world order has begun.”
 
   Daniel closed his eyes.  Focused.  Steeled himself.  “Are you saying this world has only seven years remaining?”
 
   “Oh, no, Danny.  I’m saying this present evil age has only seven years remaining.  The world is not coming to an end.  In a body as real and solid as mine our Lord will return in seven years and reign over this earth for a thousand years.  All those who survive the coming time of Jacob’s trouble, also called the Great Tribulation, will become His happy subjects.  They will enter that wonderful new age, Danny, in the bodies they now possess—except they will be healed of all disease and infirmity by Messiah’s power.  And those who obey their new King throughout His reign will age so slowly they will live for the entire thousand years.  People the world over will enjoy life spans such as those of Adam and Seth and Methuselah in the early years of mankind before sin had fully corrupted the human genome.  And Satan will be bound the whole time.  His influence will cease.  Earth’s inhabitants—those whom you and God’s other servants help bring to faith in their coming Messiah—will no longer be subjected to Satan’s desperate and pathetic attempt to replace God.  This entire natural world will be freed from the curse imposed upon it at Adam’s fall.  It will be a time on earth so wonderful it will fully justify the horrors you must pass through to get there.  So this world is not coming to an end.  
 
   “But, in the meantime, you are to be an instrument of Christ’s continuing offer of mercy—and an instrument of His righteousness and justice at the same time.  Your mission throughout the time of Jacob’s trouble is to do as you have just done.  Speak what you hear from the Spirit.”
 
   “I’ll do everything in my power, Mr. Sperling.  But I wish I didn’t feel so…so alone.”
 
   “Michael and I will still watch over you, as God directs.”
 
   “So, you will watch over me as I, what…just roam around...talking to people?”
 
   Mr. Sperling and Michael both laughed.  Rebecca looked from one to another, taking it all in.
 
   “No, Danny,” Mr. Sperling said.  “God may be the only One Who truly understands Chaos Theory, but even I understand that all events reflect larger purposes and patterns.  Our God does not work randomly.  Just go about your business after prayerful reflection, and speak the truth to those whom He places in your path.  You will be directed especially to your own people, the Jews.  But also to the Gentiles.  Some of these individuals will believe your truth and therefore be prepared for our Lord’s return.”  
 
   “What truth, exactly, am I to give them?”
 
   “Tell them this.  Jesus came to this earth the first time as the Lamb of God.  He is about to return as the Lion of the tribe of Judah.  Give Him your allegiance.  There.  That is the good news of the coming Kingdom in a nut shell.”
 
   Understanding came rapidly.  Old thoughts, regrets, impressions, fears, yearnings…things dismissed for years because he deemed them unknowable...all came together and made sense.  Mostly.  
 
   Daniel looked at Romani and Sharabani.  From his vantage in full space-time, he could see them still frozen in a single nanosecond of their own limited world—and yet still pretending to be masters of the universe!  
 
   “I didn’t kill him, did I?”
 
   “No.  You killed an expert sword fighter hired to kill you.  He wore a mask of Romani.”
 
   Daniel nodded.  “So, can I…continue to defend myself?  With deadly force?”
 
   “As your day is, so shall your strength be.  For the next seven years you have only one rule: listen and obey the Voice of the Spirit.  You are not an ancient Israelite warrior, but you can defend yourself when required.  Just listen to the Voice.  And always remember you are personally fallible.  And mortal.  And in your own strength you are nothing special.  But—now learn a paradox—God has decreed you will not fail.  You will survive the horrors of the coming time and stand on Mount Zion among the rest of the 144,000.  And with Jesus the Messiah—at His Second Coming.”
 
   Michael stepped forward and turned to face Rebecca.  “And I have something to say to you, Daughter of Naphtali.”  Her eyes were bright with anticipation.  “Please tell your grandfather Guryon he was a brave man that day in 1967 when he led his men into the midst of the enemy tanks.  It was my great privilege to be the instrument of deliverance for your grandfather and his fellow warriors.  Their enemies were also the enemies of Yahweh.  The nation of Israel was preparing for its return to His favor, and your grandfather played an important role.  Tell him I will see him again—as Yahweh directs—and he and I will reminisce together.”
 
   Rebecca’s eyes now glistened with tears.  She smiled and nodded at the Archangel of Yahweh.
 
   Daniel joined Michael beside Rebecca and placed his hands on her shoulders.  “You know I love you, right, Rebecca?”
 
   “Yes, I know.  And I love you, too, Daniel.”
 
   Daniel studied her tear-filled eyes.  “Are you sad about Rabbi Magid?”
 
   “Not really sad,” she said.  “I will miss my favorite rabbi, but I know he is in a better place.  He is comfortable and safe and he fulfilled his mission.  What I’m sad about is I cannot become your wife.  I know you intended to propose to me in your guest house, on our last night together.”
 
   “Yes; I did.”
 
   “So I am sad I can’t say yes to a question you can’t ask.  But I will feel privileged to assist you in your mission in any way possible.”
 
   Daniel looked over at Mr. Sperling, hoping he’d correctly understood his glimpse of an aged Rebecca standing beside her aged husband.  “Mr. Sperling,” he said, “earlier I believe God gave me a glimpse of the future which…”
 
   “Yes, Danny.  I know.  You saw what you thought you saw.”
 
   Smiling, he turned back to Rebecca.  He looked at her for several seconds.  Finally he said, “I guess I can’t think of a really good engagement speech like I thought I could.”  Rebecca looked questioningly at him.  “So I’ll just say it.  I would like…will you…”  He stopped, took the ring from her and placed it on her finger.  “Will you be my wife?”
 
   Tears soaked through her eyelashes and spilled down her cheeks.  “I don’t understand, Daniel.  You are now devoted.  You cannot spoil that devotion by…by anything else.”
 
   “No.  Not for the next seven years.  But seven years is not that long to wait.  Then we can be together for a thousand years—after Messiah returns.”
 
   He saw understanding enter her eyes.  And then more tears.  “Then yes,” she said.  “I will marry you.  Then.” 
 
   They embraced and kissed.  But it was only a short kiss.  He decided he had a little speech he could give after all.  He touched the ring he had just placed on her finger.  “This ring now has a double meaning for us.  Not only is it our engagement ring, it is also our faith that we will both survive the time of Jacob’s trouble when it fully comes.  Then, in the thousand year reign of our Lord to follow, we will be married—with Messiah’s Own blessing.”
 
   From just beside them Michael said, “Yes.”  He sounded excited.  “And perhaps Meshiach will even agree to perform the wedding ceremony Himself when He comes?”   
 
   Daniel saw Michael turn to the glorified saint and arch his eyebrows as if seeking confirmation of what he had just suggested.  
 
   Mr. Sperling nodded his agreement and said, “Our Lord also had an extended betrothal period—a very long betrothal period—while He waited for His Bride, the Church.  Everything Daniel and Michael have just said is wise, Rebecca.  God has heard and approved.”
 
   Rebecca leaned against Daniel, her forehead in the crook of his neck.  He felt her heart beating rapidly just beneath his own.  “I said you were special, Daniel,” she whispered.  “I just didn’t know how special.”
 
   “So, are you ready for all this, Rebecca?”
 
   “Yes.  I just heard what Mr. Sperling said.  God approves of us.  That means you—we—will succeed.  Together.  And seven years is not forever.”
 
   When they pulled away from their embrace, Michael and Mr. Sperling were gone.  Daniel and Rebecca walked calmly hand-in-hand into the passageway to the west, leaving behind them—for now—the motionless Great Triumvirate of the new Roman Empire.  
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