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The Last Aliyah
Book 1 of "The Time of Jacob’s Trouble"
In 2006, I began writing "The Time of Jacob's Trouble", which was then published in 2008. Several years later in 2010, I visited Israel on a study-tour and saw for myself the miracle of modern Israel.
The brief tour of the Holy Land had a deep impact on my perspective of Israel, the United States of America, and the other nations involved in the lasting Middle East conflict. The guide for our group was phenomenal, and constantly taught us both Israel's Biblical history and her recent history over the past century.
Upon my return to the States, I began reading the modern story of Israel and joined several online Israel pages/groups. I have found that the Israeli people have several characteristics that seem to be sorely lacking in many parts of the Western world today: a strong national identity and a clear sense of purpose.
In the months following the tour, I came to feel a strong connection with the Jewish people along with a deep longing to return to Israel. As a Christian, just being in the very place where so much of the Scriptures took place – and where so much of our future will center around – I could not help but desire to go back to the place often referred to as “the Lord's Inheritance”.
I must admit that at the time of the first writing, I did not fully understand many of the complexities involved with the Palestinians, Israel, the Arabs, and Jordan. It's not as simple as “the Jews should just take the West Bank and Gaza and make it part of Israel” as many evangelicals (along with many Orthodox Jews) proclaim. If it was, I am certain that Israel would have done so after 1967 in the aftermath of the Six Day War.
The people referred to as the Palestinians are predominantly Arabs who were formerly Jordanian citizens, living on the West Bank of the Jordan River. In fact, there was no nationality known as Palestinians before 1967 – though there were large groups of Jews, Jordanians, Bedouins, and Arabs living in the region Britain had called 'Palestine'. But after Israel captured the West Bank in the Six Day War, Jordan refused to allow those refugees to become full citizens of Jordan, interring them into huge camps on the east side of the river, creating the situation that exists to this day.
If Israel simply annexed the land they captured in 1967 and made the West Bank inhabitants Israeli citizens, the Jewish State would no longer be predominately Jewish because of the sheer number and birthrates of the Arabs. And if Israel simply gave them the land (which constitutes the high-ground, the Golan Heights), their national security would go with them and the very survival of the Jewish State would be threatened. Before 1967, many of the northern cities of Israel were frequently threatened by rocket/missile attacks from the Golan Heights, along with the nation's water supply from the Galilee.
In short, Israel is literally in a no-win situation. For their own safety, the Jewish people have been forced to administer large groups of Arabs that they don't want to administer. The people who always had their lands occupied suddenly became the 'occupiers' by a series of surprising victories.
When I reviewed my book after visiting Israel and learning more about the land and its people, I realized there were numerous inaccuracies that I felt compelled to resolve. Several reviewers also recommended that the original book be divided into three and expanded to focus more on the characters than the mere circumstances/settings of the End Times.
For those of you who have read the first edition of "The Time of Jacob's Trouble" – thank you! In this book and in the two books that will follow, you will likely encounter scenes, characters, and settings you might remember from the first edition. However, there are so many differences and enhancements that it's quite debatable whether this trilogy could be accurately called a 'second edition'.
Aliyah (ALYH) "Going up" or "ascent." (plural: aliyot) 1. Going up to Jerusalem, either locally, by ascending the hill on which the city is located, from the plains below or from the lowlands of Egypt, or by extension, by going on a (pilgrimage) to the Holy Land from abroad.
Isaiah 43: 1, 5-6
But now, thus says the LORD, who created you, O Jacob,
And He who formed you, O Israel:
Fear not, for I am with you;
I will bring your descendants from the east,
And gather you from the west;
I will say to the north, ‘Give them up!’
And to the south, ‘Do not keep them back!’
Bring My sons from afar,
And My daughters from the ends of the earth..."
The phone next to his side of the bed rang three times and his eyes shot open. When the phone rang in that manner and that hour, it could only mean one thing: there was a national emergency in Israel.
He reached for the phone just as it began its second ring-sequence. He also knew from experience that if it rang two more sequences, the Secret Service would start banging on the door. He hated getting these types of calls right after he had fallen asleep, but it was all part of his duties.
"Yes?" he answered, rubbing his brow.
"Mr. Prime Minister, I apologize for calling you at this hour, but the city of Haifa is under attack and has just been ordered into the bunkers."
"Hezbollah?"
"We believe so – the missile signatures are all coming from Southern Lebanon."
He didn't recognize the voice at first, but then remembered it was one of the newer directors at the Northern Command. He tried to recall his first name – Gavi? Gadi?
"Is the shield holding?" he asked.
"Yes, sir – but there are so many incoming missiles that the shield is only capable of repelling the larger ones and those that are targeting the more densely populated zones."
"Notify the Minister of Defense and have him prepare a response immediately. This attack will not go unanswered." He smiled slightly – it was time to wake up his old friend Gil Netanya. The Defense Minister liked these late evening phone calls even less than he did.
"Already done, sir."
"Good. Have him call me as soon as he's available."
"Yes, sir."
Ari Bernstein hung up the phone and grimaced. Hezbollah was relentless, and thanks to Iran and Syria, they were very well-armed. At least they didn't have nuclear weapons – yet, he thought with a shudder.
He glanced over at his wife, Nili, who was still sleeping soundly and smiled at her. He leaned down and gently kissed her cheek, careful not to wake her.
He slowly stood up and grabbed the book by the nightstand, and then plodded into the den. When there was one call at this hour, there would soon be more.
It was going to be a long night.
The explosion shook the ground from under his feet and Yaakov Rosenberg pitched forward into the bomb-shelter. With his ears ringing, he recovered quickly and stole a glance behind him. But all he could see were the terrified faces in the dark night.
"Hurry! Go!" he yelled, pushing his young teenage daughter ahead of him down further into the stairwell. Ruth immediately took another two steps downward until she was right behind her mother, Naomi.
Others suddenly pressed in behind him, and he slipped and almost fell forward into Ruth. He scowled back at them as he regained his footing, though most were his own neighbors. He looked forward and saw that the shelter was already over-crowded. Even from the stairway, he could hear the crying of babies and small children in the dim light of the reinforced-concrete structure.
A few moments later, they reached the bottom of the bunker, where two young soldiers were ordering the newcomers to move quickly towards the back to allow others in. Both soldiers appeared to be about eighteen years old – probably just a few months out of basic training.
One of the soldiers shouted at those still on the stairs to hurry down inside, and then barked an order into his walkie-talkie. Immediately the doors above them slammed shut, and the noise of the calamity outside fell silent.
With the sounds of the emergency sirens outside suddenly silenced, everyone in the shelter became quiet, listening carefully for the next round of missiles to strike.
Like everyone else in the bomb-shelter, Yaakov was afraid. But he was also angry.
Once again, his country of Israel had shown herself to be too patient with their enemies for too long, and this was where it had gotten them. He was sick and tired of the rocket and mortar attacks that continued to go unanswered, aside from a retaliatory strike from Israel every now and then. But there was never any decisive strike which would end the missile storm once and for all.
He wasn't alone in his pessimism, and he knew there were many others like him there too. They were sick and tired of trying to make peace with those who wanted no peace. How long could they possibly go on like this?
He brushed away his anger for a moment and looked over at Naomi, who was holding Ruth in a tight embrace with tears in their eyes. They were both still wearing their housecoats, since there hadn't even been time to get dressed.
"We'll be alright – this is one of the best shelters in all of Haifa!" he said, trying to reassure them. But he knew it rang hollow.
At least now Israel had a working missile defense shield, Iron Dome, but it had been designed for the larger classifications of rockets and missiles. The smaller rocket attacks were less deadly, but more random. And unfortunately, more frequent.
Like most of those who lived in northern Israel, he and his parents had made regular escapes to the bomb-shelters, but that had been in the early years of the State. And now it was he and his children who regularly sought their protection. How many other First-World cities regularly ducked into bomb-shelters?
"I'm sorry I pushed you, Ruth," he apologized, remembering what had happened on the stairs. "Are you alright?"
She nodded and squeezed his hand. This was the second time this week they had been forced to go into the shelter, and he was beginning to realize that this latest wave of attacks from Hezbollah felt somehow different than others they had experienced in the past. These didn't feel quite as random or haphazard.
He had the distinct sense that the latest rocket attacks had a purpose other than merely raining terror upon the Jewish citizens. It was almost as if the northern defenses – perhaps even the missile shield – were being tested.
Aside from the Katyushas and Qassams that Lebanon and Gaza had been lobbing at them for decades, Israel had not been attacked by her neighbors in a long time. The Lebanon War of 2006 against Hezbollah had shown the Israeli army to not be quite as effective in a large-scale ground war as it had once been, and the tactics of the IDF had quickly been re-evaluated and revised to avoid future mistakes.
Within six months of the Second Lebanon War, Hezbollah was fully re-armed, and with better weapons than they'd had before Israel had invaded. The Israelis felt that very little had been accomplished by the month-long war, other than cause a brief ceasefire of the missiles. Israel had not even been able to retrieve the hostages that Hezbollah had snatched from within their own borders.
Though Israel had typically managed to stay one or two steps ahead of their enemies, the fact remained that even after sixty years, the tiny nation still maintained a fragile existence. With Iran now having nuclear weapons at their disposal, the unspoken fear was that the entire State could be destroyed in just one strike. The Israelis could handle missiles of tonight's variety, but nuclear warheads were something entirely different.
A phrase came into Yaakov's mind that was always felt, but rarely uttered in Israel: "It's only a matter of time."
Yaakov heard the roar of fighter jets overhead and opened his eyes. The ceiling of the bomb-shelter shook and the steel girders above them rattled. He could hear tremendous explosions that he hoped were much further away than they felt. But the sound of the jets meant that Israel was probably fighting back and that the rocket-attacks would soon cease.
Two hours later, at nearly one o'clock in the morning, the IDF soldiers guarding the shelter received word that Haifa was no longer under attack and that the citizens were free to return to their homes.
Yaakov pulled the dark sport-coat from its hanger and trudged downstairs, heading directly towards the kitchen. He had smelled the fresh-brewed coffee just after he had gotten out of the shower, and it had motivated him to finish getting ready for work.
He hadn't slept very well last night after they had returned home from the bomb-shelter, but he'd been too stubborn to let himself sleep in. He had a day full of meetings ahead of him, and the construction business didn't slow down for missile attacks.
"Good morning," Naomi said as he walked into the kitchen. She was already several pages into the newspaper.
"Boker tov," he replied, though not with much enthusiasm. He sat down at the table and immediately reached for the coffee. He had never been much of a morning person, but fortunately his wife was. After a few sips, his mood began to lighten and he felt more talkative.
"Is Ruth up yet?" he asked.
"I think so. I heard her shower running just after you started yours."
"That's good. What's new in the paper this morning? Did they mention last night's attacks? "
"No, they were probably too late to make the morning edition."
Naomi passed him the breakfast fruit-salad and he took a large helping for himself. He felt hungrier than normal, which usually happened when he was tired. It was going to be a long day, and he needed the extra energy.
"Are you going to call the real-estate agency today?" he asked. "You should try to find out if they have any other bids in too."
"Yes, I was going to call them after they open at 9. Shoshanna said she'd call later this week, but I'm sure it wouldn't hurt to check first."
"You sure you still want to go forward with this flower-shop? Starting your own business takes a lot of time and effort."
Naomi looked up from her paper and smiled at him. "I'm sure – unless you want me to go back to working with you," she offered.
He grimaced and shook his head with a wry smile. "Did you decide on a name for it yet?"
"I have it narrowed down to four or five, but 'Carmel Roses' is the one I like the best."
He nodded and looked up as Ruth hurriedly strode in. She was a full-fledged teenager now, as he had noticed from her clothing choices recently. He frowned at the skirt she was wearing, which fell well-above her knees. But they were still in the hot season, and he figured that was just the style now.
"Good morning, Ruth," Naomi said.
"Hi Mom. Good morning, Dad," she replied.
"Hello. Coffee?" he suggested, though he already knew what her response would be.
Ruth wrinkled her nose and shook her head. "No thanks!" She took a small spoonful of salad and then began peeling an orange. "I'm tired. Why didn't the missile shield work last night?"
"Who knows? The military says it does, but we still get hit," he replied. "Hopefully we won't have to go back to the shelter for awhile."
"Have you heard from Shai yet, Mom?"
"No, we probably won't until Shabbat. Are you going to be late for school?" Naomi asked, looking up at the clock.
"Oops! Yeah, I'd better go," she said, hastily taking two bites of her salad. "Thanks for breakfast, Mom! Bye, Dad!" Ruth stood up and took the orange with her, rushing for the door.
Yaakov smiled after her – even though she was getting older, she was still their baby. Shai, their second son, had just entered Tironut (basic training) two weeks ago, and they hadn't heard from him yet. New recruits didn't get much free time to call home, at least for the first month or two.
"Ahban should be calling soon too, I suppose," he said. Their oldest son was away in Europe on vacation, touring many of the famous architectural sites.
"Yes – it's ironic that one son is entering the service just as the other has gotten out," Naomi mentioned, putting down her paper.
"Yeah, but he'll still be in the reserves for the next twenty years. At least he and Shai probably won't be in the same brigade. Are you worried about him?"
"Not as much as when it'll be Ruth's time to go. I just can't imagine seeing her with a gun."
Yaakov grinned. "I'm sure she'll do fine."
"I know, but just the thought of her fighting –" Naomi said, letting her worries trail off.
He nodded and looked up at the clock. "I'd better be going before I'm late too," he replied, wiping his mouth with the napkin. "Have a good day."
"You too – I'll call you if we need to raise the bid."
Yaakov stood up and quickly kissed her as he left.
Bashir Abdullah's phone buzzed and he hastily picked it up from the table. He immediately recognized the number – he had been waiting the last two days for this call.
"This is Bashir," he answered.
"The shipment has arrived. Tunnel 4, Khamsa gate," the voice stated, and then the call abruptly ended.
Bashir rose from his chair and walked a short distance down the hall to the security room, where a guard was monitoring the various tunnel entrances. The guard instinctively reached for his sidearm until he recognized the intruder.
"Switch to Tunnel 4 and do a full sweep of the Khamsa entrance," Bashir ordered. "A shipment will be arriving here shortly. Make sure we are not detected, is that clear?"
The guard nodded quickly and switched one of the displays to Tunnel 4. Bashir leaned forward and watched as the camera scanned the tunnel. It looked secure. He hated daytime shipments like this, but the equipment had been delayed and was critical for their operations later that evening.
Satisfied, Bashir left the room and quickly assembled his team to retrieve the shipment from the tunnel's exterior entrance. It took a few minutes longer than he had wanted, but it was to be expected since they were all spread out in the bunker.
The six men checked their weapons and left the security of the bunker as they entered into the dimly-lit tunnel system. All the men had memorized the intricate tunnel routes months ago, along with most of their hidden passages and switchbacks.
They found a small pickup truck waiting for them at the inner entrance of Tunnel 4 and piled into the back, with Bashir riding in the passenger's seat. He glanced up at the slightly depressed roof above him. This was one of the fortified pickups, in which a swiveling machine gun could be quickly mounted to the roof and manned from behind. But since they were underground, the gun wasn't mounted.
As they approached the entrance, Bashir checked in with the security monitor, who responded with the 'all-clear' signal. The sentry at the entrance flashed his LED signal four times to acknowledge their approach and allowed them to pass.
Four men jumped out from the back of the pickup and took their positions next to the entrance as the driver carefully turned the truck around. Once all was ready, Bashir left the coverage of the truck and motioned for the sentry to activate the gate.
The light in the tunnel suddenly grew brighter as the gate opened, which was little more than a heavily reinforced garage door. Bashir swore as he hastily put on his sunglasses; fortunately, the men guarding the entrance were already wearing theirs.
Three of his men in the forward positions emerged into the blinding sunlight and rushed towards a large cluster of brush. A moment later, they signaled that they were ready, and the driver quickly backed the pickup towards the brush and stopped.
Bashir motioned for them to hurry, and the three forwards pushed aside the brush to reveal four camouflaged wooden crates.
"Load them quickly," he ordered, and then relieved one of the other guards so the crates could be moved by two teams of two rather than one team of three.
The crates were stowed into the truck in less than a minute and soon they were back in the safety of the tunnels. Bashir hopped back into the passenger seat and ordered his men to return to their posts. With the shipment occupying the entire pickup-bed, they would have to return on foot.
"Go to the hospital," he ordered the driver, who promptly nodded and began driving back into the depths of the tunnel.
Bashir felt a measure of relief as they approached the bunker entrance and then abruptly turned right into another tunnel. He despised having to move about in the tunnels; it made him feel like a rat in a maze. But underground transportation was the most secure way to move contraband in Gaza – especially contraband of this variety.
They moved slowly along the makeshift road. Within five minutes, they approached a tunnel branch and turned right again, and then drove for another five minutes.
The tunnel soon narrowed and they stopped at another armored gate. Bashir notified the security monitor of their location and the gate was soon opened. At this entrance, two guards stopped them and looked over the payload in the truck before waving them through.
He had hoped they would be taking the shipment to a bunker under one of the elementary schools, but the hospital bunker would have to do. Hospitals were larger targets, and the Israelis had been known to strike at nearby locations, but they typically left schools alone. Particularly elementary schools in the more densely populated neighborhoods.
Two minutes later, they approached another entrance and the driver was directed towards the right side of the parking area, where their payload would then be handed off to another team.
This equipment would be used in a series of joint exercises with the Islamic Brotherhood teams in Southern Lebanon later that night. Bashir had been a member of Hezbollah for more than fifteen years, and had recently been transferred to Gaza to help coordinate their efforts against the Jews.
Their objective over the next few weeks was to not merely lob rockets at the infidels, but to systematically test the response and weaknesses of Israel's missile defense shield. Once the shield was adequately tested, they could begin the final phase of the operation.
Then they would begin planning attacks with their brothers in the West Bank to finish off the Jews once and for all.
Ruth stared at the chalkboard at the front of the room and let her mind wander. It was mid-afternoon, and she couldn't wait to be out of school.
The English class had always bored her, though she usually received above-average grades in the course. Her family frequently spoke English since her mother was American, but they usually spoke in Hebrew, especially when around friends and other relatives.
She stole a glance over her shoulder at her best friend Rina, who appeared to be as bored as she was. Ruth rolled her eyes at the instructor and Rina silently agreed with a smirk. They had been best friends for the last two years, and thankfully had most of their classes together.
She toyed with one of her dark brown curls to pass the time while the teacher droned on and on, instructing the class in verb tenses. Would this day ever end?
Rosh Hashanah was only a few weeks away, and she was already looking forward to the break. And less than two weeks after that was Yom Kippur. She loved the Fall holidays, which were always a welcomed vacation from school.
The boy behind her tapped the back of her chair and she slowly leaned back. He silently slipped her a note, which he often did when it was 'safe'. However, they were never from him, but usually just from Rina.
She glanced up at the chalkboard where the instructor was still writing, and then quietly unfolded the slip of paper.
"Field trip next week," it read. "Can't wait!"
Ruth glanced back at her and grinned with a nod. She had almost forgotten about that – they had an all-day field trip up to Jerusalem next week! Their history class was going to Yad Vashem, the Holocaust Memorial. She and Rina would have most of the day to themselves, even though they were technically still in school.
School was such a bore – she couldn't wait to graduate. Sadly, she wasn't even in high school yet, but she would be next year.
Shai Rosenberg straightened even more as the commander slowly approached, meticulously inspecting the new recruits and making them sweat even more than they already were. As he passed every six or seven recruits, he would pause and glare at one or two, but none had buckled under the pressure yet.
It was a blistering day and no one wanted to run that afternoon. They had learned on their second day that if one soldier made a mistake, the entire platoon usually suffered. His chest and arms were still sore from their last round of extra pushups. Of course, there were always a few who couldn't help but smart-off to the commanders.
He had thought he was in reasonably good shape, until the drill instructors had proven otherwise. He knew their objectives were to break down all the new recruits so they could remake them into soldiers. But just having that knowledge still didn't make it any easier.
Like most of the other young men in the Tironut training camp, Shai had turned eighteen earlier that year. And though he had known beforehand more or less what to expect (thanks to his older brother Ahban), he had still been scared when his parents had dropped him off at the bus station in Haifa. His mother had cried as she gave him one last hug and his father had heartily shook his hand.
He was enlisted in the Rifleman-03 basic training course, which was the prerequisite for entry into one of the tank brigades. He hadn't been particularly interested in either the IAF (Israeli Air Force) or the paratrooper divisions, and since Ahban had entered the armored division, he figured he might as well go that route too.
The commander was now only three recruits away, and Shai fixed his eyes straight ahead of him and focused on the camp fence in the distance. Sweat rolled down his back and it was all he could do not to squirm. The commander passed by and fortunately didn't pause in front of him or those on either side of him.
Shai allowed himself to relax, but only very slightly. He could feel the sweat already soaking through the lower back of his dark olive-green uniform. He'd better get used to sweating, he realized, since only the newer tanks had air conditioning, and the rest were frequently compared to furnaces in the middle of the summer.
When the inspection was finished, they would have officially survived their integration days and would be issued their weapons. The new recruits had been given their standard IDF uniforms immediately after they arrived on base, and had then all been ushered off to get the standard #2 haircut.
He had been terrified for most of the first day or two, but then began to adjust after he realized that everyone else there was probably just as scared as he was (regardless of whether they showed it or not). Ahban had said it was all just a bunch of mind-games: play by the rules and obey everything from your commanders – even the stupid stuff – and it wouldn't be that bad.
The commander continued the inspection and several minutes later, returned to stand in front of the lines with his senior officer. He still looked at them harshly, and fortunately no one moved.
"Congratulations, you have all passed your entry into Basic Training. You will now be issued your rifles. You will become intimately familiar with it. You'll sleep with it, eat with it, and maybe even shower with it! Your weapon will be your constant companion for the next several months here. You will carry it at all times unless otherwise instructed. Is that understood?"
"Yes, commander!" the recruits all shouted.
He paused for a long moment and gave the recruits one last glare before issuing his final order of the afternoon.
"Dismissed!"
Shai let out his breath and let his shoulders slump and congratulated those around him. After a few minutes, the new soldiers made their way over to the armory and lined up to receive their weapons.
Shabbat was only a few hours away, and all the recruits were looking forward to a full day of rest even though they couldn't go home. Also, they would finally be able to call their loved ones, which had not been allowed since they had entered the base.
Next week, they would be starting their moreshet krav ('battle heritage') course, in which soldiers were instructed in Israeli military history and past IDF operations. In a few weeks, they might even go up to Jerusalem and spend a long day there, learning about the Old City from a military perspective and visiting the various battle sites and memorials.
"If you don't know where you came from, you cannot learn where you're going!" was what the recruits had already been told several times as they had begun their training. He had been surprised to learn that there would also be brief studies in the Tanakh to study how their ancestors had fought on the land.
Shai saw that one of his bunk-mates, Shlomo, was already in line at the armory, and he walked over and took his place about twelve recruits behind him. Each one would receive detailed instructions, a manual, and then training concerning their rifles (which were really Israeli-made automatic weapons). True rifles in the traditional sense had not been issued in the IDF for years.
When it was finally Shai's turn, he was pleased to receive one of the Galils. He knew that some others had gotten Tavors, but evidently most were being issued Galils. As he briefly looked over his weapon, he realized he couldn't yet tell the difference between the two.
Now that he actually had a weapon, he was starting to look forward to becoming a real soldier, but this was just the first of many steps. He couldn't wait to get back to the tent and begin learning about his new companion.
Ramzi al Din took one last drag from his cigarette and then tossed it on the ground, crushing it beneath his boot. From where he stood on the edge of the roof, he could clearly see the tall, barbed-wire Separation Wall that cut across the landscape of the West Bank.
He hated the Wall; it made him feel like a prisoner in his own home – in his own land. No, it made him feel like he was back in the refugee camp he had spent much of his childhood, except on a much larger scale.
Off in the distance, he could just make out one of the gates of the Wall, where his enemies patrolled unceasingly. The Brotherhood and their allies had made numerous attempts to slip through the gate without detection, but had not been successful. There had been others who had, but they had not gotten far. The Jews were just too strong.
He hated them. Every time he saw the Wall and the gate, he was filled with sheer loathing. The Jews had taken everything from them: their homes, their land, their livelihood, their dignity. At times, the humiliation was nearly unbearable.
But soon they would pay. The century-long struggle would be over, and he and his brothers would be victorious.
His phone rang and he immediately answered it.
"Yes?"
"We're ready. Prepare your post immediately. Tonight we will begin."
Ramzi acknowledged the masked order and put the phone back in his pocket. His clothes were filthy, but he didn't care. He had work to do.
He lifted the field binoculars to his eyes and carefully scanned the Wall, then the streets below him. A moment later, when he was certain that no Israeli patrols were in the area, he called the rest of his team and ordered them to bring up the equipment. And then he returned to his surveillance.
Like many Arab young men living in the West Bank, he had rarely missed an opportunity to throw stones at the IDF patrols, and he had the scars to prove it. He had never been shot with anything more lethal than rubber bullets, but there were others he personally knew of who had. Many others – his fallen brothers.
He didn't enjoy having to launch missiles from the roofs of primary schools, but that was what his people had been reduced to. They must win no matter what the cost. The Jews must pay. The Jews would pay.
One day the Wall would be torn down, and he would be there to see it.
Nidal Rabah deactivated the secure satellite connection on his laptop and sat back. The operation would proceed as planned.
He looked away from the screen and out the window, toward the Raghadan Palace. The King of Jordan, Abdullah Akbar, was away on state business, but would be returning to the Royal Court late next week. He didn't know the full details of the King's schedule, of course. But he knew enough.
He had killed several times before, but it had been over a year since his last operation. But he had never been involved in an operation so intricately planned and of such importance as this one. And never on such a high-profile target.
If he succeeded – and he had no doubts that he would – he would be catapulted to the top of all the Most Wanted lists in the Arab world. He doubted he would ever be able to make the Hajj to Mecca again, nor would he ever touch the sacred Ka'aba.
But in the end, he would be forgiven and likely rewarded for his faithfulness to Allah, the most merciful.
He disliked this operation, but he was determined to see it through. He had always liked the King and his Court, and even more-so now that he had lived among them for as long as he had. But clients were clients, and money was money.
He knew for certain that there were others in the Court who were spies and assassins like himself, though they had never spoken nor been in contact of any kind. His client had assured him of complete secrecy. Each operative had his own target and would be told specifically when, where, and how to move on them.
And though he didn't know any more of the plan than what directly involved him, he knew enough from experience to glean his client's end objectives:
To permanently overthrow the monarchy of Jordan.
Ahban Rosenberg heard his phone chime and pulled it from his pocket, muting the hotel-room television. It was a text from his father.
"Where are you now?" it read.
He grinned and replied 'Auschwitz', and then checked his other messages along with his email. His parents had bought him a new phone right after his three years of national service had ended, and it had proven to be one of the best gifts he'd ever received, especially while he was abroad.
Five minutes later, he put the phone away. He was trying to stay 'disconnected' on his trip, and had determined to only check his messages in the morning and the evening. He had heard of the attacks on Haifa and the northern border from the news, but he hadn't been called back yet for emergency reserve duty. None of his platoon had yet either and that was a relief.
He had been backpacking (more or less) through Europe for the past three weeks, and had just under another month left before he was to return home – only two days before Yom Kippur. It would be the first Rosh Hoshanah he ever missed with his family, which had upset his mother. He had flown into London and would be returning there for his departing flight. Until then, he had a lot of kilometers to travel.
He sat back and sank into the plush chair and closed his eyes. Though he was still in relatively good shape after his service in the IDF, he had been hiking more than he was used to and had been keeping long hours out and about.
Ahban glanced down at the crest embroidered on his hotel bathrobe. If this wasn't the life, he didn't know what was, he thought with a smile. He would be staying one more night there at the Regent, and then it was back to the tourist hostels. He was watching his trip money carefully, but had decided to stay at a nice hotel for a change. The hotel had decent laundry facilities, and it was wonderful to have clean clothes again.
While touring, he did his best to travel by the Book, both for safety reasons and to patronize Jewish businesses. The 'Book' was typically a simple notebook or ledger found at many of the smaller Jewish (or Jewish-owned) hotels in which former travelers wrote where they were from, where the good restaurants, hotels, and shops were, along with places that were safe (and places to avoid). Typically, the Book was only available by request, and it had proven to be invaluable several times already.
Shai was still in his first month of basic training, and he had thought of his younger brother quite often while he had been traveling. Shai was thinner and more wiry than he had been at his age, but his three years in the IDF would probably change that. But the IDF preferred stamina and endurance in their soldiers like runners, as opposed to raw muscle strength.
In Israel, it was said that the Bar Miztpah declared that a Jewish boy had become a man, but it was largely the IDF that was responsible for that transformation.
His little sister Ruth had just had her Bat Miztpah two months before he left, and that had been their last big family celebration together, since he had left two weeks before Shai had reported for duty. He was certain that his mother had cried when they dropped Shai off at the bus stop, just like she had for him when he had first left home. He hadn't wanted to go either, but he hadn't had much choice in the matter.
He gazed out the window and watched the street for a moment as four long tour buses headed east. He knew where they were going, and feelings of anger and terror crept over him once again.
He had visited the extermination camp Auschwitz-Birkenau two days ago, and was still emotional about it. Yesterday, he had toured Krakow and several of its museums, but his mind kept returning to what he had seen at Auschwitz. Walking through the main gate along the railroad tracks had given him some of the most ominous feelings of death and hopelessness he had ever experienced.
He couldn't remember ever having such a mixture of emotions as he'd had as he walked through those cramped, dark barracks and the cold stone corridors. Seeing the gas chambers and human incinerators firsthand had shocked him even more than he had thought they would. His emotions had alternated between feelings of intense fear, grief, and rage, and sometimes a mixture of the three swept over him simultaneously.
Back home, he had been through Yad Vashem two or three times before – once or twice in school and once during his first year in the service. However, he had been surprised to find that he was much more affected by the sights, sounds, and smells over the last few days than those at the Holocaust memorial. Here, he felt like more of a 'stranger in a strange land' than he ever had in his life.
'Never again!' was the phrase that had often come to his mind as he had toured the death camps, where millions of his fellow countrymen had been slaughtered. Those two words were frequently uttered (or at least felt) among his people after conversations involving Hitler or the Holocaust. They would never stand by and watch as their fellow Jews were slaughtered. They would never allow themselves to be exterminated again.
Never again!
"Rosenberg! Hit the ropes – NOW!" the drill instructor shouted.
"Yes, sir!" Shai yelled.
Shlomo grinned as he watched Shai shoot from the line and sprint to the long rope that hung ten meters in the air. As he neared the rope, he jumped and grabbed on about a third of the way up and began quickly shimmying up to the top. Not bad, Shlomo thought.
"Wow – look at him go!" Yossi muttered to him, just loud enough for him to hear but not for the commander to (which would mean more pushups)."He's scaling that rope like a monkey!"
Shlomo smirked and nodded in agreement as Shai reached the top, hooked his legs around the rail and began scooting quickly towards the rope net on the far end.
"What's his nickname?" Yossi asked when the commander wasn't looking in their direction. He didn't want to run again – there was no such thing as free speech in the army. They had been learning that the hard way.
"He doesn't have one yet."
Yossi grinned. "Yeah? He does now – let's call him 'kufi', for 'monkey' in Hebrew."
"Kufi? Nah, it sounds too much like 'coffee' or 'cafe', and that just makes me hungry."
They watched as Shai latched onto the rope-net and began pulling himself across while hanging upside down.
"Man, he does like those ropes!" Yossi muttered.
"Yeah. What about 'spidy'? You know, like from those movies."
Yossi nodded and they continued watching Shai as he reached the end of the rope-net and then swung his legs over to the wall and quickly climbed down. As soon as he hit the ground, he sprinted over to where the rest of the platoon was standing.
"Nice climbing, Spidy," Shlomo said as Shai joined them.
"Spidy?" Shai asked, trying to catch his breath.
"Yeah, congratulations – it's your new nickname," Yossi chimed in.
Shai grinned at them, resting his hands on his knees. "Whatever you say, Gvina!" Shlomo had received his nickname the week before when one of the other recruits from their unit had caught him scarfing down a massive block of cheese that someone back home had sent him.
"Hey, so I like cheese – you got a problem with that?" he replied with a semi-threatening tone.
Shai shook his head and pushed Shlomo's shoulder, keeping an eye on the commander, whose back was still turned. Over the last three weeks, he and Shlomo had become good friends, which was to be expected since they and the rest of their unit spent nearly every moment together.
Shlomo sneered with a nod and flipped him an obscene gesture with his right hand, but then quickly hid it. Yesterday, the commander had caught him doing that and had sent them all running for two kilometers. Then last night, just to make sure the lesson would be remembered, he had woken Shlomo up at 3 am to do several sets of gravel pushups. His hands would be raw and bruised for the next week (at least).
After almost a month, the loudmouths in their platoon were starting to shape up. Or at least hide it better – like Shlomo. He'd play their games, but Shai figured he was determined not to be broken.
Nidal entered his quarters and immediately locked the door behind him. After settling in, he opened his laptop and activated the secure satellite connection.
After the connection was established, he checked his communiqués. There was nothing new. He muttered a curse under his breath and checked again. Still nothing.
He leaned forward and then sent his client a message indicating his preparations were finished and that he was awaiting further instructions. And then he sat back and waited for their response. His client was usually very prompt.
Though he was originally from one of the small villages near Amman, he did not consider himself to be a Jordanian, nor an Arab, for that matter. In fact, he didn't think of himself as being a citizen of any country, though he could certainly pass for one in any of the countries in the Middle East.
He had been recruited by the PLO in his mid-teens while the group had still been allowed in Jordan, before King Abdullah had banished them for good. He had moved with many of them to Lebanon, where he had then learned most of the skills of his trade. When the Israelis and the Southern Lebanese Army finally gained the upper hand, he decided to cut all ties with the PLO and work for himself. And in the Middle East, his line of work was always in high demand.
A flicker on the screen caught his attention and he glanced up. His client had responded even faster than usual.
"Commencement in nine days unless otherwise instructed. Will send final authorization before then."
Nidal closed the window and deactivated the connection. The operation was still on, just as he'd figured. He felt a momentary pang of sympathy for the King of Jordan and the Royal family. Abdullah was a good man, but business was business.
He would have preferred not to have taken this assignment, but the money was just too good. Besides, the King and his advisers should have known the precarious circumstances they were in, especially with the Iranian reaction to the latest peace treaty.
Jordan was just too close to Israel these days. There were times when even he had difficulty seeing the King as being a true Arab. He seemed to be acting more Jewish than anything else lately.
As the king of an Arab country in the center of the Middle East, Abdullah should have known better than to make alliances with their sworn enemies.
Ruth stepped off the bus with Rina following right behind her. They had sat next to each other on the bus and talked nearly all the way from Haifa to Jerusalem, just over 100 kilometers. The three buses had left from their school immediately after attendance had been taken. This was their first field trip to Jerusalem, though both had been to the Old City several times before with their families.
As they had entered the western suburbs of Jerusalem, their home-room teacher repeated her instructions for how she expected them to conduct themselves at the Museum, and to pair up in groups of two to four people and then when and where to meet after the tour was finished.
Ruth had never been to Yad Vashem before and wondered what she would feel. The rest of her family had visited it in the past, though not all together. Her brothers had toured it in school and Ahban had again while in the service, and she presumed that her parents had when they were younger.
Leaving the parking lot, Ruth noted the verse from the Tanakh etched in block letters upon the entrance to the memorial complex. It was one of those her teacher had assigned for them to write down, so she pulled out her phone and took a picture of it.
"I will put my breath into you and you shall live again, and I will set you upon your own soil... (Ezekiel 37:14)
She figured she might as well use her camera-phone while she could, because her instructors had emphasized several times that cameras were not allowed in the museum. The students had also been asked to find out the origin of the name of the Yad Vashem Holocaust Museum, but she had already found that from a quick Internet search the day before:
"And to them will I give in my house and within my walls a memorial and a name (a 'yad vashem')... that shall not be cut off." (Isaiah 56:5)
Ruth turned and snapped a couple of pictures of the Visitor's Entrance and the tall arrow-shaped building behind it. The mid-morning sun gleamed off the metallic sides of the memorial; she tried to capture it with her camera, but there was too much glare.
"Come on, Ruth – they're going in! I don't want to be at the back of the group!" Rina exclaimed impatiently.
"I'm coming!" Ruth replied and hurried to catch up to her friend. That was one of their few differences: Rina hated to be last, while Ruth couldn't care less.
Their class was already filing into the main entrance, with the instructor waving them through, counting them as they passed by. Ruth and Rina caught up to them quickly and were able to settle in at about the middle of the class.
The instructor told them to gather as a group just inside the entrance, where they would then start their tour with one of the guides. There were three buses with about forty students each.
Their first stop on the tour was at the Garden of the Righteous Among the Nations, which was the memorial dedicated to the Gentiles who had helped save or otherwise assist the Jews during the Holocaust. Most of the 'righteous' were honored with plaques, while others had trees planted in their names to commemorate their sacrifice and courage.
While there at Mount Herzl, they stopped at the graves of Theodore Herzl, the founder of the Zionist movement over a century ago, and also at the tomb of Yitzhak Rabin. Ruth had been born a few years after Rabin had been assassinated, but she had heard her parents mention him every so often, usually with regret. The assassination of Rabin after the Oslo Accords had left a deep wound in the heart of the nation that had never completely healed.
As they entered the narrow hall that led to the Galleries, sunlight streamed down from the skylights in the narrow roof, where the two walls angled sharply upwards to meet at the top. Rina offered her a set of headphones, which were being passed out by one of the museum attendants just outside the first exhibit, but she declined.
Yad Vashem was designed to chronologically show visitors the vibrant Jewish world as it had existed throughout Europe in the early Twentieth Century, and then chronicle the spread of anti-Semitism throughout the continent, culminating in the rise of the Third Reich, the ghettos, and then the Holocaust.
The tour wound back and forth from one side of the narrow, naturally-lit hall to the other, giving the visitors the feeling of trudging through a camp, and seeing the persecution and horrors inflicted upon the Jewish people grow worse and worse.
As they toured the first few exhibits, Ruth began feeling uncomfortable and wasn't quite sure how she would feel as they continued onward. She just couldn't comprehend so many intelligent, educated people becoming so brainwashed and cruel to others, just because they were different. Just because they were Jews. She just couldn't imagine it.
They continued walking through the Galleries, where the visitors grew more somber as they walked further down the hall. Rina was listening to the audio-tour on her headphones, and Ruth noticed that she almost began crying once or twice.
Nearly two-thirds of the way through, Ruth stopped by a display of aging items that had been saved and preserved for the exhibit. They were an assortment of shoes, both of adults and children of various sizes. One of the smallest shoes caught her eye – it was a single, solitary baby shoe with a long crack on the front.
Suddenly, the grief welled up within her as the horror of the tour became overwhelming. Tears began streaming down her cheeks and she bowed her head. Though she had known it before, the shoe had made it all-too-real to her: the Nazi's hadn't even spared the babies.
And in that moment, the brutal reality of the Holocaust struck her. These shoes, these clothes, these books, and all the other items in these exhibits had belonged to real people at one time, and everything – even their very lives – had been torn away from them.
She just couldn't comprehend what had been done to her own people, let alone begin to understand it. It was just too much to take in all at once.
Then she thought of their recent evacuation to the bunkers only last week and the dozens of missiles that had rained down upon them. Were the Arabs and Islamic terrorists trying to repeat the same events that had taken place in Europe?
Why did everyone seem to hate the Jews?
Naomi heard Ruth come down the stairs and she looked up from setting the dinner table. Her daughter walked in and greeted her as she checked what was being prepared (not that she had much choice in the matter).
"So, how was your field trip today?" Naomi asked.
Ruth shrugged. "It was okay, I guess. The bus ride was long, but we had fun and it went by quickly."
"Did you get to sit next to Rina?"
"Yeah – that's why it was fun!" she laughed.
"What about the memorial tour – how did that go?"
From her hesitation in replying, Naomi knew her daughter well enough to see that she didn't quite know what to say.
Ruth shrugged her shoulders again and watched as her mother finished setting the table.
"It was alright, but very sad. Most of us were quiet on the way home, at least at first. I liked the Hall of Names, and the Children's Memorial was interesting, but it felt – I don't know – I can't describe it."
Naomi nodded. "I think that's how everybody reacts their first time through it."
Ruth was silent for a long moment.
"Mom, why does everyone hate Jews? I mean, why did they do that to us?"
"I don't know – some say it's because the Scriptures refer to us as the 'Chosen People'. Others say it's just because we're different than they are."
Ruth frowned. "I don't think we're all that different, and the pictures of the Jews in Europe didn't seem much different either. I mean, except for the Orthodox. But most of them that were killed were just normal people like us."
Her mother nodded again and began putting ice in the glasses.
"Did that bother you when you married Dad?" she asked. "I mean, did you think about that at all?"
"No, not really, I suppose. I thought about the terrorists and some of the bombings, but I was young and in love. And your father swept me off my feet!"
At that, Ruth rolled her eyes. "Mooom – I don't want to hear about that!"
Naomi grinned. "Just wait, young lady – one of these days, you'll be love-stricken too."
Ruth rolled her eyes again and shook her head. As a young teenager, she still felt very awkward around boys, and just couldn't imagine that happening anytime soon.
Bashir Abdullah swore and checked his watch again impatiently. The shipment should have arrived over an hour ago. This was the one they had been waiting for, and now it had been delayed!
He wanted to call the supplier, but knew it wasn't safe to do so. Any communication while the materials were enroute could endanger the delivery. The Israelis were always improving their interception techniques and they had proven to be adept at thwarting smugglers, especially those in Gaza.
But it was imperative that the Jews not intercept this shipment. With the new weapons that were arriving, they would finally be on a level battlefield with the Israelis. Though they had recently increased their rocket attacks on nearby Sderot, those attacks had been a mere distraction.
Several minutes later, his phone buzzed and he quickly checked it. There was no text in the message, only the number '9' followed by an 'A'. He understood the message perfectly – the shipment would be arriving in Tunnel 9 at the Ashdod entrance.
He quickly assembled his retrieval team and ordered the security guards to be extra vigilant. They hurried to the entrance, taking all the usual precautions as with every other weapons shipment. But this one was different.
As they removed the camouflaging brush from the packages, Jamal – one of his usual assistants – noticed the difference too. The idiot smugglers from Syria had not even bothered to cover up the toxic warning symbols or the Farsi and Russian inscriptions that covered the crates.
"Don't we need suits?" Jamal asked, hesitating and then taking a short step back.
"No, the materials are adequately shielded. Just grab the other end and load it!" Bashir hissed. "Hurry!"
Within moments, the retrieval team loaded the crates onto the pickup and they were back within the safe confines of the tunnel system. Jamal was standing on one of the running-boards, and Bashir could clearly see that he was nervous.
"Where are we taking the shipment?" Jamal asked.
"Where do you think? The hospital, of course."
"Why there? The Jews know about that bunker! Wouldn't one of the schools be safer?"
"No – the extra concrete and radiological equipment will mask the presence of the materials. Now, no more questions or I'll have you interrogated!"
Jamal obeyed and was silent the rest of the way back to the bunker. Once they reached the main compound, Bashir ordered them all to take leave and then he and the driver continued on to the bunker under the Gaza Hospital complex.
He would never admit it, but he feared Jamal was correct – the schools were less likely to be hit by an Israeli air-strike than a hospital. But given the nature of the shipment, he would leave those decisions up to his superiors.
And Allah-willing, within a few weeks, they would no longer be scurrying around these tunnels like rats any more.
"Operation will proceed on schedule," the communiqué read.
Nidal smiled and closed the connection. Once this job was finished, he would go underground for awhile, possibly for even over a year.
He had been in better spirits lately, both because his time in Amman was nearly over, and because he had finally decided upon a location in which he could reside after the operation in Jordan was complete: Indonesia. His escape route and transportation arrangements had already been made, but until recently he had not decided on his final destination.
He had never been to Indonesia, but he knew it was heavily Muslim, and that gave him a large measure of comfort. He could blend into most cultures, though he preferred those under Sharia law because he understood the 'ins and outs' of the system.
The main difficulty he now faced was escaping unnoticed from Jordan after the operation was completely finished. The Palace would be in a state of chaos immediately afterwards, and if he fled too quickly, it might draw unwanted attention to himself. But if he tried to leave too late, he might be caught.
His plan was to stay at least a week and even go through a round or two of questioning that was certain to occur, then he would leave on 'official business'. Once he had left the country, the rest of the way would be easy.
Only two more days remained before the future of Jordan and the Middle East would be altered forever.
On the Foreign Intelligence floor of the Matcal Tower of HaKirya in Tel Aviv, Sivan Yigol shook his head. Something just wasn't right – he could feel it.
He looked over the series of intercepted messages on his display and made a decision: he needed to escalate the issue immediately.
"Sir, you need to see this," he said to his commanding officer.
Ehud Gedalya strode over and glanced down at his display.
"What is it?"
"I think I found something. These are a series of encrypted satellite messages that we've intercepted. They appear to be originating from Amman – well, at least this half of the conversation."
"What about the other side of it?"
"I haven't been able to retrieve all of that yet – just bits and pieces," Sivan replied.
"How many messages in total and for how long?" Ehud asked.
"Several dozen, and from multiple sources. The earliest one I have is from six months ago. Most appear to be coming from near and even inside the Royal Compound."
"And has the frequency changed recently?"
"Yes, the messages have become shorter but more frequent over the last three weeks."
"Okay, package it up and forward all your information to my screen. Also, I'll need all the messages arranged chronologically and filterable by source."
"Yes, sir."
"Good work, Sivan. Put this as your top priority and then hunt down the other half of the conversations. I'll need hourly updates as well."
Sivan nodded and returned to his station.
Ehud turned and walked quickly to his office and closed the door. He sat down in his chair and took a deep breath and began reviewing the messages.
An hour later, he grimaced and picked up his phone. It was time to call the Director of the Northern Command.
A deafening crash just outside the entrance to his quarters was the first sound Nidal heard that morning.
His eyes shot open, but before he could even jump from his bed, he felt a sharp blow to his face and a rough hand crushed his head deep into his pillow. A heavy, thick boot smashed him full in the ribs and then he felt the cold muzzle of a gun pressed to his temple.
"Move and you're a dead man!" a voice hissed at him in Arabic.
The room was completely dark, even the usually-lit hallway outside. He desperately tried to look around to learn how many were in the room with him, but his eyes were still adjusting. Not only that, but he was disoriented from the initial blow.
Within seconds, he was blindfolded and felt at least four strong hands grab him and haul him from the bed. They pressed him against the wall and quickly tied his hands behind his back.
"We got him," he heard another voice declare. "Bring him downstairs and put him with the others."
A wave of fear that he had not felt in years swept over him. The operation had been thwarted.
But worse than that, he had been caught.
Baruch Eliezer watched the screens and gauges in the tiny control-room carefully, and noted the pressure readings continue to steadily rise. Hopefully, this wouldn't be another false alarm, but only the next few hours would tell.
He had worked for Zion Energy Exploration for the last three years and had drilled dozens of exploratory wells. Yet for all their efforts, they had always come up dry. Several years before, one of their competitors had discovered a huge reserve of natural gas off the coast just south of Tel Aviv, but it had not been developed yet. Oil prices were on the rise again, and Israel could use a new source of energy.
Over the last few weeks, he had begun to grow skeptical that they would discover any oil at all in their current location. For the last six months, they had sunk one well after another just north of the Dead Sea and hadn't hit even a burp of gas.
The running joke in Israel's energy industry was that after forty years of aimlessly wandering around the desert, Moses had led their ancestors to the only place in the Middle East with the fewest petroleum deposits. So much for the Promised Land, as far as energy was concerned.
Baruch took a sip of his coffee and winced. He swore to himself he'd get some real brew as soon as his shift was over. Only three hours left. A crackle over the CB-radio demanded his attention, and he reached over to answer it.
"Well Six, Eliezer here."
"This is Moshe – what's your depth?"
"7105 meters," he replied, reading from one of the busy displays. They had only broken the 7-kilometer milestone three days ago, and were planning to go all the way to 8 kilometers.
"I'm at 7192, Junior. You must be slowing down – do you need a nap or something?"
Baruch grinned and swore at him in Russian, good-naturedly of course. Moshe Shalit was the old-timer in their group, and was constantly ribbing him about being nearly twenty years younger. But that was fine, since Baruch often greeted him by asking him why he hadn't retired yet, or how he'd managed to escape from the old-folks' kibbutz.
"How's your pressure readings? Are they holding steady?" he asked.
"Yeah – yours?" Moshe replied.
"Mine have been rising since I came on shift."
"Keep a close watch – there might be some gas under there – you know how they can blow in a hurry!"
"Yeah, you've told me about that before, especially after –"
The rest of his sentence was cut-off by one of the pressure alarms on the rig. He nearly dropped the CB as he rushed to check it.
"Hold on! I hit something here!" he shouted. The sensors had suddenly come alive and were streaming lines upon lines of pressure and temperature readings.
Baruch scanned the gauges and furiously began typing commands on the keyboard. The drill instruments were detecting massive quantities of methane, water, and – oil!
"What is it? Did you hit the Behemoth?" Moshe’s voice shouted over the radio, trying to make sure he was heard above the alarms. The name 'Behemoth' had been coined years ago to refer to the massive oil deposits they had long hoped to discover. But so far, the Behemoth had proven to be completely elusive.
"Maybe! Call the boss and tell him to get a team over here!"
"Sure – better plug her up before she gets away from you!" Moshe advised.
"Already on it!" he shouted. Baruch checked his instruments one more time and then pressed the bright-red button that would immediately cap the well.
A moment later, the alarms began to cease and the pressure and temperature gauges stabilized.
He sat back and breathed a sigh of relief, but only for a few moments. As he began analyzing the last set of pressure and chemical readings from the drill sensors, he realized his gut instincts had been correct:
Zion Energy had finally hit the Behemoth.
Lev Meir sat patiently in the briefing room somewhere in the Royal Compound in Amman, Jordan. He was tired, but his nervousness was keeping him awake and alert. It was nearly two in the morning, and he had to do best to hide his growing fatigue.
He checked his phone for messages for the third time in as many minutes, and then forced himself to put it away. He leaned back and reflected on the events of the last eighteen hours; until then, it had been a fairly normal day in the Mossad.
His lunch break had been cut short by an emergency call from the office, and the day had been full of one surprise after another since then. He couldn't remember the last time he'd had such a crazy day, but he was certain it hadn't been for at least two or three years.
When he had first been briefed, he had learned that a mid-level Mossad analyst had intercepted a series of messages detailing an assassination plot against the Jordanian Royal Family. Then the Prime Minster had personally notified the King of Jordan to warn him of the deadly plot. Fortunately, Jordan's Secret Service had thwarted the attempt and captured the suspects before it had been executed.
The discovery of the plot had surprised him enough, but then what had generated the flurry of activity was when one of the assistants from the Defense Minister's office had requested that several of the senior members of the Mossad fly to Amman to take part in a joint information-sharing meeting with Jordan's intelligence agency, the General Intelligence Directorate.
He had been to Jordan several times before, and even twice in an 'official' capacity, but never on one of such significance. Since the Yom Kippur War decades ago, relations between Jordan and Israel had gradually warmed to the point that now they were sharing information quite often, and sometimes even very sensitive intelligence. After all, they had many of the same enemies: Hamas, Iran, Hezbollah, and a cauldron of other Muslim extremist groups.
Lev had accepted the request without reservation, and he hurriedly began the preparations. And then two hours later, he found himself in a helicopter bound for Amman. But it wasn't until about twenty minutes into the flight east that the full weight of what his responsibilities entailed began to press upon him. He was representing not only his office, but his nation! Future relations between Jordan and Israel could hinge upon how he conducted himself while he was there.
He heard the door open and a tall, muscular man about his age strode in. Lev stood up and buttoned his suit jacket.
"Hello, my name is Ghazi al Hatim, your liaison for the rest of your visit here," he said as they shook hands.
"Nice to meet you," Lev replied. "I'm Lev Meir."
"On behalf of the Royal Family and the Jordanian people, I wish to thank your nation for notifying us of the assassination plot as quickly as you did."
Lev smiled and nodded.
"And thank you for inviting us here, Mr. Hatim," he replied. "I hope our two nations can continue to work closely together for the benefit of both our peoples."
"You mentioned your last name was Meir, correct? Are you by chance related to the former Prime Minister?"
Lev grinned and shook his head. "No, I'm afraid I am not, though I am very proud to share her last name."
"That is unfortunate – she was a great statesman for your people. Pardon, 'stateswoman'," Ghazi said, correcting himself.
Golda Meir was still quite highly regarded by most Israelis, and many remembered her as being somewhat of Israel's grandmother. But some of the older citizens slighted her for failing to adequately prepare the military before Yom Kippur and for the questionable revenge assassinations after the Munich Massacre in 1972.
"Come, we have been softening the collaborators until your delegation could arrive. Are you ready to begin?" he asked.
Lev nodded without smiling. The General Intelligence Directorate of Jordan was one of the best, most reliable intelligence agencies in the region, and they were quite thorough in obtaining information. He had heard rumors about some of the Jordanian interrogation techniques, and was curious to see how they compared with those of the Mossad.
Ghazi led him out of the briefing room and down a flight of stairs to what he assumed was the interrogation area. They went into a dark observation room which appeared to consist of four tinted-glass walls. On the other side of each of the walls, a prisoner sat restrained to a chair. In the center of the room, there was a small table with a laptop computer and another console.
Lev motioned to his mouth and gave his host an inquisitive look.
"Oh, yes – we are free to speak here. These walls are completely soundproof and shatterproof."
He nodded and looked over the detainees. The four looked exhausted, and one was slumped forward in his chair. He could see deep bruises on each of their faces, and he noticed blood on the side of one's head.
"Who is this?" he said, motioning to the one who appeared to be in worse shape than the other three.
"That is Nidal Rabah. He has been more resistant that the others. Though we haven't been able to break him yet, we have not applied our more rigorous techniques. From his responses, it appears he has been better-trained than his collaborators."
Lev shuddered slightly, and hoped his reaction hadn't showed.
"However, we have had more success with this one, Mahjub Zubair," Ghazi stated, turning to the man in the room opposite to Nidal. He also was badly beaten, and he appeared to be whimpering slightly.
He smiled at the prisoner, and Lev could almost read his thoughts. Never show your interrogators any type of strong emotion, and especially don't cry.
"What did he say?"
"He has refused to provide details, though he did let it slip that something was happening in the West Bank and Gaza."
"Have you given him any juice yet?" Lev asked, referring to sodium pentathol or one of the barbiturates that commonly assisted interrogators in obtaining information.
"No, not yet. We have deprived him of both food and have limited his sleep for more than a few minutes at a time. Now that you have arrived, we will administer a mixture of barbiturates and begin a more thorough interrogation." He leaned down and pressed a button on the console, and requested to have an interrogator sent down.
A few minutes later, a man dressed in shabby clothing and a head turban entered Nidal's cell and picked up a long, thin plastic tube that ran from the captive's arm to the desk.
At first, Lev was confused by the man's attire, but then realized it was likely to make the prisoner feel more at ease, which was desirable early in the interrogation process. Introducing fear too quickly in a subject sometimes negated the effectiveness of the drugs.
The interrogator removed a syringe from his pocket and injected it directly into the tube. A moment later, Nidal stirred and sat up slightly in his chair. He gave the interrogator a startled look, but it lasted only for a few seconds. Then he began to relax.
The interrogator began speaking with the prisoner and then motioned for them to slightly dim the lights. Though they could hear everything that was being said in the room, the prisoner was speaking in Arabic, and Lev chided himself for not bringing a translator along with him. Lev had a rudimentary knowledge of Arabic, but fortunately most of the modern words for weapons remained untranslated.
The prisoner gradually became more talkative, and after nearly a half hour, Lev thought he heard the word 'nuclear' and shot Ghazi a concerned look, who responded with a slight nod.
"Are you recording this?" Lev whispered quietly.
"Of course," he replied. "He has begun talking about a recent weapons shipment."
"What kind and where?"
Ghazi leaned forward and strained to hear. Lev waited for his question to be answered, but realized he would have to wait. If only he had taken those extra Arabic courses!
Lev continued to listen carefully, and could've sworn he heard the word 'Tel Aviv' at least once, but the prisoner had begun to mumble and kept telling the interrogator he was either very hungry or very tired.
A moment later, Ghazi suddenly sat up and gave Lev a look of both shock and concern.
"Less than two weeks ago," Ghazi said cautiously. "A shipment of nuclear warheads arrived in the Gaza Strip." He paused for a brief moment.
"They will be used against Tel Aviv and Ashkelon before the end of this month."
It had been three days since Lev Meir had had more than two consecutive hours of sleep. He was exhausted, but he did his best not to let it show, especially when interrogating prisoners. He couldn't count how many times he'd felt the adrenaline kick in and help him push on for another hour or two.
He had notified the director of the Mossad of the nuclear threat immediately after the prisoner had mentioned it, and he assumed that they were working as feverishly as he was. But they had to move cautiously or the terrorists in Gaza might bury the weapons. With this threat, Israel could not afford to lose the element of surprise.
Over the last seventy-two hours, Jordan had opened several of their secret prisons and had brought out some of their most notorious criminals to be interrogated. There were a handful that Lev recognized from Mossad's own 'Most Wanted' lists, but he didn't say anything. As long as they were in prison somewhere, Israel was that much safer.
Since then, they had interrogated dozens of prisoners, including all those captured in the Jordan assassination plot, but they hadn't been able to obtain any information as to the precise location of the nuclear armaments that had entered Gaza. They needed at least one more source to confirm the existence of the weapons, and hopefully their location.
Even though Gaza was a tiny strip of land of only 360 square kilometers, it was densely populated, especially Gaza City. Altogether, Gaza had a population of over 1.5 million people, and after a long history of police actions, Israel was reluctant to enter Gaza unless they had to stop missile attacks or seize weapons from precise locations.
Also over the last three days, both Israel and Jordan had conducted several night raids in the West Bank and along some of the outlying villages on the east side of the Jordan River. They had seized a handful of weapons caches along with a number of terrorists, and were now continuing the interrogation process.
Lev was beginning to worry – the Mossad had given him only two more days to obtain additional details of the nuclear materials. The IDF was preparing a number of invasion scenarios, but they needed at least a location at which to start. Otherwise, Israel would have to conduct a full-scale operation against the Gaza Strip, and that could mean a bloodbath on both sides.
A massive invasion of Gaza would cost Israel an enormous amount of political capital, if not set the peace-process back several years. Any strike into the Occupied Territories had to be carefully planned, lightning quick, and with minimal cost of civilian lives. In other words, any invasion needed to be flawless.
Ghazi al Hatim walked into the observation room, but with an odd expression. He was smiling, which Lev had seldom seen over the last three days.
"We've found someone that may be of interest to you," he said. "Follow me!"
Lev rose quickly from his chair and followed Ghazi down the hall to another interrogation room. Inside, he saw a filthy man who clearly had been beaten badly, and most of the wounds were fresh.
He said nothing – they were under a tight deadline, and they did what they had to in order to extract information. But while most interrogation rooms were empty except for a chair or two and a table, this one had a strange-looking machine next to the prisoner, with several cords and tubes connecting the machine to the man. He decided that he'd ask about that later.
"Who is he?" Lev asked.
"I can't tell you," Ghazi answered.
Lev shot him a questioning look, mixed with irritation. "Why? I thought we were sharing all our information?"
Ghazi grinned and held up his hand. "No, you don't understand – we have not been able to identify him, but from his speech, we have gleaned that he's Iranian."
Lev let out his breath and stared at the prisoner. If he was Iranian, he certainly would be a 'person of interest'. Their distant neighbor had been supplying, financing, and stirring up the terrorist hives around Israel and Jordan for decades.
"Do you have a translator?"
"Yes, she has just arrived," Ghazi replied.
Lev frowned. "She?"
"She's a refugee – and very cooperative. We've been using her more and more lately, but it's very dangerous for her."
Lev nodded. The radicals often saw translators and informants the same – as traitors to Islam. Infidels of Allah were to be killed, but traitors to Allah were to be tortured. And the fact that she was a woman made the radicals even more furious.
Ghazi leaned down and pressed several buttons on the console. Several indicators on the machine next to the prisoner flashed on.
"What is that?" he asked.
"We call it the 'Machine' – it provides the subject with a variety of stimulants and pain enhancers, as well as visual and audio stimulation. We have found it to be quite effective, even with those highly trained at resisting interrogation techniques."
Another man (the interrogator, Lev assumed), and the translator entered the room and spoke briefly to the prisoner. The woman dutifully translated the message to the Iranian, who only scowled at them, and then apparently began swearing in Farsi. They didn't need a translator to interpret those responses.
The interrogator sighed and sat down across from him, but not as to block the view from the observation chamber. He looked back at them and held up two fingers, and Ghazi immediately changed some of the settings on the console.
The Iranian immediately began screaming and cursing at them again. The translator spoke to him again, repeating what the interrogator had said earlier. But this time, the prisoner spat in her face. Humiliated, she wiped it off and repeated her questions. Ghazi changed another setting, and the man screamed again. But this time, he didn't stop.
Twenty-four minutes later, the Iranian was literally begging for his agony to end. His heart-rate was very high, and Lev was growing concerned that he might have to intervene to prevent a stroke or cardiac arrest. Israel could not afford to lose this prisoner.
The interrogator and translator motioned for Ghazi to turn the Machine off and demanded the prisoner to tell them what he knew, or it would be reactivated. Fortunately for him, he decided to finally cooperate.
Both Lev and Ghazi stood close to the back of the mirrored wall and strained to hear. The man began speaking slowly at first, then more rapidly, and soon the translator was racing to keep up with him.
A moment later, the translator suddenly stopped, took a step back, and then looked up at the interrogator with a stunned expression on her face.
"He just told me what he knows. Two weeks ago, at least three nuclear warheads were smuggled into Gaza," she stated.
"How many exactly, and does he know where the devices are now?" the interrogator asked.
The translator spoke to the prisoner again, but he shook his head, though not in a resistant manner. He had been broken.
"He doesn't know the exact number, but he knows for certain there are at least three devices. He doesn't know the power of them either."
"Fine – does he know where the weapons are?"
She translated the question back to the Iranian, who once again shook his head, but then uttered a fast response.
"He doesn't know for certain – no one does except the group that has them. However, he said they're likely under the hospital."
"Which hospital?" Ghazi said, turning to Lev.
"Probably the Al-Ahli Al-rabi Hospital in Gaza City – we've known they have a major bunker there, but we have not infiltrated it yet. Excuse me," he said, taking out his phone.
Just before he began dialing the number, he heard the interrogator ask another question: "How did you acquire this information?"
"I was the supplier sent from Tehran."
"Were there any other nuclear weapons delivered other than to Gaza?" the interrogator asked.
Then for the first time since he had been strapped to the chair, the Iranian smiled. And then he nodded and glared at them – still smiling.
"Where?"
"Everywhere!" was the reply.
Lev slumped and immediately dialed his supervisor in Israel, and then turned to face the Iranian captive with a grimace.
"We've confirmed the nuclear shipment into Gaza. But there's more – I need both the Director of Mossad and the Defense Minister on the phone – now!" Lev demanded.
Even while asleep, Bashir Abdullah began hearing the loud popping sounds. But the noise quickly grew louder and soon shouts and screams were mixed with the crackles. He had only been asleep two hours, yet in his dream-state, he knew something terrible was happening.
An explosion in the room next to his threw him to the floor and he scrambled to his feet. He barely had time to grab his AK-47 before the door was kicked in.
Three men in black rushed in and surrounded him, and before he was even able to flip off the safety, he was knocked off his feet and flipped over onto his stomach. His face was crushed into the cold concrete floor and his wrists were secured behind his back. He was astonished that it had only taken them a matter of seconds to completely immobilize him.
A moment later, he was painfully dragged to his feet and one of the invaders shined a blinding flashlight into his face.
"Is this him?" someone asked, holding up a small photograph next to his head.
"Yeah, looks like it – I'm getting some trace readings from his clothes, too."
"Good – tag him and put him with the others, but move him to the front."
"Yes, sir!"
Another one of the men peeled off some type of label and slapped it roughly to Bashir’s forehead, just above his eyebrows. Then two of the men dragged him from the room and forced him to start walking.
Down the corridor, Bashir could hear more of the popping sounds that had first penetrated his sleep, which he now recognized as automatic weapons’ fire. There were also explosions much further away, likely coming from deep inside the tunnel system.
They turned a corner and walked a short distance further until they came to a room guarded by two other soldiers clad in heavy black body armor. The guards let them pass and they emerged into one of the supply rooms crowded with other hostages like himself. Most were sitting on the floor wearing only their underclothes, and everyone had their hands bound behind their back just as he did.
Bashir was placed in one of the corners closest to the door, among others of his 'rank'. He recognized several of them – one had assisted him in moving the weapons earlier.
"Have they found them yet?" Bashir hissed in Arabic quietly.
"No, not yet. They must not question us!" one of the others replied.
"They won't have the chance," he assured them. "Prepare yourselves!"
He smiled wickedly and glanced up at their captors.
"Praise be to Allah, and his prophet Mohammed (peace be upon him)."
The others around them quietly repeated the oath and then leaned in close together. None of them would be questioned – he would make certain of that.
Bashir reached down and slipped his hand into his back pocket and found the tiny detonator. And then he twisted the cap.
The explosion was so powerful that it blew out the entire corner of the room where the men had been huddled. What was left of their bodies was immediately covered in rubble from the floor above.
"On your feet, soldier!" Shlomo ordered with a shout as he kicked the side of bunk where the occupant was soundly sleeping.
Shai jumped up before he realized what was happening, and then blinked and looked around. Shlomo immediately howled in laughter and began pointing at him.
He pushed him away and then rubbed his eyes. Shlomo was still laughing, though not quite as much as before.
"One of these days, someone's going to return the favor, Gvina – or you'll be assigned to the Commander from Hell." He called Shlomo by his first name most of the time, unless he was being ornery.
"I thought we already had one," Shlomo replied with a smirk. "Remember Crazy Legs?"
"He could be worse – unless you tick him off again. I'm still sore from that last round of gravel pushups, thanks to you."
"Eh, it's good for you right? I gotta help them toughen you up if you're gonna survive three more years in this place!"
Shai nodded and stretched and carefully massaged his sore palms. After over a month in Tironut, he was starting to get used to the harsh regiment of long, exhausting days with little consistent sleep. But he could run much longer and further than he ever had before (partially thanks to 'friends' like Shlomo), and he wasn't as sore and as winded afterwards either. Pushups and pull-ups were another matter, though.
"So what'd you wake me up for – just to bug me?" Shai asked.
"No, not really. Did you hear what's going on in Gaza? The IDF has been raiding all the Muzzies' tunnels!"
"Yeah? That's good – those rats need to be cleaned out every few months."
Shlomo agreed. Of the worst places to have patrol duty, Gaza was at the very top, followed closely by the Arab slums in the West Bank. Southern Lebanon wasn't quite as bad any more, other than for the surprise rocket and mortar attacks every so often.
Shai looked up as he thought of something. "Do you think we'll see any action over there?"
"Now? No way – we're just newbies. The best we can hope for is to pull guard duty at the border crossings or something. If anything, we'll be deployed near Galilee or the Golan, but it'll be awhile before that happens."
Shai nodded, fully awake now. In Tironut, he had quickly learned to sleep when he could, while he could, and for as long as he could. Shlomo apparently had not learned that lesson yet, or just flagrantly ignored it. He figured it was the latter.
One difference between them was that Shlomo was much more excited about seeing military action than Shai was. He couldn't wait to graduate from basic training to get on with his military career. Another difference was that Shai had been raised in much better circumstances than Shlomo had, and the service had been his 'escape', so to speak. Several times, Shai had shared part of his care-packages from home with him, further solidifying their friendship.
"You wanna go back to the range and get some extra practice in?" Shlomo asked.
"Yeah, I'd better," Shai replied, lacing up his boots and then grabbing his Galil. They left the barracks and went outside.
As they headed out, he thought about what was happening in Gaza. How long would it be before he saw active combat? Would they be sent to Gaza, the West Bank, or to Lebanon?
And when that time finally came, would he really be ready?
Husam Nijad checked his mirrors as he drove the old full-sized van along the southern Lebanese coast. His two escorts were still following closely behind him. The idiots, he thought – they'd better back off once they got closer to the border.
The sunlight glistened brilliantly off the Mediterranean on his right, and a warm afternoon breeze blew in through the windows. It was another perfect day in Lebanon. If he survived the day, he decided he needed to take a short leave of absence to rest and attend to his family.
He glanced nervously at the long crate behind him. The package was still secure under the trunk of tools and other supplies that camouflaged it. He didn't enjoy being a driver for Hezbollah, but work was work, and they paid well. And if it helped protect him and his family, then that was the price he could pay.
He had made the drive from Beirut to the Rosh Hanikra Crossing at the border dozens of times in his life, but this one felt like it was taking much longer. He would have preferred that they cross into Israel through the Fatima Gate, but it had been closed for years. There were many alternate roads on the other side of Fatima, whereas there were only two past the Crossing. Besides, he had been ordered to stay along the coast anyway, since that's where their primary target was.
The van hit a slight bump in the road and Husam swore and glanced back at the cargo. It was still secure. He knew it was foolish to be so nervous, since if there was an 'incident', he would be dead before he would even know it had exploded.
He continued driving and soon passed Naqoura – only six more kilometers to the Crossing. His escorts gradually put more and more distance between them and the van, and he passed the remaining drive staring out at the Sea.
Before he knew it, he saw traffic stopped in front of him and he carefully slowed to a stop. He could see the tall reinforced-iron gates only about a hundred meters away.
As the traffic eased closer, he could see at least ten Israeli soldiers checking the vehicles and then waving them through after they had passed inspection.
When it was his turn, he stopped as directed and three soldiers approached the van, one on either side of him and one in front.
"Open the back, please," the soldier on the driver's side ordered.
Husam complied and the passenger's side guard moved around and opened the back door and began his inspection. He tried his best not to start sweating, though it was a hot day.
"What is your business in Israel?"
"I have a construction job in Haifa. I am bringing my tools and supplies with me," Husam answered.
"Where do you live in Lebanon?"
"Jezzine," he lied, referring to one of the predominantly Christian Arab cities, just as he'd been instructed to. Hopefully the two escorts behind him told them different cities.
The soldier in the back concluded his inspection and closed the rear doors. A moment later, the soldier next to him stepped back and waved him on through.
Husam eased through the checkpoint slowly, and noted that they were now examining the first of his escorts.
Suddenly, he heard a siren begin to wail and soldiers shouting. He checked his mirrors and a flurry of activity was erupting behind him; soldiers were running towards the van and lights were flashing wildly.
He knew they were coming for him.
Husam gritted his teeth and floored the accelerator, trying to escape. A volley of gunfire struck the back of the van and he swerved abruptly to throw them off until he could put more distance between them.
But the barrage of gunfire only worsened, and he swerved in the other direction towards the Sea. A stray bullet struck one of the tires and the rear of the van swerved to the left. He tried to compensate and regain control, but he realized too late that he'd turned too quickly and overcompensated.
The van flipped onto its side and began rolling. Husam closed his eyes as he spun upside down – he knew it was over.
And even though his eyes were shut tight, the last thing he saw was a blinding flash of light that tore through his skull.
Ari Berstein hung up the phone and shook his head. He could almost feel more of his hairs turning gray. At times, being the Prime Minister of Israel could be the best job in the world, while other days it could be the worst. Today was one of the latter.
Thirteen hours had passed since he'd received the phone call informing him of the incident at the Rosh Hanikra Crossing. The first nuclear weapon had been detonated in Israel. He was still shocked that the truck had almost passed through the security checkpoint, but the details of that were more for the Defense Minister to deal with than for him. But he would be reading the full report of what had failed.
Today couldn't get much worse, though he did have much to be thankful for. He had long made it his practice to attempt to see the silver-lining in every circumstance, even though some were much easier than others. This storm had required him to write the reasons down, as he knew he'd likely forget them over the coming weeks and months.
Israel could be thankful that the nuclear bomb had only blown up at a remote border crossing rather than in the middle of a densely populated city such as Tel Aviv, Haifa, or even Jerusalem. He didn't want to even consider the ramifications if that had occurred, especially in Jerusalem.
They could also be thankful that they had located (and disarmed) one of the nuclear devices two days ago in Gaza, though they had yet to find the others. They could be thankful that their enemies were unsophisticated and often clumsy, who were usually ruled by their hatred and anger rather than rationality and discipline.
Lastly, he could be thankful for how the Cabinet had set aside their differences (for a change) and unified in the midst of this national crisis. There was still squabbling at times, but their objectives were still the same: find and disarm all nuclear devices that had entered Israel's borders and the Occupied Territories.
Though this was his third year since being elected Prime Minister, there were times he still didn't know what to do. Some in his Cabinet would be quite surprised if they knew how much he considered all possible avenues in circumstances such as these. Too often in the past, Cabinet decisions had been made too rashly and haphazardly (in his opinion), and then Israel would suffer the consequences for years afterwards.
He thought of something else he could be thankful for and immediately wrote it down: the good terms that Israel and Jordan had been on for the last few decades, especially the last few years. It had not always been so – in the early years of her Statehood, Jordan had posed an almost existential threat to the fledgling Jewish nation.
Late last night (or early this morning?), the Minister of Defense had proposed a hard-line strategy that he was now giving more serious thought to. The proposal involved a massive invasion of all the Occupied Territories, much of Lebanon, and perhaps even Syria's Bekka Valley. All the reserves were to be called up, and they would quickly, systematically sweep through the terrorist hives and clean them out.
His initial reaction to the aggressive proposal had been outright refusal. Israel was always accused of being too aggressive by the international press, and often by even their own domestic press. Any type of invasion like what was being suggested would only validate those accusations.
Then the debates had started – calling up all the reserves was ludicrous, since activating Israel's entire civilian army brought the economy to a standstill for weeks or months at a time. Then there were all the logistics and coordination complications – the last time the entire army had been activated was in the Yom Kippur War, which had been the last time Israel's very existence was in doubt. That time, it had taken the economy several years to recover.
But now, Israel's army was much more efficient and better equipped than it had ever been, and their economy was strong and resilient. Also, the existential threat posed by nuclear weapons on their own soil would unify the people in their cause. The cost and complications of calling up the reserves would hurt the nation, but a nuclear attack would devastate it, not to mention the potential huge loss of life if they didn't respond quickly.
Iran had acquired nuclear capabilities only a few years ago, and their threats to wipe the Jewish nation off the map had only increased. But Israel had doubted it would be an outright war between the two nations, otherwise Iran's existence would be threatened too. They foresaw that Iran would continue to use their radical Islamic proxies in Lebanon, the West Bank, and Gaza rather than risk a direct war with Israel. And so far, they had been right.
Worse than the saber-rattling from Iran though, was the growing threat from Syria, whom they shared a border with. The Mossad had recently confirmed that Syria had built several underground nuclear reactors and now definitely had nuclear capabilities. They'd had nuclear weapons for years, though always purchased from third-parties such as Russia and North Korea. Now they could manufacture their own.
And then there was the proposal concerning Jordan, which had surprised everyone in the Cabinet. The Defense Minister had called for Israel to formally request that Jordan conduct joint operations with them, and use the recent foiled assassination plot as leverage. Both their nations were now threatened by Iran, Syria, and their proxies – which had now acquired nuclear capabilities – and their combined forces could more thoroughly extinguish the threat.
But the purpose of this war would not be to merely remove the weapons and terrorists – which would be resupplied from Iran and Syria within a matter of months. This war's objective was to permanently secure the Levant Region of the Middle East. Rather than responding to threats, they needed to eliminate the source of those threats.
The proposal was very risky, but not acting would be much worse. And Ari was determined not to go down in history as the Prime Minister who had allowed a nuclear device to be detonated on Jewish soil to go unanswered. Israel had to project fierce strength now more than ever.
Perhaps the Defense Minister was correct – perhaps now was the time. If they delayed, the opportunities might never be as promising.
Ari Bernstein made his decision and called the Minister of Defense.
"Begin activating the reserves. All of them."
Ahban paid the bus fare, found an empty seat towards the back, and then settled in for the long ride from Luxembourg to Paris. Ah, France!
He planned to spend this week mostly in Paris, and then the following week in London. After visiting Great Britain, he would be flying from London back to Tel Aviv.
He was unsure about how he would feel when he toured the United Kingdom, given Israel's tumultuous history with the British. They had enjoyed a close relationship after World War I, culminating in the Balfour Declaration, which had basically promised the creation of the Jewish state. But then had come the British White Paper and the years of siding with the Arabs that had turned the British and the Jews into bitter enemies.
Even after World War II, the British had refused to loosen their immigration policies into Palestine, in spite of the horrors of the Holocaust. Multitudes of Jews were freed from the Nazi concentration camps only to find themselves locked up in British detention camps. And in Palestine, there was a land that needed a people as badly as a people needed a land, but the British would not relent.
Finally, the Jewish underground organizations, mainly the Haganah and the Irgun, broke Britain's will and they ceded their authority in Palestine over to the United Nations. And in 1947 when the UN voted on the issue of Jewish statehood, Great Britain was one of the few nations to abstain from the vote. Even today, most Israeli natives didn't like the British – they had a long memory.
News of the nuclear explosion at the Rosh Hanikra Crossing in northern Israel had shocked him, especially since it was so close to Haifa. Since he had heard about it on the news, he had begun leaving his phone on. He had no idea how Israel would respond, but a prompt, strong response would be demanded. Otherwise, her enemies would view her as passive and weak – and Israel could not afford to be either.
He checked his messages and was relieved to discover that no one had called. Maybe he'd be able to complete the rest of his vacation without interruption. Ravi, one of his unit friends, had mentioned he knew of others in their company who were being activated for duty.
Ahban slumped deep into the bus-seat and closed his eyes. He might as well sleep while he could. He hoped he'd be able to at least finish touring Paris before he was called up.
But just over two hundred kilometers later, his phone buzzed and woke him up from his nap. He let the call go to his voice-mail, waited five minutes, and then checked his messages again.
His unit had just been activated, and that meant he would have to return to Israel within forty-eight hours, unless he was granted a brief delay. He considered it for a few minutes, but knew he wouldn't enjoy the rest of the tour, especially with the rest of his unit being activated. He'd fly out of Paris as soon as he could.
Hopefully, the airline (or possibly even the IDF) would give him a refund.
"Dismissed!" the commander shouted, and the thirty-six young men and women in his care relaxed.
Shai noted that the commander's tone seemed slightly softer this morning, as if his mind were pre-occupied. He knew the likely reason – he was worried. They all were, he supposed, especially after all the news that had been pouring in since last night.
Though there were no personal televisions allowed on base for the recruits, he had discovered that they received plenty of information from phones and brief conversations with friends and families in the outside world. And then there was the information that they gleaned from some of the friendlier officers and the other staff (especially in the kitchen).
He looked up to see Shlomo coming towards him – and he appeared to be in a hurry. Somehow, he always had the latest information, though sometimes it was hard to distinguish between facts and rumors with him. But in the isolation of Tironut, any news was better than none. Only two more weeks until graduation, though if the rumors were true, most wouldn't be talking much about it.
"Do you know what happened this morning?" Shlomo asked excitedly.
"Yeah, the commander was in a good mood and didn't make us run extra kilos!" Shai replied.
His friend smirked, but wasn't fazed and just shook his head.
"We attacked Syria! It's all over the news – their nuke sites are being bombed!"
Shai's eyes widened. "Are you sure? I mean, how do you know it was us?"
Shlomo shrugged his shoulders. "Who else could it be? The Americans are denying any involvement, and no one else has any real reason to do it, other than us. Tehran is being threatened too, but it doesn't sound like anything's happening with them yet."
Shai almost couldn't believe it. Israel (or someone else) was finally dealing with their biggest threat in the Middle East: the proliferation of nuclear weapons from Syria. The Iranians were mired in civil uprisings, which Syria had passed through about a year ago.
"Wow! That's huge!" was all he could reply. He still couldn't believe it. And then he thought of the possibility of retaliatory strikes from their neighbors and frowned.
"That's not all – I've heard rumors that Gaza, Lebanon, Jericho, and Ramallah have been attacked too!"
Shai frowned. "How could that be? Wouldn't we have heard the explosions?
"I don't know. All I've heard is that all the reserves have been called up and we're rolling over everybody."
"No way!"
"Remember last week – those rumors that a small nuke was detonated by accident at Rosh Hanikra Crossing? Well, it turns out that was true! And now we're doing something about it."
Shai shook his head in disbelief.
"Hey, I'll catch up with you later – I gotta tell Yosef what's going on," he exclaimed, slapping him on the arm.
As Shlomo rushed away to tell others, Shai remained there, lost in thought. He turned to the north, straining to see anything that could verify what Shlomo had told him, but of course he could not. They were just too far away from the borders.
His mind staggered from the possibility of going to war so soon. He wasn't ready at all, mentally nor physically. And though he knew that's what they were all there for – the defense of their country – he had never imagined that it would become a reality so soon. Especially now that nuclear weapons had found their way into the hands of so many of their enemies.
And then another thought occurred to him: if all the reserves had been called up, that meant that Ahban would be coming home any minute, if he wasn't already back. Was he already in the field?
Ahban checked the radar display and called in his status to his field commander: nothing new to report. He glanced back at the driver, Uri, who was looking over the latest field positions and movements.
Time in a tank passed very slowly when it wasn't moving or engaged in combat operations. And though they were currently on alert, that never seemed to make the time go by any faster. Ahban leaned back and let his mind wander, if only for a few minutes.
Shai would be graduating in two weeks, though he doubted he'd be able to see him any time soon. He had been looking forward to personally welcoming his younger brother into the armored brigades. But now that the war had begun, he couldn't see them leaving the field until it was over. The war was so new that it didn't even have a name yet.
After being called away from his tour of Europe early, he hadn't even had enough time to go up to Haifa before reporting for duty. He was still irritated at that, but such was the life of a soldier in the IDF. Making matters worse was that the war would probably continue on through the High Holy Days, and he was beginning to doubt he'd be home for any of them.
The moment he disembarked at Ben Gurion International Airport, he knew something big was going on. The airport was swamped with Israeli soldiers arriving from all over the world, having been activated remotely just like himself. It was then that he knew the IDF commanders weren't just being cautious or having a drill. This was the real deal.
And like most war operations, it was another case of hurry-up-and-wait. He had rushed from the airport to his command post to report for duty and be reunited with his unit. Then a day later had found himself back in a tank and forming up the defense zones on the Golan Heights. But after that, they had mostly just waited. And then waited.
The task assigned to their tank brigade was to defend the Golan from their Syrian 'neighbors' on the other side. They were not to move from their positions unless so ordered. And they were ordered not to fire unless the war took a drastic turn for the worse or the Syrians entered the Golan. So far, it had been very quiet.
Ahban had never liked sitting around and waiting; he was much too impatient for that. He would have preferred to be on or near the front lines leading the charge, but that task had been given to the other brigades and even the Jordanians. A pity, he thought. Israel's tanks were far superior to those of the Jordanians.
His three years of training in the IDF had tempered his impatience, though sometimes it pushed him to take risks that his superiors thought were unnecessary. But he hadn't really cared about what others thought. He cared about the objective.
During his classes in military strategy, he had found that he greatly admired the late Ariel Sharon, especially in his younger days when he had almost single-handedly captured the Sinai. Sharon had been a lion for most of his career, and had only become more moderate in the last decade or two of his life.
This was Israel's first joint military operation with Jordan on this scale, and it was going rather well, Ahban thought – all things considered. Their equipment was very different, with most of Israel's being home-grown, while Jordan's had been imported from a variety of other nations. Their protocols were quite different as well, which was one of the reasons why Jordan was leading the charge against Damascus while Israel hit the other sites.
But he knew the real reason that Israel was being held back against Syria was because they already had their hands full. Israel had plenty to do in sweeping through the West Bank and Gaza, not to mention whatever they were doing in Syria. But with the specter of nuclear-armed Islamic terrorism, it made perfect sense that Israel and Jordan combine their efforts to stop the threat from their nuclear neighbors. He hadn’t heard anything about hitting Iran – yet.
For most of Israel's modern history, Jordan had been their sworn-enemy. His father had been much too young to fight them in the Six Day War, though he had served in both Lebanon and the West Bank. There were still sore points over the matter of Jerusalem and the Jordan River, though their compromises had stood the test of time over the last thirty-plus years.
And now here they were, Israel and Jordan fighting side-by-side, old grievances all but forgotten.
How quickly things can change, Ahban thought to himself.
Even after several weeks had passed since the incident at Rosh Hanikra, Yaakov Rosenberg was still in shock that nuclear materials had successfully crossed the border. And judging from the news and the mood of the country, most of his fellow Israelis felt the same.
He turned off the television in his office and sat back in the executive chair. He didn't watch it very often, but had kept one there ever since the Intifada. And now that Israel was once again at war, he kept it on in the background in case of any emergencies.
At least they hadn't had to go back to the bomb-shelter recently. The rocket attacks from the north had ceased over a month ago, even before the war had begun. He had long feared that Israel's enemies would launch a 'final jihad' against them, but he had never imagined it would happen so suddenly, or so soon. Or with nuclear weapons so close to where he lived.
Israel had put a working missile defense shield into place years before, and though it had been expensive and fraught with trials and problems, everyone was now thankful that it had been put in place before it was too late. In the north where the majority of the population of Israel lived, the recent rocket attacks had come a little too close for comfort. But then again, given the tiny size of Israel, any missile strike was too close for comfort.
Yaakov considered himself to be very fortunate – although he had been in the service and then served countless months in the IDF as a reserve, he had never seen active duty in any of the major wars. In his younger years, he had served in Lebanon and the West Bank, though not in many real combat situations. He had never been all that interested in pursuing a career in the military, even as a starry-eyed take-on-the-world youth. He just wasn't a military man; that, and he didn’t like taking orders.
During Arafat's brutal Intifada, none of his immediate family or friends had been maimed by the suicide bombings, nor had any been killed. Some of his neighbors and friends of his friends had lost loved ones, but he had not been personally affected. For a long time, whenever his children had gone to school, he had feared for their very lives. And to be that fortunate in such a terrible time of strife and tumult was more than he could have asked for.
He felt very fortunate in his professional life as well. His business, Rosenberg Construction, had been consistently growing for years. He had started the business by himself over twenty years before, and it had provided very well for his family. Ahban was still too young and inexperienced to play a major role in the company, thought he hoped he would someday.
Perhaps after four years at the university, Ahban would be mature enough to help. He had been accepted at the University of Tel Aviv the year before, and he was looking forward to that. He was still researching other schools though, and would be starting college soon – if the war didn't delay him too long. He hadn't selected a major yet, though he had scored high in his math and science courses while in school, and had performed very well as a tank commander while in the service.
Yaakov hoped Ahban would choose either mechanical engineering or architecture as his major, so he could more easily find him a position in the company later. But regardless of when he started, he would be very green on the business side, and that would have to be learned with time, patience, and guidance.
Shai would be completing his basic training soon, and while he was just as bright as Ahban, Yaakov just couldn't see him playing a large role in the company. He was much more fascinated with computers than anything else, which was something that Yaakov had never been able to take much of an interest in. They had a friendly father-son relationship, but they just didn't share many of the same interests like he and Ahban did.
And Ruth? He saw her as following in her mother's footsteps. She was still too young for him to even try to guess what path in life she would take. He still couldn't believe she was a teenager now – it seemed like just last week she needed her mother's help brushing her hair!
At least he was no longer in the reserves, Yaakov thought, unless the war took a drastic turn for the worse and he was called up. He would probably see no action because he was just under the age-cutoff by a few years, but also because he was a successful business owner. Not only that, but his business was a valuable commodity in Israel: construction. Since the last Intifada had ended years before, business had boomed and hadn't really slowed more than for a few months here and there.
But the war and the recent nuclear incident might change all that. Like most of his people over the last two thousand years, he wanted his children and grandchildren to live in peace. For the last century, Israel had always struggled for peace, but it had always eluded them.
He could only hope that once this latest war had ended, the resulting peace would last longer than just a few years.
For the first time in over twenty years, Naomi Rosenberg was entertaining thoughts about going back to New York. But when she really considered all the implications of what leaving Israel meant, she knew those thoughts weren't anything more than a mental escape.
She had visited her family back in the States a few years ago, and had been shocked to see the conditions of her old neighborhood. The Great Recession had created deep, lasting unemployment, and the bad economy had dragged much of the city down with it. Many of the people she encountered seemed either downcast or very short-tempered, or quite often, both. Not only that, but the Muslim population had rapidly increased and now New York felt more like Europe than America.
After her last trip, she doubted she would even return to the United States to visit, much less move back. The America she remembered from her childhood was not the America that now existed. Besides, all her friends and family were in Israel. She had felt almost as if her last links to the United States had been broken.
The more she thought about it, the more she realized that it was fear which was making her nostalgic for her former home. She had known fear before, though. Years ago during the Intifada, she had almost grown accustomed to the daily threat of the suicide bombings. Almost.
But the nuclear accident had badly shaken her – it had been far too close and too unexpected. What if just one missile slipped through their defenses, or another bomb crossed the border? A nuclear bomb had detonated less than fifty kilometers away from her home!
She wanted her children to live their lives, raise their families, and grow old in peace. No parent should have to worry about their children being blown up when they got on a bus or when they went to the mall with their friends. No one should have to worry about a nuclear bomb being detonated in their neighborhood. Back in the United States – even in New York City – she had never known those fears.
Her new floral business was doing well, all things considered. Whenever the reserves were called up, the economy immediately slowed down. She couldn't remember the last time all the reserves had been mobilized, but hopefully that would end the war that much faster. At least the war gave her more time to find a decent assistant.
She figured she would sell the business either when she tired of it or when she became too old to run it any longer, but that was a long time away. Over the last fifty years, Israel had become renowned for their lush flowers, fruits, and vegetables. The agricultural products in Israel were among the best in the world, now supplying much of Europe and the Mediterranean with fresh flowers and citrus.
For the time being, the business was also a nice distraction from all that was going on. Shai was in Tironut, and though he wouldn't see any action in the war, she still worried about him. Oddly enough, she wasn't nearly as concerned about Ahban, even though he was serving somewhere in the Golan. He had always had an air of confidence about him, even when he was little; somehow she knew he'd be alright.
But the child she most worried about was Ruth. She was so carefree and happy, and they had always been close. Ahban was like his father in so many ways, while Ruth had always been like her. Shai was somewhere in between, having her compassion and practicalness, but the mischievousness of his father in his younger years.
Her children were growing up so fast – she only hoped that the war would end quickly and that a period of peace would result. No parent should have to bury their children.
Gil Netanya, Israel's Minister of Defense, buttoned his suit-jacket and walked briskly to the entrance of the Prime Minister's office at Beit Aghion.
Since the detonation of the nuclear bomb, he had been personally updating the entire Cabinet each morning, and then meeting with the Prime Minister in his office late each afternoon. Managing the war was exhausting, but he'd been through worse.
Yom Kippur had ended three days ago, and though he had always been observant, this year he was glad the holidays were over. He fully understood why shutting down the entire country made the holidays 'holier', but in his mind conducting a war should always take precedence. Hopefully next year would be normal.
Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur had caused them to temporarily lose some ground in the operation, and they would have to make it up this week. At least the Jordanians had not been hampered by the holidays, though Ramadan was soon approaching. Then they would see how committed Jordan was to the war effort.
He nodded to the two security officers standing outside, and was then promptly ushered into the office.
"Good afternoon, Mr. Prime Minister," he said, entering the large, beautifully furnished room.
"Welcome, Gil," Ari Bernstein replied, looking up from his reading from one of the plush sofas. He motioned for him to take a seat. "Excuse me for a moment while I wrap up here."
"Certainly, sir."
A minute later, Ari set the papers down, took out another legal pad, and then gave the Defense Minister his full attention. The Prime Minister had always preferred to keep his own notes, and he did that for most meetings, not just those of national security.
The Prime Minister conducted most of their daily status meetings in the middle of the room rather than from behind his desk. He often said that conducting business away from the desk helped him relax, especially during stressful times such as these.
"What's the update for today?" Ari asked.
"Today went rather well, I'm pleased to report. We have finished our sweeps of Gaza and will be finishing in the West Bank later this week."
"Excellent. And what of the disarmament of Jericho?" he asked, making reference to the numerous weapons and ammunition caches they had found scattered throughout the Palestinian stronghold earlier that week.
"Jericho will be another two days, I'm afraid. As I mentioned in our morning briefing, Ramallah's sweeps were completed late last evening."
"And how are we and the Jordanians faring in Damascus?" he asked.
"We're making progress, but it continues to be slower than we had hoped. The Syrians are better-trained and better-equipped than the Jordanians, though they don’t have nearly the intelligence nor the logistical resources that we do."
"Is the Northern Command still prepared to assist Jordan across the river if necessary?"
"Yes, sir. Though I doubt the Syrians even have the capacity to invade now. The 36th Armored Brigade continues to be on standby in Golan, the 7th is providing support in the West Bank and the 188th is in Southern Lebanon."
The Prime Minister nodded and then caught up with his notes. After several weeks of daily private meetings since the war had begun, Gil knew what was coming next.
"So, what's the bad news? You mentioned this morning that more ABC's had been found in Beirut – when will those be secured?" he asked, referring to a large cache of atomic-biological-chemical weapons that had been discovered two days ago.
"They were seized three hours ago, and we're conducting another sweep of the city tonight."
"And the Bekka Valley?"
"That's taking longer than we had anticipated, due to the intricacy of the tunnels and the hidden bunkers. It's a labyrinth up there, sir, but it would be much worse if the Syrians weren't preoccupied with defending Damascus."
"Is there any change in your estimate of when we'll be finished and can begin demobilizing the reserves?"
"No, sir – it’s still another four to five weeks. If we shorten the duration of the war, the likelihood that we won't find all the weapons increases."
"And Tehran? Will we need to conduct any operations there?"
"No, sir. The threat from Iran has been effectively neutralized, at least for now. Striking Syria first disabled most of the supply lines to Lebanon. The Syrian regime – what's left of them – are underground but are unable to retaliate at this time. Most of what we're fighting now are the renegade commanders. And bringing the Iraqis in to secure the nuclear facilities of Syria was the right move."
"I agree, though it was rather risky, given their long history," Ari replied. "The Russians have remained quiet this week, aside from their continued petitions for a cease-fire in the UN."
Gil nodded. He didn't trust the Russians, especially when they were quiet. Especially after Israel, Jordan, and now Iraq had seized the nuclear facilities they had built for the Syrians, not to mention the tons upon tons of weapons. In the Middle East, any intervention from Russia was always the wildcard. At least Iran had remained mired in their own problems.
"Have you given any more thought to the matter we discussed yesterday?" the Prime Minister asked, setting aside his notepad.
"I have, sir, and you have my full support. The war will take a much higher toll on Jordan than us, and their economy was already weak before. Your proposal would solidify the Jordanians as an ally, and could lead to a permanent solution with regards to the Palestinians."
"Good – we have been at war in this nation for far too long. I pray that we will see peace in our time," he replied. He stood up and the two old friends warmly shook hands.
As Gil closed the door behind him, he considered the Prime Minister's words. Perhaps the decades-old conflict between Israel and their Arab neighbors really was drawing to close.
They could only hope.
The three unmarked sedans quietly pulled up to the service entrance of the Raghadan Palace in Amman and stopped. Two men in civilian clothing stepped out of both the first and third cars and ensured the area was secure. A pair of security guards emerged from inside to meet them at the entrance.
A moment later, the cargo doors opened and the three vehicles entered, and then the doors silently closed behind them. Upon entry, the drivers were quickly ordered to proceed to the underground entrance. The three cars maneuvered carefully in the garage and then stopped with the middle car directly in front of a guarded set of double-doors.
Prime Minister Ari Berstein stepped out and glanced around nervously. He was immediately ushered into the entrance by his security detail and the Jordanian ambassador, who had been waiting on the other side of the doors. They briefly shook hands and then the ambassador quickly began leading them through the maze of corridors, purposely avoiding the areas where the palace staff would likely be present.
The Prime Minister was tired from an already long day, but the excitement of their arrival for a secret meeting with the King of Jordan had refocused him. He had rehearsed the proposal over and over on the long car-ride to Amman, and could only hope his delivery would be flawless. And convincing.
The ambassador abruptly turned a corner and Ari's guards quickly gathered closer around him, and then relaxed as they entered another long hallway. This was the third secret meeting he'd had like this, but never with someone of this importance. Fortunately, he had met the King several times before under far less stressful conditions.
The entourage approached an elevator and immediately ascended to the top floor. When they stepped out, they found themselves in the private residence of the King of Jordan.
King Abdullah Akbar and several of his advisors were sitting on a set of opulent chairs, and rose as the Israeli Prime Minister and his personal security detail entered the room. It was nearly three o'clock in the morning, but they all seemed quite alert and pleasant.
Ari strode forward with a smile and stopped before King Abdullah, and slightly bowed his head as they shook hands.
"Good morning, Your Majesty," he offered.
"And good morning to you, Mr. Prime Minister," the King replied. "I trust your journey was pleasant?"
"Yes – and thank you again for agreeing to meet with me on such short notice, and with such secrecy."
King Abdullah smiled and motioned for him to sit down across from him in another lush chair.
"When you said that privacy and security for our meeting would be of utmost importance, I could think of no other way than to invite you here. A prime minister may move about unnoticed, but a king cannot, I'm afraid. We have not held a secret meeting with Israel here since Prime Minister Meir, if memory serves," the king said.
"I believe you are correct," Ari replied, beginning to relax.
"Now, what brings you here with such secrecy?"
Ari smiled again and leaned forward. He had chosen his words carefully, and only hoped he wouldn't forget them.
"Your Majesty, I would like to express my nation's gratitude for your partnership in this conflict. With your continued alliance and resolve, I am certain we can rid our region of both weapons of mass destruction and terrorism."
The king nodded in agreement.
"As you know, our two nations have not always been on such friendly, peaceful terms. Among Israel's greatest desires is to permanently dwell in peace with our neighbors, and especially with those whom we share our longest border. The Palestinian issue continues to trouble and divide both our nations, and has proven to be nearly impossible to resolve. Lasting peace and the prosperity it brings has often eluded our two nations. Today, I would like to offer you and your kingdom the means which I hope will achieve that peace."
Ari watched King Abdullah carefully as he once again nodded. From his expression, he could tell that the King was interested.
"Several months ago, one of our energy exploration companies discovered a significant reservoir of oil and natural gas in the northern Dead Sea area. As far as we can tell, the majority of these reserves lie within Israel's borders, though a small portion lies within Jordan."
The Prime Minister paused, so the importance of that discovery could sink in.
"However, instead of using these resources solely for the benefit of my own nation, my government would like to offer you the opportunity to share equally in this gift, to benefit both our peoples, including the Palestinians."
At that, the King’s smile faded and he glanced at each of his advisors.
"What is your proposal?" he asked, leaning closer.
"I propose that Israel and Jordan jointly develop and commercialize the deposit, and each nation will keep one-quarter of the revenues. The other half of the revenues will be used for the aid of the Palestinian people."
King Abdullah narrowed his gaze. "And how do you propose that such a large financial aid will be used appropriately?"
This was the very question that the Prime Minister and his advisers had struggled with over and over. The administration of the Palestinian people had been the sticking point between their two nations since the Six Day War in 1967.
"As you are well aware, until June of 1967, the Palestinians were Trans-Jordanian citizens. However, neither of our two nations can now assimilate them without threatening to permanently damage our own countries. The Palestinians do not want to be any part of Israel, and for our nation's security, Israel cannot part with the West Bank and the Golan. And it is our understanding that Jordan cannot assume the burden of these people either, especially given the extreme nature of their leadership," he said, referring to Arafat and others.
"Your Majesty, I propose that we jointly use half the oil revenues to permanently resettle the Palestinian people, providing for their education, training, and housing – and turn them into productive citizens."
"Where would they be relocated to?" the king asked.
"That is the most difficult question – Israel is willing to carve out part of the Negev if Jordan would be willing to cede an equal amount of territory in order to create a permanent Palestinian state. However, the risk of that state then becoming radicalized and threatening both our nations is very high."
"If we do not give the Palestinians their own territory, what other options do you foresee?"
Ari took a deep breath, and pressed on. "Israel would be willing to grant citizenship to twenty-five percent of the Palestinians, if they so choose. The rest would be re-assimilated into Jordan or possibly Egypt. Of course, a larger proportion of the oil revenues would then be administered by your nation as compensation."
King Abdullah sat back and looked at each of his advisors, appearing to be quite intrigued by the proposal.
"And what happens to the Palestinians' portion after they have been assimilated?"
The Prime Minister smiled, knowing that this question would likely make or break the deal.
"As that portion would belong to those people formerly known as the Palestinians, the revenue would be proportionally distributed to their host countries, based upon the number of refugees – or immigrants, if you prefer. In order to further motivate the Palestinians to become productive, assimilated citizens, we also envision some sort of individual profit-sharing program, rather than state-administered welfare."
The king smiled again, which Ari took to be a good sign.
"I must say, Mr. Prime Minister, I find your proposal very intriguing. If you have no objections, I would like to briefly consult with my advisors before we proceed. Is that agreeable?" he asked.
"Certainly, your majesty," he replied.
"Very well. The ambassador will see you to your guest quarters. Let's revisit our discussion this morning, immediately after breakfast."
Ari agreed and they warmly shook hands, and then Jordan's ambassador led him away with his security detail behind him.
For the first time in his term in office, he felt truly optimistic about the peace-process.
The Levant War operations had only been concluded for three weeks before Prime Minister Berstein found himself once again face to face with King Abdullah of Jordan. But this time they were standing side by side, instead of across from one another.
And even though the Amman Accords were likely to be one of the most world-changing peace treaties of the last two hundred years, there were few journalists present to commemorate it. Just as the proposal and the negotiation process had been conducted with the utmost secrecy, so would the signing of the treaty.
If all parties held to the terms of the treaty, lasting peace between Israel, Jordan, and the Palestinians would finally become a reality.
The wildcard in the peace-process had been the Palestinians, as they were now essentially leaderless. Hamas and many of the other radical Islamic organizations among the Palestinians had been permanently dismantled in the Levant War.
Now was the perfect time to reshape the Middle East, before new leaders and political forces could rise and take hold.
The ceremony began. The ambassadors, the Prime Minister and the King of Jordan, and the Palestinian representatives rose and took their places at the peace table. The Prime Minister of Israel was the first to sign, and as he picked up the pen, a myriad of thoughts rushed through his mind.
He had always known that no one could solve the problems between the Jews and the Arabs, and the Palestinians for that matter, other than they themselves. The British, the United States, and the Europeans had all tried, but nothing had worked.
Ari knew there would be howls of protest from some in the press, the Labour Party, and perhaps even from his own Likud Party. And of course, the various religious parties would be against any form of negotiations with the Arabs and the Palestinians.
But at this moment, he didn't care about the political ramifications, nor was he even all that concerned about his legacy or what future historians would write about him. He only saw the opportunity for lasting peace between his nation and their neighbors. And that opportunity might never present itself again.
Ari looked down at the piece of paper that could change the world and saw the pen shaking as his hand began to tremble. Gripping the pen harder, he solemnly signed the treaty, and the observers in the room thunderously applauded. He smiled and shook hands with the King of Jordan and the Palestinian Authority delegates and briefly raised the pen to acknowledge the applause.
As he placed the signatory pen beside the document, a morbid thought entered his mind. He thought back to the Oslo Accords, which had also been conducted in secret, and which had laid the groundwork for the previous peace-initiatives. But with Oslo, many in the public had felt betrayed, like their land was being thrown away.
He hoped he wouldn't be assassinated like Oslo's primary visionary for peace, the late Yitzak Rabin. But if his death meant peace for his country, so be it.
One man's life wasn't too much to give in exchange for peace.
The headline of the morning's paper demanded that Yaakov spend his breakfast reading the news: "LAST CHANCE FOR PEACE?"
He sat down at the kitchen table and began reading, initially out of curiosity. The press frequently put the word 'peace' in the headlines because so many Israelis yearned for it; next to blood, peace in Israel sold papers best. He was skeptical, but two paragraphs into the article, he realized this peace initiative might actually have some substance.
When he was halfway through the article, Naomi strode in and kissed him on the cheek and began pouring her coffee.
"There must be something good in the paper this morning if your cup's still here," she said, filling his empty cup.
"Oh, thank you – I forgot," he replied. "There's a new peace treaty that we've signed with Jordan."
"I didn't realize we were at war with them," she said half-jokingly, but he didn't appear to have heard her.
She sat down across from him and picked up the Living section and began reading. After numerous failed peace initiatives over the last several decades, most people in Israel had grown skeptical that any lasting peace would ever be found.
He flipped to the second page, which was just as full with details of the treaty as the front page.
"Bernstein might have finally done it!" he exclaimed as he finished the article.
"Done what?"
"Solved the Palestinian problem!"
That got her attention.
"How so?"
He picked up the paper and began reading out loud for her benefit.
"The Amman Accords specify that the revenues from the newly discovered Behemoth reserves north of the Dead Sea will be divided into fourths, with both Israel and Jordan each receiving one-quarter, and the remaining half of the revenues being put towards the reintegration of the Arabs in Gaza and Samaria into Jordan."
"What Behemoth reserve?"
"Evidently we struck oil a few weeks before the war – a huge proven reserve just north of Sdom near the Dead Sea."
"When did they sign the treaty?"
"Last night – they kept it quiet, of course. Just like Oslo."
She frowned. The Oslo Accords had been extremely divisive in Israel, to say the least. The Oslo Accords had been based upon the premise of 'land for peace', which many Israelis staunchly opposed, especially the religious groups.
"How much land will we have to give up this time?"
"That's just it – if it works, we will finally be able to annex both the West Bank and Gaza without having to deal with the Arabs," he said.
"What happens to all the Palestinians?"
He smirked at the phrase – he made it a point to never refer to the occupants of Gaza and the West Bank as Palestinians, because such a people had never existed until 1967. The inhabitants of Gaza were a mixture of Arabs and Egyptians, while those of the West Bank were Arabs, Jordanians, and Bedoins. When the Six Day War had ended, the Arabs living in Israel's newly acquired territories had suddenly found themselves classified by their leaders and the press as 'Palestinian refugees'.
"The Arabs will be resettled in Jordan, where they should have been all along."
"Do you think Bernstein planned this before the war?"
"No, but we should've almost anticipated it, especially since we fought together this time, for a change."
"What do you think – will it work?"
"Who knows? Every time we get close, some Islamic group starts blowing things up or killing people. Bernstein better be very careful," he said, quietly referring to Rabin.
"It sounds like it's a win-win to me," she said.
He grinned and took a sip of coffee. "You're too trusting of those Arabs! That must be the American in you peeking out again!"
She smiled with shrug. He didn't kid her about her non-native status very often – usually only when they discussed politics (which wasn't very frequently).
"You knew that when you married me," she replied.
"Yes, I did. You aren't a sabra like the rest of us," he said, referring to the native Israeli trait of being like their native desert fruit: prickly and tough on the outside, but soft and sweet on the inside.
Suddenly, Ruth swept into the room, and seeing that there was no breakfast prepared, immediately went for the fruit basket.
"Good morning, dear," Naomi said.
"Hi Mom, hi Dad – sorry, but I'm late today," she replied, grabbing an apple and rushing out the door.
"Her grades are slipping again," she noted quietly, as soon as she heard the back-door close. "I think she's very distracted this year."
Yaakov smirked. "I don't blame her – we just went through a war, and both her brothers are in the service. I'm sure she'll improve soon."
Naomi nodded thoughtfully and began reading the section of the paper that he put down.
He glanced over at the back-door after Ruth. Hopefully this peace-initiative wouldn't fall apart like all the others of the past had. Sooner or later, peace had to be found – for their children’s sake.
Shai yawned and stretched his neck. He turned another page in the manual and continued studying. The basic tank manual was over three hundred pages thick, and he felt like the further he read, the more complex the weapon became. Unfortunately, he wasn't even to the halfway point yet.
He had passed the examination into the armored brigades two days ago and had been putting in at least two hours of studying and memorization a day since. Since there was no desk in the room, he had taken to studying mostly in his bunk.
He heard a sound at the door and looked up as Shlomo walked in.
"Still reading, eh?" he asked, setting his pack down next to his bed. He plopped down and began unlacing his boots.
"Yeah, there's a lot to know about these Merkavas," Shai replied. "Have you started on this one yet?"
Shlomo nodded. "And that's just the beginner's manual! What position are you going after?"
"I'm not sure yet. I don't think I want to be commander – that's too much responsibility!"
"Yeah, and they have to schmooze with the officers more too. I want to be a gunner."
"That figures. I thought you'd want to drive."
"Nah, I'd rather be blowing things up. Boom!" he exclaimed, spreading his hands out. "Watch out, you crazy Muzzies!"
Shai laughed and agreed.
"Hey, have you started reading about those APAMs yet?" Shlomo asked, referring to the anti-tank protection rounds. The newest rounds were capable of being used as typical artillery rounds on the ground or as anti-aircraft rounds for taking out attack helicopters.
"Just briefly – there's an entire chapter on them later on though," Shai replied.
"So if you don't want to be the driver or commander, that leaves either the gunner or the loader. Or a mechanic, I suppose."
Shai shrugged. "Maybe I should be the loader, just to make sure you don't get yourself into trouble. Besides we're all going to be cross-trained in the different stations anyway."
Shlomo smirked with a nod – it was one of his trademarks, in addition to his sarcasm and general cockiness.
"That might work out – you as the loader and me as the gunner. Now we just have to find a decent driver and a commander that we can get along with."
Shai nodded. Though neither had said it, he knew they were both happy to be serving together. Comradery in a closed space for long hours would make it much more bearable.
Shlomo pulled out the same manual as Shai was reading and stretched out on his bunk to begin his studying.
He returned to his own manual and began thinking more about the loader station. Though it sounded simple enough – loading different munitions – there was actually much more to it than that. The loader was much more flexible than either the driver or the gunner, and often would coordinate efforts between all the stations.
The loader had to know the capabilities and specifications of all the ordinance, as well as managing the inventory. And if there were other systems installed, such as the Trophy anti-missile system, the loader had to manage those too. The new tank protection features were actually miniature anti-missile systems that could detect incoming projectiles and shoot them down before they reached the armored vehicles.
Additionally, the loader sometimes served as both the mechanic and the medic. However, everyone in the tank would be trained in first aid and basic tank mechanics, along with changing and fixing broken or slipped tracks. He couldn't imagine being able to change both tracks of a Merkeva in less than a half-hour, but that was the standard.
Ever since they had begun their training in the armored brigades, the officers had stressed that the tank crew was more valuable than any tank. The IDF had recognized that fact decades ago and had designed their tanks accordingly. Even when the tank was penetrated or immobilized in the thick of battle, most crews survived.
Once the tank assignments were made (probably in a few weeks), each team would begin training together as a unit. On the battlefield, the team had to work together flawlessly, both for their own protection and success, and for that of the rest of the brigade. And while each crew was isolated within their own tank, they had to learn to work together with all the other crews on the battlefield to achieve the objectives.
Shai blinked his eyes and refocused on the manual. After talking with Shlomo, he felt more interested in what he was studying, now that he had decided what station he wanted.
Maybe the next two and half years in a tank wouldn't be that bad after all.
Ruth carefully lit the first wick on the Hanukkah candelabrum and then turned off the small flame on the butane lighter. It had been their own family tradition that the youngest member of the family would light the first candle (when they were old enough to, of course), followed by the next oldest.
This had always been her favorite time of year, and the holiday that she had looked forward to the most as long as she could remember. It wasn't just the gift-giving (and receiving) that she loved, but the decorations, the songs, and the warmth of the lights. That and the two weeks of school vacation.
And now that she was older, there would be parties to attend. Rina was having one in three days, and they had been planning it together for weeks. Rina had an even larger home than she did, and her parents frequently threw parties, especially for Hanukkah.
She returned to her place on the couch between Shai and her mother, and they began singing the traditional holiday songs. The smell of warm doughnuts and livivot (potato pancakes) filled the room, and she remembered how wonderful they tasted.
Playing with dreidls and eating livivot and donuts with her brothers was among her earliest memories, and some of the best. When she and her brothers had been little, their parents had given them small flashlights or laser pointers to put on a lightshow. They were much too old for that now, but she still missed it.
The evening had started off wonderfully, and she was happy that their whole family was together again. For months now, it had just been her and her parents at home, since Shai was in the service and Ahban had been traveling and then back in the army. She had been surprised to discover how much she had missed them after they had left.
Tonight, Ahban had announced that he had been accepted into the David Azrieli School of Architecture in Tel Aviv, which had made the occasion even more joyous. David Azrieli was one of the most famous architects in Israel, renowned for the landmark Azrieli Towers in Tel Aviv.
She had been awed when she had first seen the three towers years ago – the Triangular Tower was her favorite. It had been a long time since they had been to the Azrieli Center and the large shopping mall that connected them. Maybe they could go shopping when they helped Ahban move.
Tomorrow night, they planned on going into the city and walk through some of the Haredi neighborhoods, which were always extravagantly decorated for this holiday (especially the homes of the Ultra-Orthodox). They hadn't been to Bnei Brak in Tel-Aviv to see the lights, but hopefully they would next year.
While they were singing, her mother pulled out a dreidl and handed it to her. She smiled and toyed with it, spinning it on her knee a few times before just holding it. She glanced down and looked at each of the four letters on the toy, remembering what they represented: "A great miracle occurred here."
As they began the last song, she sighed contently and let the flickering candle in the window mesmerize her. She was thankful the war was over and her family was safe.
This year, she felt, a great miracle really had occurred.
Ari Bernstein allowed himself a few reflective moments and leaned back in his chair. His office was warm from the bright sunlight of Spring, and if he as the Prime Minister of Israel couldn't enjoy the view of a beautiful day every once in awhile, then who could?
Pesach (the Passover) was next week, and he always looked forward to celebrating that with his family and some of their closer friends. He recalled the wonderful times when his children had been younger and the faces they made when eating the matzo bread and the bitter chrain. They had always enjoyed watching the children (and now their grandchildren) play the traditional games and gift-giving.
Nearly eighteen months had passed since the signing of the Amman Accords, and the peace-process was going better than anyone could've imagined. The oil (and also the revenue) had begun flowing six months after the treaty had been signed, and so far there had been only minor delays. The markets had absorbed the additional supplies rather well, since OPEC had reduced their output to keep the prices stable. And now the Behemoth project was running at full capacity.
One of the major milestones of the peace-process had just been completed: the resettlement of the Gaza Strip. What a hornet's nest that had been. During the war, the Hamas leadership had been obliterated and after the war, Jordan had taken over the Palestinian Authority's management, infrastructure and other responsibilities, while both Israel and Jordan had provided the necessary security/police services.
After the oil revenues had reached sufficient levels, Israel had begun helping Jordan set up makeshift refugee camps, and then more-permanent apartment buildings and residential districts for the Palestinians. And with an integration program similar to Israel's Aliyah, the residents of Gaza began being relocated to Jordan.
So far, the skeptics on both sides of the Jordan River – and around the world – had been proven wrong. Israel had not been struck with another Intifada from the Palestinians nor had Jordan's economy faltered from the burdens of housing, clothing, and feeding the multitudes of new refugees. In fact, the oil revenues weren't the only boost to Jordan's economy, but all the new construction, food, and support industries were making them prosper more than at any other time in their history.
Israel's economy was also booming, though more from the prospects of peace than from the Behemoth oil revenues. The peace-process would be cause them to run a budget deficit for a few years, but he and his economic advisers were confident it would be balanced within the next five to seven years.
The wildcard in the process had always been the acceptance of the deal by the Palestinian people themselves. There had been minor skirmishes and insurgencies, but the worst was over. The residents in Gaza had always been much more difficult to negotiate with than those in the West Bank (for the most part). Now that the Gaza Strip had been cleared out, they would begin moving the Arabs from some of the smaller, poorer villages in the West Bank.
He had a re-election approaching soon, but he wasn't very concerned about it. He had been polling rather high since a month after the Amman Accords had been signed. And now with the peace-initiative well underway, he felt he wanted to see his life's work come to a conclusion, regardless of whether he was Prime Minister or not. In fact, he might not even campaign very hard, since few vocal contenders had risen up against him yet.
But if peace for his beloved Israel meant him stepping aside for someone else to be Prime Minister, then so be it.
Jonathan Lehman trudged along the busy sidewalk on East 13th Street in Brooklyn. The weather was bitterly cold that morning, and he burrowed his head down further into his thick winter coat. His cheeks were already red from his long walk in the frigid temperatures.
Once again, his efforts at finding employment had ended in utter failure, and he was heading back home to break the bad news to his wife. He was so tired of disappointing her. He couldn't remember the last time they hadn't worried about where the grocery money was going to come from, but they always seemed to make it somehow.
He'd been out of work for months and he'd only been able to hold the last job (which paid very poorly) for three months. He had been hoping to keep it, but in this economy, everyone was suffering. They had been for years. He hadn't worked in his field (as an auto mechanic) for over a year. It wasn't a matter of not being qualified or employable, but simply that no one was hiring.
He longed for warmer weather and tried to imagine how wonderful life would be if he were in Florida on vacation right now. The warm air and the bright sunshine could do wonders for his spirits. But the job prospects there were even worse than in New York. That and they couldn't even afford to leave the city, much less go on a real vacation.
Jonathan continued walking and rubbed his hands together before shoving them back into his pockets. He turned a corner and then almost passed a boarded-up store before he realized where he was. He stopped and stared at the sign which still hung over the sidewalk.
"Levi's Deli" was what it read, but ugly, snarling Arab graffiti covered the outside of the once pristine brickwork. He remembered eating lunch there outside in the summer with his work buddies over a year ago. It was a great place to get a hot pastrami sandwich, not to mention that it was Jewish. But like many other shops in New York, it had been unable to remain in business.
He sighed and shook his head. Yet another victim of the Great Recession. Yet another symptom of America in decline. He closed his eyes and remembered what it had been like before: packed with customers, eating, drinking, and carrying on loud conversations with their friends. Those had been good times, and he wished he'd cherished them more back then. He just never thought things would be this bad.
Ten minutes later, he finally arrived back at the apartment. He took off his coat as his wife came into the room to hear the news. The disappointed look from him was all it took to tell her how it had gone.
Ingrid walked over to him and hugged him in an attempt to make him feel better, and he smiled sadly at her. She was wearing one of her thick sweaters again, and only then did he realize it was freezing in the apartment. This winter, they couldn't afford to both properly heat the place and eat.
"I'm sorry, dear. Maybe you'll have better luck tomorrow," she said.
Jonathan nodded, but without much enthusiasm. He couldn't remember how many days in a row she had said that. He walked over to the kitchen table and slumped down and stared at it. Want-ads and crossed-out job prospects were strewn about, but that was better than the table being empty. He wanted to just sweep them all into the garbage.
"I passed by Levi's Deli on my way home today. When did that close?" he asked her.
She shrugged, sitting down to join him in her chair at the table. He looked over at her and saw the long lines on her face, more tangible reminders of the toll that the stress and hard living had taken on her. They deserved better. She deserved better.
"I don't know, maybe a month or so ago. I thought I told you about it."
"Really? I think I would've remembered. Where did they go? To a better location?"
"Oh no, they closed everything up before they left. I heard they couldn't even sell the business before they moved. They just abandoned it."
"What? They've been in New York since I was a boy. Where did they go?"
"Israel," she replied.
"Israel?" he exclaimed. "They left the country?" Her silent nod affirmed it.
He shook his head. He just couldn't believe it.
"Another one from the old neighborhood has moved over there. Is there something in the water or what?" he asked sarcastically.
"They're not the only ones. I've been talking to some of my Jewish friends, and many have been leaving the country. A few are migrating back to Europe, but most are going to Israel," she said.
"Why? What's so special about Israel? Don't they have big problems over there?"
She shrugged. "Not for the last two or three years. Their economy is doing very well, and any Jewish immigrant receives instant citizenship there. It's even in their constitution or something, called the 'Law of Return', I think."
His wife gave him one of those looks that he hadn't seen from her in a long time, and he immediately knew what was going through her mind. His eyes grew wide as it dawned upon him.
"What – you're not thinking that we should move there too, are you?" he asked, aghast at what he realized she was suggesting.
"I don't know – maybe we should look into it."
"But what about all the violence? We might be barely scraping by here, but at least we won't be scraped off the street!"
"There hasn't been much news about violence in Israel for a long time. I'm not saying we should move, just that maybe it wouldn't hurt to look into it."
"But what about our lives here? All our friends and family – you'd consider leaving everything behind to move to the other side of the world?"
She shrugged again. "Most of our friends here have moved away to find work anyway, and we can always come back to visit family. And with work here being so scarce, how much longer can we go on like this?"
He shook his head. "I don't know – but that's still an awfully big move."
"I know, Jon. But look at what's happening here. There’s riots and protests all the time and never any work. Look how far things have fallen in just in the last few years. We have nothing now – I mean, what do we have to lose?"
"Maybe you're right," he said, feeling half-defeated. "When you already have nothing, you don't have much to lose, huh? Let's look into it, then. It might be nice to start over."
She grinned at him and then leaned forward to kiss him on the cheek. "I already have. We should have just enough for two tickets if we can sell most of what's left of our stuff."
"Seriously?" he said, surprised that she had already started the process. And once more, her silent nod told him all he needed to know.
He looked at her with surprise and squeezed her hand. And for the first time in months, he felt his spirits begin to brighten.
Two months later, Jonathan and Ingrid Lehman stepped off the El Al jetliner into the terminal at David Ben-Gurion International Airport. They were immediately greeted by one of the welcoming parties for Jewish immigrants. And instantly their exhaustion from the long flight was replaced by excitement.
The direct flight from New York to Tel Aviv had taken just under twelve hours, and thankfully it had been uneventful. It was certainly the longest flight either of them had ever been on, though they had slept much of the way there.
Eight weeks ago, they had contacted one of the immigration groups in Israel and had been sponsored to move there. All their expenses had been paid; they'd just had to pay for their passports. Once their passports had arrived, they began selling (or often donating) as many of their personal belongings as they could.
Ingrid's family had been unhappy that they were moving, but they understood. There was simply no steady work to be found in the city anymore. What little had been left of the Lehmans' savings had been wiped out in their prolonged unemployment. But even if they would have been able to find work and stay, the steadily rising inflation would have made any worthwhile savings impossible. Her parents said they would have left too, if they had been younger and in better health.
Now that they were in Israel, the Lehmans would be set up in an apartment and begin studying Hebrew and taking classes to help them assimilate into their new homeland. The Immigration Department would provide them with a decent living allowance while they were integrating, and then after six months at least one of them would hopefully find employment.
As they passed through the airport, Jonathan's stomach growled as he smelled some of the food from the nearby restaurants and shops. And though he was tempted to stop, he decided against it. They had less than fifty dollars – all they had left – and they would need every penny until they got their first check. A dollar was worth less than a shekel these days.
The sights and sounds of Ben Gurion were most welcome after the long flight, but their party almost moved too quickly through the airport to enjoy them. The airport facilities were beautiful, and his heart leapt when he saw several Israeli flags flying proudly outside the terminal. He'd been surprised when several groups of teenage girls had waved and greeted them as they passed by. Another time, he saw them singing to travelers stuck in long lines waiting to pass through security. You'd never have seen that in JFK or LaGuardia, he thought.
Several minutes later, the guide led their large group though a wide gate and they emerged into the bright sunlight. As he stepped onto the sidewalk, he immediately felt the heat from the Mediterranean sun, and couldn't help but shield his eyes. It was much brighter than he'd expected, though it had been nearly a full day since he'd been outside.
He felt Ingrid squeeze his hand, and he looked over at her with a wide grin. He knew she felt as optimistic as he did. Israel meant hope, and better lives for both of them. Hatikva – the Hope – was what it had come to mean to him over the last few months. How fitting that Hatikva was also Israel's National Anthem.
"As long as the Jewish spirit is yearning deep in the heart,
With eyes turned toward the East, looking toward Zion,
Then our hope - the two-thousand-year-old hope - will not be lost:
To be a free people in our land,
The land of Zion and Jerusalem."
His eyes began to fill with tears – they had come so far and had placed so much faith in the promises that this faraway land could offer. And now they were finally here!
And as he blinked away his tears, he saw that his wife was quietly crying too. But in the bright Mediterranean sun, he suddenly noticed something different about her. Something he hadn't expected.
The long lines that had marked her face this last year had vanished, and that made him want to both cry and rejoice at the same time. Today – this day – they were starting a brand new life.
They had finally made aliyah – the return to Israel, to the land of their ancestors. In that moment, Jonathan Lehman vowed to never leave the land.
As he looked off in the distance at the brilliant white Tel Aviv skyline, he realized something else: the Lehmans were finally home.
It was the first day of school, and Ruth already felt better about being a sophomore than a freshman like last year.
She walked into the room indicated on her class schedule and took a seat near the right side, about in the middle. She didn't like being too close to the instructor, nor too far in the back. In the middle was just about right. Hopefully the instructor wouldn't give them assigned seats and make her move.
"Hi Ruth!" she heard a voice say behind her. She turned and saw it was Rina. They hugged and Rina took the seat next to her.
"Wow – I can't believe it! You're in here too?" Ruth asked.
"Yup – Geometry I," Rina said, double-checking her schedule. "Let's see what else we have together. Last year's schedule was terrible!"
"I know – it felt like we never got to see each other at all!" she replied. They compared schedules and found they had two other classes together, though both were in the afternoon.
The room was already over half-full of students, though most of them weren't sitting down yet. Ruth looked around and tried to find others she knew. Strangely, she noticed that there were several she had never seen before. More students were coming in now, and it seemed like there wouldn't be enough chairs and desks for everyone.
"Is it just me, or have you noticed that there's more students around here this year?" she mentioned to Rina.
"Yeah, I noticed it too – I've heard that more Americans have been immigrating, and now that they've finished their aliyah over the summer, the classes are getting bigger."
"Have you met any yet? What are they like?" she asked.
"I haven't met any yet, but my sister has. I think one of her friends' boyfriend is one – she says they're cute!"
Ruth smiled and glanced at some of the boys in the room. She could tell that some that had just entered were definitely new, just by how they looked and by some of the accents she could hear.
She frowned as she realized she hadn't heard about the Americans, though she had remembered her father mentioning something about the immigration budget being squeezed the last two years. She would have to start paying better attention to the news.
The instructor entered the room and Ruth saw his eyes widen when he saw all the students. He strode to the front and set his papers on the desk, sat down, and then glanced up at the clock. They still had a few more minutes before the bell rang and the class would begin.
Soon the bell rang and the instructor promptly stood up holding a sheet of paper. Most of the students immediately quieted down, except for a few near the back. He cleared his throat and began speaking.
"Good morning. My name is Mr. Wechsler, and this is the Geometry I class. We'll get started by doing roll-call and making sure that you're all supposed to be here. As you can see, we have many new students this year, so we'll need to work together to ensure we start on time each day. If you haven't already done so, please find a seat and we'll begin."
Mr. Wechsler began reading off the names on his list and then tracking who was present and who wasn't. As the students responded, Ruth noticed that at least ten of the new students were Americans. All the seats in room were taken, and seven students were standing off to the side. The class would definitely be full this year.
Ruth had never met an American, though she had heard they were typically rude, demanding, and frequently overweight – especially the tourists. But so far, these new students didn't seem that way – they almost seemed 'normal', in her opinion. At least compared to many of the other types of immigrants that came into Israel.
From her history classes last year, she knew that Israel experienced new waves of immigrants on a regular basis, and about every decade or so a new huge wave came in. The last waves had been from Eastern Europe and Russia, but those had been years ago – before she was born.
She didn't know much about America either, except that they had been going through financial problems for years. She remembered reading that there were about as many Jews in America as in Israel, and that there were more in New York than even Tel Aviv. She'd always found that hard to believe, but she hadn't been all that interested in it at the time.
Ruth glanced over at one of the new boys and smiled to herself. He'd been one with a particularly strong American accent, and she wondered where he came from. Haifa had always been mostly Russian or Eastern European Jews, with Hebrew being the predominant language rather than English as in Tel Aviv or Jerusalem. But she had been hearing people speaking in English much more often lately.
Then she realized that if this many new students from America were in just her class alone, how many more were immigrating to Israel? Thousands? Tens of thousands? More than that?
Perhaps the American immigration wave to Israel really had begun.
Ramzi al Din drove the pickup truck up to the designated site and then hopped out. His crew was already there, which pleased him. It would be a good day.
He looked around cautiously and then chided himself for his foolishness. Old habits died hard, he thought to himself. It would still take some time before he felt secure enough to not look over his shoulder – but perhaps he could after this job was finished.
Today was the day he'd been waiting years for. He approached his men and began directing them to their positions along the Separation Wall. They were in a good mood today, and hopefully they would make great progress.
As the men began carefully removing the barbed-wire that ran along the top of the Wall, Ramzi strode up to the heavy chain-link fence and touched it. He put his fingers through the Wall and smiled. Three years ago, that very act would have gotten him shot.
Three years! So much had happened in only three years! Who could have imagined that his life would be completely different in such a short amount of time? He certainly couldn't.
Three years ago, he had been a Palestinian refugee launching rockets into Israel from buildings in the West Bank. Today, he was a Jordanian citizen helping the Israelis tear down the very Separation Wall that had been constructed to keep him (and those like him) out.
He had always hated the Wall and had sworn he would live to see it torn down, but he had never imagined that he'd be the one doing it.
Three years ago, he had nothing but his hatred of the Jews to give him purpose every day. Now, he had a good wife and a young daughter, and a steady, decent income.
When the peace-plan had first been publicized, like most of the Arabs on the West Bank, he had initially resisted. But after the oil had begun flowing and the money started coming in, he decided it was time to change. His people had been fighting the Jews for generations, and where had it gotten them?
After the first few checks had arrived, he had decided to accept the deal and move to Jordan, before he was forced out (or worse). Evidently, most of his friends and acquaintances were thinking along the same lines, and soon entire communities in the West Bank were relocating. In the end, only a handful had held out against moving, but the Jordanians had quickly 'encouraged' them to leave.
And even though he'd had to relocate to Jordan, it hadn't been as bad as he'd initially thought. Jordan was a thoroughly Arab country that was now booming economically. Now that most men his age had steady work, who had time to fight a never-ending, losing battle?
After moving to Jordan and receiving full citizenship, he'd been hired by one of the many new construction companies to build homes for the new Arab immigrants (like himself). A year and a half later, he'd been promoted to supervisor. He had married Jana soon afterwards.
And then three months ago, he'd been surprised to learn that his company had been contracted to help demolish the Separation Wall in a joint Israeli-Jordanian effort. He had immediately volunteered his crew for the project.
Perhaps the time had finally come for the Arabs like him to stop fighting the Jews...
Sergei Ivanov checked that his door was closed and then removed the thin stack of papers from the folder marked 'Confidential' in blood-red lettering. The lettering was bold and written in three different languages: Russian, English, and Ukrainian.
He smiled as he realized the declaration only made him want to read the contents even more than he already did. Human nature was what it was, he supposed. But fortunately, he had sufficient privileges to view the documents without threat of personal harm from the SVR (Foreign Intelligence Service) or the FSB (Federal Security Service).
These were the latest internal estimates from the Interior Ministry concerning the amount of petroleum and natural gas in the reserves. Though he'd already had an inkling of what the report contained, he had still been quite impatient for it to finally arrive on his desk. He quickly skimmed the twenty-six page document before he began his more thorough analysis.
As a personal advisor to the Prime Minister, he had access to much of the same information that the rest of the Russian Cabinet did, but without any of the accountability. He suspected that he was also privy to much information that they were not, but that was mostly due to the whims and nature of the Prime Minister.
He had always found it quite ironic that if he was in the United States, his position would likely be referred to as one of the President's czars, the old Russian term for 'Caesar' or 'ruler'. His job was to both analyze information and provide policy advice and recommendations. He had an uncanny talent for both over the years, even from the time he was a young analyst in the KGB.
The latest mineral resource estimates were even worse than he feared. The eastern Siberian reserves were being depleted much faster than they should be. The Sino-Russian pipeline was serving its purpose all too well, and the Chinese had an insatiable – and ever-growing – appetite for petroleum and natural gas. If only Russia was growing as fast as China, their situation would be much less dire.
Russia was a dying nation. He knew it, the Prime Minister knew it, and the rest of the Cabinet knew it. But they rarely spoke of it. The population of Russia was not only aging, but dying off, and in less than twenty years (if the birth and death rates were accurate), there would be half as many native Russians as there were today.
He couldn't remember the last time he saw children playing in the streets as when he was a boy, but he had never much cared for children anyway. One of his first tasks upon entering into the Prime Minister's service had been to study the population problem and advise on how to reverse it. He had recommended an immediate restricting of the availability of abortion and birth-control, as well as tax incentives to families to have more children.
But the Prime Minister and the rest of the Cabinet had thought the abortion and birth-control policy changes would be far too extreme – and far too visible. Russia could not afford to show her vulnerability, not with the Chinese on the rise. Besides, with the black-market still thriving, those services would simply be moved out of state-hands and into the illegal market. Like Western Europe had been doing for the last fifty years, Russia was effectively committing slow national suicide.
Unfortunately, the natural resource estimates were yet another proverbial nail-in-the-coffin for the Russian Federation. He figured both the population and the energy supplies would dry up within ten years of one another, and both would be permanent. The Russian population had crossed the Point of No Return three years ago, and their fate simply could not be reversed unless nearly every existing couple had at least eight children. But no one could see that happening.
The Interior Ministry was due to release another announcement of a new massive discovery of natural gas in Siberia, on his recommendations, he was proud to say. Too bad the discovery was a complete fabrication. He didn't like having to provide misinformation, but it was part of his job. When strong, project weakness – and when weak (or in their case, dying), project strength. And vitality.
The rest of the world simply could not be allowed to know the seriousness of their true situation – especially China. They had already killed several times to suppress the release of that information – most recently as two weeks ago, as a matter of fact. Poor Yuri. Another unfortunate casualty in the struggle to preserve the Motherland.
He placed the report back in the confidential folder and sat back in his chair. Russia was still strong, and she was still a superpower – regardless of what was said in the papers. But they would not be able to hide the truth for much longer. The looming Collapse drew closer to the Motherland every year, and he had to find a way to delay it, or at least minimize its effects.
Sergei turned and stared at the huge map on the wall closest to him. The Russian Federation occupied over one-half of the map, since it was only showing the Euro-Asian continent. He focused on the star of Moscow and slowly let his gaze drift southward until it came to rest upon a tiny strip in the Middle East.
Israel, the conduit of the three great continents: Europe, Asia, and Africa, was just beginning to realize her enormous potential. Too bad the Jews were not conquerors; they could've taken Syria, Jordan, and Egypt decades ago but had chosen not to.
Now the Jews were both at peace and were growing more prosperous by the month. So many had left the Motherland after the Soviet Union had collapsed. And though he had never mentioned it, he knew that was when Russia had begun her death-spiral. The Jews – especially the Orthodox – had always provided many bright children to the Motherland, and had been the source of much of the vitality needed to keep the nation growing.
But the Jews had all left years ago – now only their fading shadow remained. They had been replaced largely by Muslims, but the Motherland had changed in a way he couldn't quite explain. Somehow, it just felt dead.
Suddenly, he was filled with an overwhelming desire to possess the native land of the Jews. From there – that single juncture of the three great continents – one could control the eastern Mediterranean, southern Asia, Arabia, and North Africa, not to mention Iraq, Iran, and many others. He could scarcely imagine the enormity of the wealth and power that would be theirs if they were to seize that miniscule parcel of land called Israel.
The notion had come upon him late one night over a month ago, but he'd had yet to mention it to anyone. At this point, it was just too radical and unformulated to be taken seriously. But the more he considered it, the more he knew it was the only solution to so many of the Motherland's problems.
He knew – and had known from the beginning – that Russia could not simply invade the Middle East without precedent. That would risk the other world powers becoming involved, and that would be disastrous. Any action they took would need to be looked upon favorably, if not authorized by the United Nations – however distasteful and worthless that might be.
Israel's primary ally, the United States, was weakening after being stretched thin both financially and militarily for the last twenty years. Several long, expensive wars could do that to a nation. Russia knew that firsthand from their experiences in Eastern Europe and Afghanistan a generation ago.
If only they could keep the United States from becoming involved – no other world power would dare interfere with them. China was another risk, but India was a growing power too, and the Chinese would not dare move cross the Indian Ocean, at least not yet.
His eyes returned to Israel – that was the key to the Motherland's survival. He was convinced of it. They simply had to reach out and take it. Russia's coming demise would be averted and future wealth and power would be cemented for generations.
But how? And then another thought entered his mind, which made him smile at its sheer audacity.
Perhaps more peace in the Middle East was the answer.
Sergei arrived at the Prime Minister's office early, but found that the Defense Minister was already there, sitting across the desk from the Prime Minister. He recovered quickly and composed himself, exuding his familiar air of self-confidence and seriousness.
The contrasts between the two men were almost comical, if they didn't wield so much power. Dmitri Guseinov, one of the youngest Prime Ministers in the history of Russia, was handsome, thin, and deliberate, while Igor Pronin was old, overweight, and very quick-tempered. He trusted the Prime Minister only slightly more than the Defense Minister, which wasn't saying much. He had known them both for nearly two decades, but had only worked closely with Dmitri before. Also, it didn't hurt to have damaging information on both of them, which he kept in a very safe place.
The three men exchanged short pleasantries and then took their seats around the Prime Minister's desk.
"Now, what was so important that the Defense Minister needed to meet with us?" Dmitri asked.
"Gentlemen, before I begin, am I safe in assuming that you've both read my assessment of the latest report of the resource estimates from the Interior Ministry?" Sergei asked. Both nodded that they had. "As you are well aware, at the current rate of extraction and processing, the Eastern Siberian reserves will be depleted within the next twenty years, twenty-five at the latest. By that time, our other reserves will soon follow, and the Motherland will find that her primary source of revenue has permanently 'dried up'. In addition to that crisis, we will have reached severe population problems nearly simultaneously, which will likely cause a collapse not seen since the demise of the former Empire."
Igor sneered slightly, but remained silent. He was one of the military officers who had conveniently been unreachable during the final days of the Soviet Empire. The Prime Minister motioned for him to continue.
"That is why I have called the three of us together today – I believe I have devised a solution to our looming crisis."
Now that he had their attention, he proceeded to explain his ambitious proposal: gather the Muslims of the former southern republics and the Middle East and invade the land of Israel. Both men listened patiently to his proposition, but the Defense Minister was the first to voice his concerns.
"Your proposal has merit, but what about the Americans?" Igor asked bluntly. Throughout the last century, the United States had continually kept the Motherland in check, both during the Soviet days and those that had followed. The Americans had been a constant thorn in their side.
"This proposal effectively neutralizes the United States – it was designed with their likely interference in mind. The Americans are very predictable in their foreign policy and response to any unprovoked attack on a long-standing ally. However, they are also quite divided, especially with regards to peace initiatives and the role of the United Nations. The Americans are sick of foreign wars and their sons dying in the Middle East. Not to mention that they are heavily indebted to the Chinese."
"What timetable do you have in mind for this venture?" Dmitri asked.
Sergei frowned slightly and drew a deep breath.
"It is my belief that we must begin the process immediately, before our true economic situation becomes widely known. Once that information goes public, the economy could see much of our foreign capital to be withdrawn and we'll experience another deep recession. At this point in time, our economy is sound, our military forces have been modernized, and many of our allies have been fully supplied. Our adversaries are weak, and we may not have another opportunity before the Collapse."
The room was silent for a long moment. Then the Defense Minister spoke.
"His proposal does solve a number of our pressing problems, and I concur that now is the time. Europe still has no armies, but as the Americans withdraw to their hemisphere, they will begin forming a military structure again. China is a risk, though they can be given land to make them stay put," Igor said.
Both Dmitri and Sergei nodded. If it was one bargaining chip that Russia had, it was land. Their Scythian ancestors had first conquered and held the Motherland by using its vastness to their advantage. And besides, they could always 'reacquire' the lost territory later.
"With regards to the Islamic republics and various nations in the Middle East, they will not hesitate to join in any invasion of Israel. It is a constant reminder of their past defeats – a source of humiliation. We have supplied them well and have constructed our alliances with them quite well. They will be easy to sway into our confederation," Igor promised.
"The Americans still present the greatest threat, though their economy is weak and their people are disheartened. They still have a formidable presence in much of the Middle East, as well as being the primary supplier and ally of Israel. Tell me more about how you plan to 'neutralize them', as you put it," Dmitri requested.
Sergei smiled – if they had come this far, they would be certain to agree with his next proposal.
"After we bring our allies – primarily Turkey and Iran – into our circle, we will introduce a resolution of permanent disarmament and peace for the Middle East in the United Nations..." he began.
True to form, the Turks and Iranians agreed to the Russian proposal, even though it involved giving up much of their nuclear arsenal. The joint Israel-Jordanian attack on Damascus had deeply divided the Islamic power structure in the Middle East, and they could no longer be certain of their allies.
Even the Russians were surprised at how quickly they agreed to the scheme. They were careful to not involve any others, and kept their true aims concealed and known only to their inner circle. The UN Resolution 3996 was received even better than the Russian planners had expected, with nearly all the Muslim nations of Africa and the Middle East begging to co-sign the resolution.
The Resolution called for the immediate disarmament of the Middle East while the region was stable, before any of the nations could begin rebuilding their arsenals. In a show of good-faith, Iran would allow international inspection teams into their country to inspect all their nuclear sites, weapons factories, and armories. Then they would voluntarily relinquish control of their nuclear weapons into international control. And then the Israel would be called upon to do the same – and then the rest of the Middle East would follow.
Soon even the larger nations of Europe, such as France, Germany, and Hungary joined in the Coalition, along with several central Asian states. Various Western countries signed on too, such as Venezuela, Brazil, Mexico, Argentina, and even Cuba joined in the motion. The media and peace-activists immediately threw all their weight and influence behind the resolution and claimed that if passed, there would finally be lasting peace in the Middle East.
But the United States, Canada, Great Britain, and Australia, and of course Israel withheld their support from the resolution. Those nations had long distrusted Iran, recognizing that a violent, unstable nation would never voluntarily hand over the very weapons they had spent decades desperately trying to obtain. Israel especially saw that given the continuous threats from Iran, the peace proposal was merely a ploy to disarm Israel and leave her virtually defenseless.
In the past, the only times Israel's enemies had ever wanted to make peace with her was when they were being beaten badly and needed to re-group or re-arm. Without the unspoken threat of her nuclear weapons to stave off a massive invasion, Israel knew she would not likely survive a joint attack from the Arabs as in the past. Her neighbors were now too sophisticated and too well-armed (supplied primarily from Russia, of all nations). And if Jordan turned and once again became her enemy, Israel would have no place to turn but to the sea.
The measure was put to a vote before a full session of the United Nations a week after its introduction, after less than only three days of debate. The resolution nearly unanimously passed, with only Israel voting against the measure and the United States, Canada, and Australia abstaining from the vote altogether.
Jordan's ambassador had privately voiced the King's concerns to Israel's ambassador, but said that they feared the consequences of military reprisals if they did not vote with the Coalition. The King likely knew that if Israel fell, Jordan would be next because they had made (and kept) numerous peace treaties with Israel for many years, not to mention the latest one which had reshaped the region.
The Prime Minister of Israel and his Cabinet knew they were being manipulated and pressed into an impossible situation, but they were helpless to stop it.
Gil Netanya ran his hand through his thinning gray hair and rushed into the Prime Minister's office, almost without thinking where he was and stopped just inside the doorway. Fortunately, he had been expected. Unfortunately, Israel was in a state of crisis.
The Prime Minister glanced up and waved him in. Bernstein looked as frazzled as he was.
"Mr. Prime Minister," he began. "The weapons inspectors have just concluded their inspections and inventory of Iran’s weapons – full disarmament is underway."
Ari Bernstein closed his eyes and let out a brief sigh of relief. He had waited years to hear those very words, but could never have imagined it would be under the current circumstances. If it had been at any other time, he would have relished them. But not today.
The disarmament of Iran meant that Israel was next.
In the weeks that had followed the ratification of UN Resolution 3996, Iran had allowed weapons inspectors from Europe, Russia, India, China (and even the United States) into all their nuclear facilities and missile factories. They combed over the sites and checked the inventories against their intelligence databases and weapons estimates. The Iranians even took them to several sites that had previously been unknown to anyone, even the Russians and the Israelis.
Iran had appeared to be fully open about her programs after decades of maneuvers and deception. After the initial round of inspections proved successful, the disarmament groups had moved in to secure, dismantle, and remove all the nuclear weapons and materials. As of today (at least according to the announcement), Iran was no longer a looming nuclear threat to the world.
But that mean Israel would soon be pushed to allow the inspectors into their country and disclose their secret nuclear arsenal.
"Mr. Prime Minister, are you still resolved to not allow the inspectors access?"
"Yes, Gil – we cannot risk our national security on paper and promises. You still agree, don't you?" Ari asked.
"Certainly, sir. We've been promised peace before. In the end, we're the only ones we can rely on to defend our people. We certainly cannot rely on the UN Security Council."
Ari nodded. He would personally call their UN ambassador after their meeting concluded. Israel could give the UN many things – money, oil, agricultural technology, or even a small amount of land, but the one thing they could never surrender was their nuclear arms.
In the past, Israel had relied on all the promises of the United Nations, Europe, and even the United States, but they had always been betrayed in the end. If the UN could not be trusted with simple matters such as securing the borders between Israel and Lebanon or Israel and Egypt, how could they possibly be trusted with Israel's national security?
Both Ari and Gil knew how the UN Security Council would react and the accusations that would erupt from the sponsors (and many of the supporters) of the UN resolution: they would accuse Israel of being warmongers and standing in the way of global peace.
But their responsibility was to the Jewish people who had put their faith, hope, and trust in them. They would never surrender Israel's sovereignty or right to self-defense, especially to the Russians and their Arab partners.
Two days later, Israel refused to allow the inspectors into their facilities, and the supporters of the UN Resolution 3996 unanimously decided to enforce the terms of noncompliance. Even the United States pressured Israel to at least let the inspectors in and inventory the weapons.
But Israel refused to back down – if the inspectors entered their facilities, their enemies would know their precise defense capabilities and the locations of all their weapons depots and military infrastructure.
The UN Security Council, led by Russia, immediately took a hard-line stance with Israel, and demanded that the Israelis allow the weapons inspectors into their facilities within thirty days or they would be forced to comply with the resolution.
And if Israel still refused the inspections after the deadline, the UN Security Council would have no choice but to authorize the use of force against the Jewish State.
Like many Israelis, Yaakov smelled a trap carefully being set. After decades of Iran frantically pursuing nuclear arms, suddenly volunteering to give them up for the sake of peace just did not add up. The mullahs cared little for the well-being of their own people, much less for the other nations in the Middle East.
And had not Iran been preaching for years that their Islamic messiah could not come unless Israel was destroyed first? The radical mullahs had been praying for the Twelfth Imam (whoever that was) to return for decades.
Even before the Islamic Revolution in 1979, Iran had never wanted peace with Israel, and they had done everything they could to terrorize and slaughter Jews through their proxies of Hezbollah and the Islamic Jihad, both in Israel and abroad. Surely Iran had not given up her true aims – especially after Israel and Jordan had recently 'defanged' their proxies! What were they up to?
Despite Iran's newly found pacifism, the injection of Russia into the Middle East as the primary sponsor of peace was also very disconcerting. Former Russian military officials had admitted only a few years ago that the Soviet Union had worked closely with Syria, Egypt, and Iraq to instigate the Six Day War, with the stated goal of destroying Israel's nuclear weapons program in its very infancy.
Russia had not only been prepared to bomb Israel's reactors and weapons factories, but to also launch an amphibious assault and destroy much of their military infrastructure. But when Israel had suddenly taken the offensive and surprisingly overwhelmed her adversaries, Russia backed out of the plan, leaving their Arab allies to fend for themselves.
UN Resolution 3996 was just the latest anti-Israel resolution put forth in the United Nations, along with the dozens of previous resolutions against Israel. The United Nations had been started with the best of intentions, but the Soviet and Arab influence of the previous decades had pulled it far away from its ideals and turned it into a harmful organization that provided cover for dictators and thugs, while constraining the influence of the freer nations.
Over and over, the UN had turned a blind eye towards various genocides (especially in Muslim nations), while issuing condemnation after condemnation against Israel for the most trivial of perceived human rights violations and other trumped-up offenses.
How could Israel survive without their nuclear weapons to keep their enemies from invading? She would still have her traditional arms and weaponry, but she was so small and so urbanized now that it would be difficult for her to maneuver and defend herself. Who would come to their aid? Who would stand with Israel with the whole world against her?
Their staunchest ally since 1967, the United States, appeared to be remaining on the sidelines in their darkest hour. He figured that China and Russia were pressuring the Americans to stay out of the conflict. That was the power that massive indebtedness could do to a nation, even to a rich superpower like the US.
Would Israel really be left all alone this time? Only the coming days and weeks would tell, but Yaakov was skeptical about anyone coming to Israel's side – even Jordan who they had most recently allied with. The thought of his beloved nation being completely alone in the world terrified him.
Israel could take on her surrounding neighbors and likely survive, but not against a confederacy drawn from dozens of other nations, especially one armed and led by Russia.
Mordechai Avrahim felt someone press towards the Wall next to him but he refused to open his eyes. He gripped his prayer-book even harder to refocus and resumed his daily prayers.
The Western Wall – or the Wailing Wall as it was known to the Orthodox – had been living up to its name ever since the UN Resolution had passed. And while the holy site had always been busy, it had been packed with the devout and many others for the past two weeks. The noise from the additional people often made it hard for him to keep focused, but there was also a deeper fervency that he welcomed.
Ten minutes later, Mordechai finished his prayers and slowly backed away from the Wall, bowing reverently as he went. Once he reached the Plaza, he turned and left through the exit into the Jewish Quarter.
He loved his morning custom of praying at the Wailing Wall, and rarely missed a day. It was a practice he had kept ever since he had moved to Jerusalem over fifteen years ago. He had never been on the Temple Mount itself, but praying at the Wall was enough for him. Going up on the Temple Mount was legal for Jews, but was not allowed by the Orthodox for fear of stepping on the unknown site of the Most Holy Place.
As he hurried home, he thought about the recent developments concerning the UN inspectors and the enormous pressure being exerted on his nation to allow the UN inspectors in and the disarmament process to begin. For once, he felt the government was doing the right thing in standing their ground and not giving into the demands of others who only wished them harm.
He saw himself as somewhat of a centrist when it came to his orthodoxy. He observed and studied the traditions devoutly, but was nowhere close to being as extreme as some of the Haredim who believed the Israeli State had no right to exist since it had not been created by Moshiach Himself. Sometimes he felt his own people could be as irrational and stubborn as the radicals in Iran.
His own rabbi had been encouraging their synagogue to study in depth the latter Ezekiel passages, which he was of course familiar with. The synagogues had been much more crowded the last few weeks, which he also welcomed. Crises such as these brought the people together and helped them more earnestly seek after God.
He often didn't like the secular makeup and leanings of the modern State of Israel, but at least they were safe to worship in their own land, which had been impossible for nearly two thousand years. But with the current international developments, how much longer would that be true?
Something else his rabbi had encouraged them to do was to list the nations involved in the Ezekiel 38-39 prophecy, which described a massive attack upon Israel. He hadn't followed the instructions to conduct his own study yet, but decided he would do that this morning.
He soon arrived home and took off his coat and hung his hat on the rack where it belonged. He immediately removed his well-worn copy of the Tanakh and sat down in his reading chair to begin his study. He began reading three chapters early, both to more fully get the context of the passage and because it was one of his favorite passages: the re-gathering of Israel from the Diaspora by God Himself.
When he came to the Ezekiel 38 passage, he followed the rabbi's instructions and carefully made a list of the nations on a notepad (by their ancestral names, of course). The nations and tribes mentioned by name were: Magog (in the uttermost north), Persia, Ethiopia, Libya, Gomer, and the house of Togarmah.
Once he was finished, he turned to the back of the Tanakh and began locating many of the nations on the list. Magog was the easiest to locate, because it was the upper north – the modern nation of Russia. Persia was also easy to locate, which everyone knew as Iran. The others were also not difficult to ascertain, except for Tarshish and one or two others.
As the list began to grow, he wrote down the modern names of the nations involved in the attack. Several minutes later when he was satisfied with his study, his curiosity got the better of him and he picked up the morning paper to read the latest developments.
In the second paragraph of the lead article was a list of the nations who were sponsoring the attack, and he began placing a small checkmark next to each nation mentioned in the article that was also on his list. And soon – to his astonishment – all the nations described in the Ezekiel passage had been checked off.
He put down his notepad and went to the window to look up to the open sky.
Could this looming crisis be the fulfillment of the very prophecy that he had just studied?
Saleem Mahmad stirred on his thin mat on the floor of the mud hut. For a moment, he thought someone had called his name. His eyelids briefly opened and then sank back down.
"Saleem! Saleem!" a voice rang out.
He rose from the mat, put on his shirt, stuffed the gun into the back of his pants, and then stumbled outside. The sun was just rising in the sky, but the village was already awake and more active than normal for this time of the morning.
Saleem shielded his eyes from the sunlight and looked around. To his surprise, he found there were several visitors in the village. The abnormal level of activity and the presence of two battered jeeps told him they were probably from one of the armed tribes nearby. If they would've been from the military, the people would have not been nearly as friendly.
The others were crowding around the visitors, who appeared to be handing out small bags of food or gifts. The thick dust kicked up from the jeeps and the villagers was beginning to settle, and he could now see the visitors, who seemed friendly. That was a good sign, he thought to himself.
"What took you so long?" his friend Omar demanded. They were nearly the same age – seventeen summers – with Omar being a few months younger.
"I was sleeping. Who are these foreigners?" Saleem replied.
"They are from the north – they're looking for new recruits. They say there is a big battle coming!"
Saleem grinned. He'd heard that before, but had yet to participate in anything more than local skirmishes.
"What type of battle? And against who?"
"I don't know – let's go find out!" Omar said, and the two men hurried over to where one of the men from the jeeps was speaking loudly.
"And then after the transports arrive in the Sinai desert, we will train for the final battle to forever free Palestine – to forever destroy the Jews! I hereby declare that all of you who take part in this great jihad with us will personally meet Allah in his kingdom!"
Saleem smiled – the thought of being with Allah in his wonderful state of eternal bliss and comfort was being offered. All they had to do was help these men fight. And though he'd heard rumors of jihads against the Satans of the West, there had never been an opportunity in his remote village to participate in such a glorious battle.
"Men and boys of this village, I implore you not to hesitate – join us now! This will be our final invitation to the tribes of Yemen. For everyone who signs on with us, we will provide rice and grain to your families in your absence. All who wish to go with us, come here for inspection and we will add you to the list. We will then return this evening to go forth into battle!"
Both Omar and Saleem went forward with all the other men of their village, except for the handful of the crippled and the elderly. The man who had spoken and the three others with him quickly inspected the volunteers and then wrote their names on the list.
After his name had been written down, Saleem was ushered off to the side with the others and they were handed a small bag of rice. The man promised they would return by nightfall with trucks for them. He was glad he was finally going off to war, but when he thought about it, he wasn't quite sure why.
He didn't know why they were fighting the Jews, but he'd always been told terrible things about them. He had never met a Jew, but the way others usually spoke of them, they apparently had been cursed above all other tribes by Allah or His Prophet Mohammed at some time in the past. And now they were little more than apes or some other form of subhuman.
Everyone he knew hated them, but he had never really heard why. Most called them thieves and liars and even blood-drinkers. They must truly be terrible if even villagers from remote tribes such as his were being rallied to the cause. And if this was the final battle, how glorious of a battle would it be!
He couldn't wait to go into battle for the glory of Allah. And whether he lived or died, Paradise and eternal comfort would be waiting for him!
Sergei Ivanov finished arranging the latest field reports from the Coalition forces gathering in the Middle East. The numbers were even better than he had hoped.
Russian Federation: 2,203,725 troops; 15,216 tanks; 3,041 aircraft
Iran: 1,392,834 troops; 1,652 tanks; 358 aircraft
Turkey: 905,823 troops; 4,383 tanks; 952 aircraft
Ex-Soviet Republics: 890,110 troops; 1,580 tanks; 90 aircraft (estimated)
Ethiopia: 476,734 troops, 109 tanks; 41 aircraft
Germany: 205,012 troops; 2,384 tanks; 251 aircraft
Syria: 102,135 troops; 1,083 tanks; 208 aircraft (estimated)
Lebanon: 52,104 troops; 102 tanks; 10 aircraft
Algeria: 105,012 troops; 1,073 tanks; 182 aircraft (estimated)
Kuwait: 15,736 troops; 407 tanks; 128 aircraft
Libya: 142,834 troops; 1314 tanks; 480 aircraft (estimated)
Sudan: 53,100 troops; 1650 tanks, 20 aircraft (estimated)
Tunisa: 34,300 troops; 100 tanks; 75 aircraft (estimated)
Yemen: 65,400 troops, 320 tanks; 100 aircraft (estimated)
U.A.E.: 71,084 troops, 118 tanks; 136 aircraft
The Israeli forces were miniscule compared to the Coalition: 2.5 million troops (all active and reserves), 1,750 tanks, and 1,600 aircraft. The Coalition outnumbered the Israelis by nearly 4:1 in troops, 20:1 in tanks, and 5:1 in aircraft. And the odds would only grow in favor of the Coalition over the next two weeks as more joined against Israel.
During the last month, Russia had openly organized what they called the "Coalition for Peace" and had been heavily arming and supplying every nation that had volunteered to join their alliance. Russia would provide the arms, command-and-control logistics, and the leadership that the Coalition would need to seize the weapons of Israel. For the other nations that already had well-financed militaries, the Russians offered lucrative oil contracts and energy discounts.
The Coalition was enormous – the largest, best equipped confederacy of nations ever assembled. It was obvious to everyone that Russia and her allies were gathering all their forces to present such an overwhelming force that Israel would certainly back down. Iran, Turkey, Africa, and nearly all of Central Asia were in the Coalition, and even several South American and Indonesian nations had joined them.
From Europe, the Germans and the French had also signed on, primarily due to their numerous oil and weapons contracts with Iran, Turkey, and Syria. Eastern Europe, due to the enormous pressure from Russia concerning their natural gas and oil supplies, also reluctantly signed on – they would contribute to the Coalition so their citizens would not freeze that winter.
The United States had staunchly refused to take part in the Coalition in any way, along with Great Britain, Canada, Australia and a few other small nations in Western Europe. NATO had all but disintegrated, and now existed on little more than paper. Mexico and many of the smaller Central and South American nations had very little in the way of military forces to contribute, though they lent diplomatic support to the Coalition.
And though the United States was not directly helping Israel, they were pressuring a number of other nations to not join with the Russians. Both Saudi Arabia and Iraq took the side of the United States and Great Britain and claimed neutrality. Both were heavily protected and armed by the United States as a defense against Iran, and the United States had threatened to remove that protection if they took part in the Coalition.
Only six days remained until the deadline arrived. If Israel allowed the inspectors into their nuclear and military facilities without hindrance, the Coalition would not invade. But Sergei was certain that Israel would not comply. However, if the unthinkable happened and they did, he had several strategies in place to ensure there would be an invasion.
The Jewish State must not be allowed to survive under any circumstances. Otherwise, all the Muslims they had gathered would not be placated and could possibly turn against them.
Several high-ranking military analysts had reviewed the previous wars against Israel, in which the Jews had been up against overwhelming numbers, and had yet prevailed. He was only a young boy when the Six Day War had occurred. He hadn't heard about it until years afterwards, mainly due to limited information the Politburo had allowed to circulate within the Soviet Union.
The analysts had all came to the same conclusion: that confusion and lack of coordination had always caused the Arabs to falter, allowing the Israelis to get the upper-hand. In each of the wars, Israel had been far outmatched in terms of troops, equipment, and advantage. And yet the tiny nation had not only survived, but had emerged victorious each time.
His objective was to ensure that did not happen again, especially since he had convinced the Prime Minister and his Cabinet that their 'investment' in this Coalition would mean a new age of power and prosperity for the Russian Motherland. And with Russia's command-and-control centers far removed from the reach of the Israelis, they were certain to prevail.
Over the last three weeks, the tensions between Israel and the rest of the world had escalated tremendously. Despite their long history of alliances and partnerships with Israel, even the United States had become very critical of her stonewalling. They would not take Israel's side outright, otherwise the conflict could quickly turn into a world war in a matter of hours. The United States had been effectively neutralized, just as he had planned.
But still Israel had refused to comply. The United Nations had always been weak, divided and fickle, and Israel's leadership had apparently decided to gamble on that weakness. Surely the UN humanitarians would come to their senses and would not put nine million innocent people at risk. After all, hadn't the State of Israel had been created by the United Nations in the first place?
But the Israelis had underestimated the Russian and Arab influence in the United Nations, especially with a weakened United States. And they had underestimated how badly the Islamic nations wanted vengeance for the Jewish State being in the very center of their rising caliphate.
Tomorrow morning, the UN delegate for the Russians would list the names and numbers of all the nations participating in the Coalition to disarm Israel and finally bring peace to the Middle East. And they would repeat their demands each morning until Israel complied – until the deadline expired.
If Israel did not comply by the deadline next week, the Coalition was authorized by the UN Resolution to invade their country and permanently dismantle their government. The nation of Israel would cease to exist, martial law would be administered by the Coalition, and all her citizens would be dispersed throughout the world as they had been before 1948. And even if they did surrender after the invasion began, martial law would be instituted and enforced by the Coalition until all the nuclear weapons had been removed from Israel.
Israel had called up all their reserves and put their military forces on standby ever since UN Resolution 3996 had been ratified. And now they were calling upon all their citizens to prepare for war. All Israel (along with most of the other Jewish people of the world) knew that the Coalition would not use restraint, given the rampant anti-Semitism throughout the alliance.
The Jews were knowledgeable enough about their own long history to recognize that billions of the people in the world wanted to see them slaughtered.
At times, Sergei had been amazed at their resolve. Yet the fact remained that Israel stood alone.
Ruth stared at the only clock in the classroom and watched the seconds slowly tick by. Only twenty-two more minutes. She couldn't wait for the day to be over.
Today had gone by even slower than most had recently – their evacuation drills had been early in the morning, and the rest of the day had been quite monotonous. Every day for the past three weeks, they'd had fire drills, bomb drills, and evacuations at strange, unexpected times. She hated having to dive under her desk, but that's what they had been taught over and over. Like a simple school desk could save anyone from a nuclear attack.
The school's dress-code had recently become stricter also, which she and all of her friends hated. No dresses or skirts above the knee, no heels or platform shoes, etc. – none of the more fashionable clothing, in her opinion. She understood the reasons for the change, but she still didn't like it. One couldn't exactly run very fast for shelter in heels and such.
When she thought about all that was happening around her, she could feel herself almost overwhelmed with terror. So she tried to think about it as little as possible. Why should she worry about something she had absolutely no control over?
But it was tough – talk of the naval blockade and the forces massing in Lebanon, Syria, and the Sinai were all over the news. Her parents often discussed it too, and her father had just been called up to his old reserve unit last night. He would be packing today and reporting for duty tomorrow morning. He probably wouldn't see active combat, of course, but he would still be leaving to serve in his unit somewhere.
She didn't like that at all – she could understand her brothers going off to war, but her father? He was almost fifty years old now!
Rina's father had been called up too, but he had left earlier last week. She had heard that every man under sixty years old had been called up, and also many of the women who had served, but only if they had no children or other dependents living at home. Practically the whole nation was being mobilized!
But Israel was in a state of emergency – no one knew what the Coalition would do. Would they launch a surprise attack against Israel or were they just bluffing?
Ruth's mother had told her they would be going to synagogue this Shabbat, which she wasn't happy about either. But if going to pray would somehow make a difference in what was happening, then she supposed she could do it. She had never liked praying – it made her feel foolish and uncomfortable, as if she were praying to the air.
She just couldn't wait for this entire mess to be over with and for life to return to normal.
Mordechai Avrahim finished the Shacharit (morning prayers) and then stood up to stretch. He would be going to the Wailing Wall later that morning, when the crowds had thinned somewhat.
Like many of the Orthodox – both in Israel and abroad – he had been studying the latter passages of Ezekiel in depth for the last month. And not only the Ezekiel prophecies, but many from Daniel, Jeremiah, Isaiah, and the other Prophets. The Psalms were also full of messianic prophecies, and he found himself yearning more and more for the coming of the Meshiach.
Would He finally come to rescue his people Israel in these dark times? Mordechai was doubtful; his people had been through many terrible times over the last two thousand years, and He had yet to appear. Not even in the darkest days of the Holocaust had there even been a hint that the Meshiach would come to help them.
But despite his doubts about the Meshiach, Mordechai fully believed in leaving everything in God's hands. He fully believed that God had resurrected His nation of Israel from the ashes of history. He had brought His people back from the sword and over the last century, had regathered them from among all the lands in which He had scattered them, just as He had promised. And he believed that God would not scatter them ever again.
Mordechai believed that He had brought them back to Israel for a purpose, and was now allowing the nations of Allah to gather against them. Why? His own rabbi had made a suggestion the preceding Shabbat: perhaps He was gathering them against Israel for the same reason He had allowed Pharaoh to rise long ago: so He could show His glory among them and all the people of the world.
He smiled as he thought more about the various promises that God had made to the children of Israel centuries ago. Promises of blessings and promises of cursings. The first time Israel was in the land, they had abandoned the Lord and His commands (especially the Shabbat laws and moral code), and therefore incurred His wrath.
But since Theodore Herzl and the rise of the Zionist movement of the previous century, it had always seemed to him that God was with them, as evidenced by Israel's remarkable (many said 'miraculous') success in her wars of 1948, 1967, and 1973. And since God had not handed them over to the Arab hordes in those wars, perhaps He would not abandon them in this one either.
He had studied prophecy before of course – so much of the Tanakh was about that mysterious subject. However, much of it had been on a scholarly level, rather than a personal one – or at least it had been. Over the last few weeks, he had begun feeling more connected with the writers of the Tanakh than he had in years. Perhaps it was because their need was so great now and so many people were reading and talking about the Scriptures everywhere he went.
As the deadline continued to draw closer, his synagogue had become more and more crowded every Shabbat. He'd heard that most synagogues of all sizes were packed, along with many of the tourist sites. Could it be that even the secularists and Zionists were awakening to Him they so often ignored or despised? Could it be that the Lord was stirring the spirit of the people once again, after so many centuries of silence?
More and more, he was getting the sense that God was moving in the hearts and minds of the people of Israel – His Chosen People. The People of the Book – His Book.
And then he remembered something his old rabbi from his childhood had often repeated to encourage the synagogue:
When there's nowhere else to turn, the people turn to God.
And with the armies of their enemies growing larger and larger every hour and her allies having all but abandoned her, there really was nowhere else for Israel to turn – except to God.
The Coalition was the most terrible military force ever to enter the Middle East. At over five million troops, thirty thousand tanks, and ten thousand aircraft, it dwarfed the alliance of the Persian Gulf War.
There were so many more soldiers than equipment that the Coalition had even been bringing in thousands upon thousands of horses, just to move soldiers to the front lines faster.
In two days, the world's only Jewish State would be fighting once again for her very survival. But this time, the odds against her truly couldn't be worse.
Over the course of the crisis, Gil Netanya had been observing the Prime Minister carefully, watching for any signs of faltering resolve on the part of his long-time friend. But so far, he had maintained his composure and had not cracked under the tremendous strain. He felt honored to serve under such a great leader.
Unfortunately, the same could not be said for the rest of the nation. As the Coalition forces gathered in Lebanon, Syria, and in the Sinai, the Israelis increasingly prayed for a miracle. Rabbis throughout Israel, along with their Jewish and Christian counterparts all over the world, were expounding from their Scriptures, emphatically promising that only God Himself would save them. Even many of the secularists were becoming religious in these dark times.
Gil let out a long breath and glanced over one of the many letters he had received over the last two weeks. He didn't have time to go through them all of course, but he took a sampling every other day. He'd heard that the Prime Minister was receiving at least four times the number that he was.
This one was pleading with him (and the Prime Minister, of course) to simply allow the inspectors into Israel and give up their nuclear weapons. Was the slaughter tens of thousands (or even hundreds of thousands) of innocent civilians worth their stubbornness? Why take the risk of another Holocaust? The letters from schoolchildren were especially difficult to read.
But he had received even more letters and emails of the opposite opinion: to stay the course and defend the Jewish State against all enemies. He had been receiving more and more letters describing the Ezekiel 38-39 passage and the many parallels between the nations mentioned in the prophecy and the Coalition forces gathering against their nation.
He had never taken prophecy seriously (especially since he was not a religious man), but he had to admit that he found this one particularly intriguing. In fact, a week ago, several Cabinet members had discussed the prophecy after a meeting in the Prime Minister's office. The Prime Minister seemed interested, but did not pursue it further. He had always been careful to maintain a significant separation between his personal beliefs and the office.
At face-value, the Ezekiel 38-39 passage seemed extremely accurate in detailing many of the nations involved in the Coalition, especially the strange involvement of Russia as its leader. But most of the secular Israelis as a whole had little faith. After all, God had not saved them from the Holocaust and the other dozens of mass slaughters throughout their long history.
Once again, they were all alone in a terribly hostile world. Why would this time be any different? If Israel were to survive, it would be by their wits, fortitude, and a heavy dose of good luck.
But the pressure upon Israel was on a scale that had never been before. Though nations had gathered against them on every front in the past, never before had such an enormous military force ever been assembled, and against such a tiny, insignificant nation such as Israel. Throughout her modern history, Israel had never attacked another nation for no reason other than when her immediate survival and security was stake.
The air, land, and sea forces that were streaming into the Middle East were astounding, and a complete air and naval blockade had been established three days ago. It was as if the entire Middle East and the lands to the north had sent the full capacity of their military forces – and then some. The Sinai Desert and Southern Lebanon had all but been turned into staging grounds for the Coalition forces. And from the size and makeup of the forces that were gathering, there would be little chance for even surrender once the Coalition began to move against Israel.
The gathering conflict was also having profound effects internationally. Over the last week as the UN deadline had approached, all the financial markets uniformly dropped in double-digit percentages, and the media was now focused completely on the dire situation in the Middle East. The entire world was watching; everyone was glued to their televisions, phones, and computers as the deadline approached.
Would the Coalition come to their senses and not invade, or would Israel surrender and let the inspectors in? That was the question on everyone's mind – and neither side showed any sign of breaking. As the Coalition forces continued to grow, it looked more and more as if the Coalition would invade Israel regardless of any decision she made.
From the international papers, he had read that anti-Semitism had also dramatically increased across the world over the past month. Even in traditionally Jewish-friendly cities such as New York and Washington D.C., many synagogues had been vandalized or burned. Those of Europe and the few remaining in Russia and the Eastern Bloc had been targeted first, but the burnings in America had surprised even him.
He and the Prime Minister had been pleading with the President of the United States to use its veto power in the UN Security Council to intervene on their behalf, or even move their forces closer to Israel to put pressure on the Coalition. But the President and his Cabinet would not respond. The force had grown so large that even the United States was too afraid to intervene. But the President did attempt to become a mediator between Israel and the Coalition once again, such that the United States would ensure that Israel would be disarmed if the Coalition promised not to invade Israel.
Israel did not trust any of the members in the Coalition, especially Russia and Iran, but was open to the plan. Many of Russia's top scientists and educated class had fled to Israel in the waning days of the Soviet Empire, and he felt that deep down, the Russian government viewed those Israeli immigrants as traitors.
But the Russians and the Coalition forces had promptly refused the overtures from the United States – they did not trust the Americans to fully dismantle Israel's weapons, since they had been staunch allies since their founding. Besides, the United States had been significantly weakened from its costly wars and terrible economy. The Coalition was the world's superpower now, not the United States.
He had gone to synagogue today – the first time in years, even thought it wasn't Shabbat. It seemed that the whole world was holding its breath and praying now.
The synagogues, churches, and the mosques across the world had been full this entire week. Those in the synagogues prayed for the salvation of Israel from the hordes that had gathered against her. Some of the churches prayed for the safety of Israel and the Jewish people, while other churches simply prayed for peace.
But those in most of the mosques prayed that the Zionists would finally be vanquished and that the Holy Land would be free of the Jews and pure once again. It was an abomination that the land once held by Islam had been infested with the Zionists for so many years. Israel was the only thing standing in the way of the Caliphate; after Israel was no more, the Islamic Caliphate would once again be established.
Gil was proud of the Prime Minster and the remarkable resolve he was showing. If the fire of Israel was to be extinguished, it would be with a roar, not a whimper.
Yaakov knew the trap was about to be sprung, and Israel was indeed all alone. Her allies had all either turned away from them or had fallen silent. On some small level, he didn't blame them. He had the sickening feeling that these would be Israel's last days as a nation. How many of his countrymen would live out the next twenty-four hours? Would any of his friends and family even survive? Would he?
He was on the ground with the patrols in Haifa, while Ahban had been sent to the southern border of Israel in the Negev. Shai was nearby on the northern front in Southern Lebanon with the tank brigades, and Naomi and Ruth were close to the bomb-shelter near their home.
He hoped Israel's experienced military leadership still remembered how to fight when facing incredible odds. That gave him a tiny bit of comfort, thinking back to the wars of 1948, 1967, and 1973. Even in this ominous time, it was still Israel's policy to spread out family members in the military, so entire families wouldn't be wiped out. But given the current circumstances, there might be very few families left intact after the next several days anyway.
But even on this dark day, he was proud of his government for the first time in many years. Finally they had not backed down, despite the tremendous international pressure. It felt good for them as Jews to stand up for themselves for once. He and his fellow countrymen were afraid, but they had not surrendered, even in the face of the multitudes before them.
They all seemed to know that this could very well be their last battle – possibly even their last day as the Jewish State. But he had a sense of underlying pride and courage from those around him – they would not give up either to the hordes before them. They would not surrender under any circumstances.
And yet, he couldn't help but wonder that if they failed, what would happen to them next? Any soldiers who survived would undoubtedly be slaughtered, even if they surrendered to the Coalition. Their women and children would likely be scattered throughout the Middle East, and probably either be put in internment camps or made slaves.
Slavery! Only in the Islamic nations was slavery still a legal institution! How could slavery still be tolerated by the world? And yet it was, and it loomed over them if they failed to defend their nation. Their enemies would give them neither compassion nor mercy, and the Israelis expected none. After decades of war and terrorism, they knew exactly who their enemies were and what they were capable of.
Israel still had her nuclear weapons, and they were no doubt already activated and targeted at the multitudes before them, and the capital cities of their enemies. The rumor was that the nukes would not be launched until the Coalition crossed the Israeli borders. Israel would not launch a pre-emptive strike that day, but when they would respond, it would be fatal.
If the tiny nation did survive, life in Israel would not return to what it had been after the previous wars. This war was different somehow, and everyone could feel it. In the past, it had been the Arabs or Muslims against the Jewish State. Now, it was most of the world!
Where was God in all this? If there was indeed a God of Israel, where was He during this time? Where had He been during the last two thousand years? It seemed for nearly all of Israel's history they had been barely able to survive and had constantly been either at war or brutally persecuted in the Diaspora.
Why did nearly everyone in the world hate them so much? What had the Jews ever done to incite such irrational hatred? And now, even the Americans had abandoned them in the face of the enormous Coalition. So much for the so-called Judeo-Christian bond between Israel and America. In the end, the Americans had turned out to be almost as bad as the spineless Europeans.
Yaakov had been hearing more and more people (even some secular people) discussing the Ezekiel 38-39 passage, but he remained skeptical. Most likely it would not happen, but a small part of him secretly wished that it would. However, his practical side reasoned that it was the rabbis' and the government's way of keeping their hopes alive in the face of such overwhelming odds.
They were now outnumbered by at least ten to one, according to the latest statistics he had heard. And even though all of Israel was as ready as they could be for what was coming, they all knew their nation would be left in a shambles even if they did manage to somehow repel the Coalition invasion.
What had happened to all of God's promises to bless them, much less protect them? As Yaakov continued to think about it, he became angry, and especially angry at God. If He was real, how could He be just when He frequently treated these Gentile barbarians so much better than the Jews, who were His own people!
And what about the Russians, the Germans, and the Christians who had slaughtered millions of Jews and other people? God had not lifted a finger against them! Where was He now? How could any of his fellow Jews believe in such an unjust and uncaring God?
Yaakov felt almost ready to die. He felt just like his nation – tired of fighting, but unwilling to lie down, give up, and surrender. But what would happen to his children, even if they survived the looming invasion? Surely God was a Cruel Being, once again allowing His own people be trampled by the bloodthirsty hordes.
No, he thought bitterly, the God of the Jews would not be coming to help them. He was certain of it.
Thirty days after UN Resolution 3996 had been ratified, the Russian delegate to the United Nations once again repeated the Coalition's demands for Israel to allow weapons inspectors into their facilities. And then he read the current list of nations and capabilities of the Coalition for all the world to hear.
The Russian delegate had been repeating the demands and the statistics of the Coalition on the floor of the UN Chamber everyday for the past month.
But once again, Israel promptly refused. The Jewish State would never surrender her sovereignty to the United Nations, nor submit to the Coalition.
Israel stood alone.
Prime Minister Ari Berstein mentally rehearsed his forthcoming address to the nation for the fifth time that day. He had always been eloquent at the podium and in front of crowds, but he didn't feel very confident nor full of reassurance today.
If only he had the speaking skills and confidence that Churchill, Roosevelt, and Ben-Gurion had in their days of crisis. His people deserved better from him in this dark time. He drew himself up and resolved to mask his terrible fears as best he could.
Was this how Israel's 'founding father', David Ben-Gurion had felt during the last hour before he had announced the creation of the reborn Jewish State of Israel, knowing that hundreds or even thousands of lives would be lost? Would he be the last Prime Minister of the State of Israel?
He suddenly felt very much alone, like a tremendous weight was now pressing on his shoulders. Three-quarters of his Cabinet had been dismissed to help coordinate the efforts within their respective agencies. He wished the Defense Minister were with him, but he was precisely where he belonged: in the IDF Command Center nearby.
Gil had messaged him only minutes before with the most recent status update. One-third of all the Israeli air forces had entered the air within the last hour. The bulk of the Coalition's air power was still on the ground, presumably awaiting their orders from their commanders. Israel's tank forces were spread out across the northern and southern fronts in zone formations. All her infantry and reserves were on full alert. All they could do now was wait.
The last hour before the deadline was quickly drawing to an end – neither the Coalition nor Israel had made any pre-emptive strikes against the other, though both were at their top state of readiness. No specific time had been given for when the Coalition forces would begin the enforcement action, but the Mossad had assumed it would be immediately after the deadline passed.
The multitudes that made up the Coalition were impatient and unstable. If the invasion stalled even for a single day, it could possibly fall apart into bands and factions that would attack Israel randomly and without coordination, with no other purpose than to just spill Jewish blood. The IDF had to be careful to not attack unless the borders of Israel were overrun. If they could somehow delay the invasion, perhaps the Coalition would collapse within a week or two.
But deep within him, he knew the Coalition would not abandon their purpose, not with Israel so close to the edge of the precipice.
Ari Bernstein stood up and strode over to the small sculpture of Masada that had been a permanent fixture in the Prime Minister's office since the Yom Kippur War. He slowly traced the outline of the rock fortress with his index finger, and his eyes began to glisten. Under the leadership of Eleazar Ben Yair, the rebels of Masada had fought valiantly and held out against the Romans for over two years, though it had ended in mass suicide.
'Remember Masada!' was one of the clarion calls that every IDF soldier was familiar with – the call to never again surrender to a foreign army. To never again doom their children and their descendants to slavery in a faraway land. This time, Israel would be certain to take millions of her enemies with her if she was to die, rather than mere thousands. They would never surrender.
In his upcoming speech, 'Remember Masada!' would possibly be the last words he would ever utter publicly. But every Jew would understand exactly what he meant.
The final minutes before the deadline seemed to slow, and all across the world, people waited silently for next phase to begin.
In Israel, many of the young children, mothers with infants, and the elderly took to the bomb-shelters, while nearly everyone else who could hold a weapon was armed and prepared for the invasion.
The Coalition deadline would pass at midnight, Israel Standard Time, but few in Israel would be sleeping that night.
The young Jewish nation was once again united, but it was united in fear.
And for the first time since the Yom Kippur War, Israel was united in prayer.
As the UN deadline passed, Israel waited for the Coalition to make the first move. They were surrounded by the Coalition armies to both the north and the south, with the Coalition blockade in the Mediterranean targeting all their cities. To the east, the Jordanian airspace had effectively become Coalition airspace, though the Jordan River Valley prevented any massive land invasion.
The Jewish nation was completely surrounded and isolated.
Ten minutes passed, and the Coalition did not move from their positions on any of the four fronts. Most of the military strategists had thought that the invasion would begin within seconds of the deadline. But when it did not, the media began to call for the analysts to make new predictions about what would happen.
Twenty minutes after the deadline, many of the Coalition fighter planes began turning away from Israel and appeared to be retreating from an enemy which had not even fired a shot yet. Even the Coalition destroyers and the attack submarines began moving back from the coast into deeper waters.
As the Coalition continued their retreat, the media pundits began wondering aloud to all their audience whether a breakthrough in the negotiations had occurred at the last second.
But suddenly, all the skies above Israel lit up with thousands of brilliant flashes of colored light. The aurora borealis was never observed this far south, though many in Israel had heard of it. For a brief moment, those in the streets and on their rooftops forgot about their circumstances and watched the strange display, while the military leaders scrambled to find out what was happening above them.
Then in an instant, the entire nation went dark.
Within moments, as all their computers, monitors, and military equipment failed, the IDF officials realized what had occurred. The Jewish State had been simultaneously blinded, deafened, and disarmed in an instant.
There was only one weapon capable of that type of attack: an electromagnetic pulse, the one weapon that no modern nation on the face of the earth could defend against. The nation was not simply hindered or crippled now, but completely paralyzed.
Anything that used electricity, such as computers, cars, planes, tanks, trucks – even the power plants that generated the electricity – stopped working seconds after the flashes in the sky had appeared. Any tanks, drones, jet fighters, and naval forces too close to the shore were rendered useless, as they suddenly lost all power and navigation.
The airborne IAF fighters began falling out of the sky, but most of their pilots punched out to safety. The pilotless drones that had been silently patrolling the fronts crashed to the ground. The armored divisions stopped moving and the tanks and personnel carriers died, and the ships stopped dead in the water. A few of their submarines were still functional, but without the command-and-control centers on land, they too were mostly blind and deaf.
The military analysts of Israel soon realized why the Coalition had suddenly retreated: to be out of the range of the EMP attack. And they also realized the purpose of having so many horses on the Coalition front lines – because they would not be affected by the EMP.
Israel was completely helpless against the invasion forces that would surely be moving against them soon. But now they had no means of knowing when or where until it was too late.
As the Israeli soldiers patrolling the northern and southern fronts left their worthless vehicles and stood next to them, the ground began to tremble and the sounds of distant rumbling filled the air. Smoke and dust in the distance across the fronts began to rise like a sandstorm, and the Israeli commanders shouted for the soldiers to ready their weapons and prepare for battle.
Huge clouds of dust rose from the thousands of Coalition tanks that had begun moving to the borders. And just as suddenly, the sky appeared to come alive as it filled with jet fighters.
And across the face of the nation, multitudes of Jews cried out to the Almighty for salvation in what would be their final hours.
But no one answered their pleas.
"Mr. Prime Minister, I beg you – we must go into the bunkers immediately! We cannot protect you this close to the surface with our defense systems down!" Gil Netanya exclaimed. He had never barged into the Prime Minister's office at Beit Aghion, but this was an emergency.
Ari Bernstein shook his head and continued staring out the window over the Old City. Like the rest of the nation now, Jerusalem was defenseless. The City of Light was now the City of Darkness.
"Sir, I must insist – please, for the sake of the nation! If there was ever a time when your country needed you to survive, it is now!"
The Prime Minister turned and gazed at him with a long, somber look, and slowly shook his head again.
"I cannot – my fate will be the same as that of our people!" He turned back to the window, where now shouting could be heard from below and off in the distance. Torches were quickly being lit in the streets, and the city was slowly coming back to life again.
Gil sighed. Stubborn old fool, he thought to himself. Brave, but stubborn.
He resigned himself to his fate and walked over to the Prime Minister, and then put his arm around his shoulder.
"Then I will stay with you, my old friend. We will meet our destiny together," he said quietly.
Ari patted his hand and nodded.
"We have done all we can. Israel’s future is in God's hands now."
Naomi was as terrified as everyone else in Israel. But her fears had been somewhat tempered by feelings of both anger and helplessness. She hated that her husband and two sons were not there with them, but she knew the survival of the country depended upon everyone each doing their part in defending the nation.
At least Ruth was with her – she was surprised at how well her daughter was dealing with their situation. It even seemed that Ruth was less afraid than she was! But Ruth had always been fairly light-hearted, and Naomi hoped that today and the days to come would not steal that away from her.
These were terrible times, and they were bound to have a deep impact on all Israelis, but especially the young people Ruth's age. If the nation survived the day, would there be enough people and strength to rebuild? Would they give up and leave Israel for safer countries outside the Middle East? Would their presence even be tolerated elsewhere? Would the dreams of the Zionist founders be extinguished tonight?
Ruth and Naomi were standing just outside the bomb-shelter closest to their home. It was very crowded and noisy, and a number of people had already gone down inside. But they had decided to wait until the sirens went off – the shelters became hot and nauseating after a few hours with so many people. Since the War of Independence in 1948, Israel had required public bomb-shelters to be constructed and maintained throughout every city. The subsequent bombings and rocket attacks necessitated them, and many lives had been saved over the years.
The first gasps drew everyone's gaze up to the skies, where they saw the brilliant flashes of light like the northern lights high above them. But their gasps of surprise turned to shouts and then screams when all the streetlights fell dark and their phones went dead. Someone yelled out something about an 'EMP' and many quickly began moving away from the bomb-shelter. No one wanted to be in a bunker with no lights and no electricity – it would feel like a tomb!
Naomi made a quick decision and grabbed Ruth's arm, and together they headed back to their home. They would just feel safer there, she reasoned, and there were plenty of candles they could light. It was likely that the invaders would go to the busier streets and crowded shelters first anyway.
Before he had left, Yaakov had given her a handgun that he had kept hidden in case their home was burglarized. She had taken a couple of classes to learn how to handle it years ago, and she realized that now she might have to actually put that training to use over the next few hours. She didn't want to think about what would happen if looters started roaming the streets, but she would be prepared. As for the invaders soon to be flooding their borders – she didn't want to think about them just yet either.
Ten minutes later, Naomi and Ruth reached their home and went inside, checking the doors and windows to make sure they were still secure. Ruth gathered some candles while Naomi found the handgun and a pair of binoculars, and then they went up to the rooftop patio. Their home had an excellent view of the north and west – from there they would be able to see what would happen next. Naomi also took an old Bible, a photo album, and some playing cards to help them pass the time. She had not read the Bible much at all until recently, but she felt a certain little comfort in taking it with them upstairs.
On the roof, they lit several candles and sat down at the table, facing towards the north. Over the last few weeks, Naomi had heard a number of rabbis on the radio and television proclaiming that what could be happening was the fulfillment of some passage in Ezekiel, and that God would deliver them from the invaders. But most of the news outlets had treated the rabbis as extremists or fanatics, and just went on reporting the grim situation in the Middle East. After all, fear and uncertainty sold more papers and air-time. She hadn't read the passage for herself yet though, so she thought it might be appropriate to do that now.
As they looked out over the city, instead of the neat lines of streetlights they were used to seeing, they saw only darkness. It was nearly pitch-black everywhere below, even far out on the horizon. A gentle, cool breeze was blowing, and it created an eerie feeling – they were so used to the sounds of people and traffic around them, but now they could just hear faint voices and shouts every so often. There were no horns, sirens, or any other typical sounds of modern civilization. Just silence and darkness.
"Mom, I'm afraid," Ruth said, looking towards the north. "What are we going to do?"
"I don't know," Naomi replied. "But I know we'll be okay. Maybe the Coalition will negotiate with us now that the deadline has passed." She said it more as a remote hope than anything else. Inside, she felt just as afraid as her daughter. "Let's read a little and take our minds off of it. How about that chapter everyone's been talking about – Ezekiel 38, I think it is."
"Okay," Ruth said as she opened the Bible and began leafing through it. Soon she came to the Book of Ezekiel, and then she began reading from the thirty-eighth chapter. As she read, they recognized some of the more familiar nations mentioned like Ethiopia, Libya, and Persia, but most of the others they had not heard of before.
"Ezekiel 38:1-17: Now the word of the LORD came to me, saying, "Son of man, set your face against Gog, of the land of Magog, the prince of Rosh, Meshech, and Tubal, and prophesy against him, and say, 'Thus says the Lord GOD: "Behold, I am against you, O Gog, the prince of Rosh, Meshech, and Tubal. I will turn you around, put hooks into your jaws, and lead you out, with all your army, horses, and horsemen, all splendidly clothed, a great company with bucklers and shields, all of them handling swords. Persia, Ethiopia, and Libya are with them, all of them with shield and helmet; Gomer and all its troops; the house of Togarmah from the far north and all its troops – many people are with you."
"Prepare yourself and be ready, you and all your companies that are gathered about you; and be a guard for them. After many days you will be visited. In the latter years you will come into the land of those brought back from the sword and gathered from many people on the mountains of Israel, which had long been desolate; they were brought out of the nations, and now all of them dwell safely. You will ascend, coming like a storm, covering the land like a cloud, you and all your troops and many peoples with you."
'Thus says the Lord GOD: "On that day it shall come to pass that thoughts will arise in your mind, and you will make an evil plan: You will say, 'I will go up against a land of unwalled villages; I will go to a peaceful people, who dwell safely, all of them dwelling without walls, and having neither bars nor gates to take plunder and to take booty, to stretch out your hand against the waste places that are again inhabited, and against a people gathered from the nations, who have acquired livestock and goods, who dwell in the midst of the land. Sheba, Dedan, the merchants of Tarshish, and all their young lions will say to you, 'Have you come to take plunder? Have you gathered your army to take booty, to carry away silver and gold, to take away livestock and goods, to take great plunder?'"'
"Therefore, son of man, prophesy and say to Gog, 'Thus says the Lord GOD: "On that day when My people Israel dwell safely, will you not know it? Then you will come from your place out of the far north, you and many peoples with you, all of them riding on horses, a great company and a mighty army. You will come up against My people Israel like a cloud, to cover the land. It will be in the latter days that I will bring you against My land, so that the nations may know Me, when I am hallowed in you, O Gog, before their eyes." Thus says the Lord GOD: "Are you he of whom I have spoken in former days by My servants the prophets of Israel, who prophesied for years in those days that I would bring you against them?"
As Ruth finished the seventeenth verse, they looked at each other uneasily. It did sound kind of similar to what was happening, but it was hard to tell. Ruth happened to glance up and exclaimed, "Mom! Do you see that?" She stood quickly, pointing towards the northern sky.
Naomi jumped to her feet too and fumbled to get the binoculars out of the case. Far to the north, dozens of tiny pinpricks of lights were becoming visible in the sky. But when Naomi looked through the binoculars, she found that there were hundreds, if not thousands more lights appearing every second.
"What do you see, Mom? Is it them or us?" Ruth asked, her voice trembling.
"I see thousands of planes, but I can't tell if they are our fighters or theirs. I don't see any shooting yet, but it looks like most of them are coming towards us!"
That could only mean that the invasion had begun. The Coalition forces were streaming into the skies over Israel, quickly sweeping towards the border like a huge storm cloud.
With a sickening feeling, Naomi and Ruth knew they should run back down the street to the bomb-shelter, but everyone else would be heading for it too! They would be in the middle of the panic to get to safety, and they decided that they might as well just stay on the roof. If the planes headed directly towards them, they would go downstairs and find cover elsewhere.
Ruth took the binoculars and looked at the lights, and then gasped at all the jets that were steadily moving towards them like a terrible storm. The ominous cloud of lights grew larger and larger in the northern sky.
Shai was nervous, even though he had been on active duty for nearly the last two years. Throughout his short military career, he'd been through numerous training exercises, war-games, battle simulations and such – but nothing like this. This was the situation that every IDF soldier trained ceaselessly for, but hoped would never become reality.
His unit was in one of the many tank brigades scattered across the northern border. Most of his service time had been spent in the Golan and northern Galilee, but they were needed more on the northern front to repel the Coalition masses. The Israelis had tried their best to prepare for whatever was coming, but from the incredible amount of air power that the Russians had equipped the Coalition with, they knew that the armored divisions would be fortunate to see any of the Coalition's ground forces after the initial air strikes.
As the massive Coalition forces had begun to gather at the borders, the lDF had deployed as many of their new Directed-Energy Weapon systems as they had available. Shai and his team had set up dozens of them and were now safely behind the virtual fences. The systems functioned best in non-uniform zones, and it would take some time for the Coalition to clear them out in order to enter Israel unimpeded. He was glad he was on this side of them, because when activated, the DEWs would make the invaders feel like they were already burning in Hell!
The directed-energy systems were one of the newer weapons in the IDF arsenal. The systems had been developed as a non-lethal way to break up Palestinian demonstrations and riots years ago, instead of always having to send their soldiers and police into dangerous urban areas. Intense, high-frequency beams of infrared-energy made the victims feel as if their skin was instantly being cooked, putting them in tremendous pain and rendering them defenseless.
Rioting in Gaza and the West Bank had dropped dramatically after Israel began using the DEWs, and the military immediately requested hundreds more, but with a higher intensity, range, and control. The IDF saw a potential use for the systems in stopping any invading ground forces dead in their tracks. Once their enemies were paralyzed, the Israelis could quickly overwhelm and disarm them. But the DEWs had fallen into disuse after the recent peace initiatives with Jordan and the Palestinians.
So far, it had been relatively quiet on the northern front, even though the Coalition forces were now fully amassed. The latest reports of the number of tanks and armory and troops were staggering, with the Russians committing over twenty thousand tanks alone. Like many in Israel, the troops had the sickening suspicion that the Coalition would not be satisfied in simply removing Israel's nuclear weapons, but in obliterating them. The Coalition would not likely accept their surrender no matter how many overtures Israel made. They had come to invade and crush the Jewish State forever, and everyone knew it.
Shai had never thought of himself as being particularly brave or courageous, but he had always tried to do his best. Before entering the national service, he had simply wanted to put in his time in the IDF so he could then head off to college and get out on his own. But life in the IDF wasn't as bad as he had feared, and he had made some good friends during his time of service.
He wished that his best friend Shlomo was there with him – his humor and brashness had a way of always lifting morale, especially when they were in terrible conditions. He could almost hear him cursing the Russians and 'Muzzies' (as he referred to the Muslims) and bugging the tank commander to let him squeeze off a few rounds just to make them squirm. But his friend had been assigned to another tank where he was needed more. Shai had been cross-trained in all the tank stations, and was now an excellent driver (though he still preferred being a loader).
He hoped that whatever happened during the next several hours (or days) would be over soon. Either Israel would fight her hardest to survive and the Coalition would back down, or Israel would be quickly overwhelmed and wiped out. No one – including the Israelis – wanted to be occupied and fight a guerilla-style war as they'd fought against the British before their independence. This would not be a long, drawn-out conflict like the previous wars with Lebanon and the PLO had been. He had never pictured himself dying in a war like this, but then he figured that few of his fellow soldiers had either.
Suddenly, Shai heard a loud, distant popping sound above him, like fireworks very far away. Then all the idling tanks, trucks, and armored carriers – everything electrical around him – fell silent and dark along the Israeli front. Then the officers and tank commanders started shouting orders and everyone began rushing around to check their equipment and instruments.
All their systems were dead, and no matter what the soldiers tried, they couldn't get any of their vehicles started or their equipment reactivated. It was an EMP! There could be no other explanation for why everything had instantly failed. Of all the scenarios they had prepared for, an EMP was the one military tactic that no one could defend against. But how could their enemies prevent an EMP from damaging their equipment too?
And as the realization of their new situation and its implications sank in, the Israeli troops on the northern front realized this would be their final battle. Shai and those around him scrambled out of their tanks, gathered their weapons, and took cover wherever they could find it. The DEWs that would have kept the hordes of their enemies at bay (or at least slowed them down) were now worthless, along with all their tanks, communications, and most of their heavier weapons.
The Israeli northern front was now defenseless against the innumerable Coalition forces. And then far ahead in the distance, Shai could see the horizon brighten slightly, and then he heard a low, terrible rumbling sound.
Far to the south in the barren deserts of the Negev, Ahban sat calmly in his tank with his platoon. The kilometers in front of them were covered with nearly as many tanks, armored vehicles, and artillery pieces as there were in the north. They had also set up hundreds of DEWs and had spread their forces out in zones so they could more-easily move about and attempt to repel the southern invasion. There was more room to move about in the desert, but also more territory to protect and defend than in the north.
The last war he'd been in (now more than two years ago) had been nowhere near this magnitude – none of the wars in Israel's history ever had. At first, some of the older officers said the Six Day War fronts were similar, but as more and more divisions were added to the Coalition forces, soon there was no comparison. For decades the Arabs and the Muslims had been promising to one day drive Israel into the sea, but had failed time after time. But perhaps that day had finally come.
Part of him was afraid of what lay ahead, but Ahban was mostly just angry with Israel's enemies. Why couldn't they leave them alone? He just couldn't understand it. Israel was always the one reaching out and making peace gestures, and where had it gotten them? There would be no more appeasement or treaties after this, not if the average citizen had any say in the matter.
Ahban considered himself somewhat brave during this time – many of those around him had seen action off and on in the years before, and they were nearly as angry as he was. If this was to be Israel's end, then it would be a glorious end. Her troops would not stop fighting until they either drove the Coalition forces back or they were overrun and slaughtered. But they would not go down without a fight – there could be no surrender. There was an unspoken feeling growing all over Israel that today would be a turning point in their national history. Whether it was life or death, the Jewish State would forever be changed that day.
Inside the tank, he monitored the forces gathered mere kilometers ahead of them across the border. No one had moved, and the deadline had slowly ticked past. They were under strict orders to let the Coalition forces enter the directed-energy 'dead zone' as they jokingly called it, and then activate the systems all at once and immobilize them before firing. It would be like a huge net that would instantly paralyze all the invaders and leave them immobilized, while the Israeli forces swept in to disarm them.
Without warning, the tank engine stopped dead and all the instruments darkened! Then their radios and all their communications were dead also!
"Find out what's happening outside!" Ahban shouted to the loader while he and the driver tried to diagnose the problem with the tank.
"Everything's out, sir! All the tanks, all the vehicles, everything!" the young man shouted down at them, just a moment after he stuck his head out the tank hatch. They could all hear yelling and the shouting of orders by the other commanders outside, and the sound of rapid footsteps to find out what had happened.
Ahban swore and climbed up the hatch after him. Sure enough, everything outside was as black as night – not even the moon was out. The troops were running around, trying to restart the tanks and reactivate the DEWs. He shouted to the operator in the tank next to his, but he was just as puzzled as he was.
Off in the distance, he heard a faint rumbling sound. He shouted for those around him to shut up so he could hear. And then the rumbling in the distance slowly began to grow louder.
Overhead, Ahban saw swarms of aircraft rushing toward them and he shouted for everyone to take cover. The Coalition forces were coming!
As he lowered the hatch and dropped back into the tank, he felt a cold shiver run down his spine. Presumably, the DEWs nets were useless – all the traps they had laid for the Coalition were now worthless. There would be no glorious fight-to-the-death with the Coalition – only death.
The invasion had begun, and the Israeli forces on the southern border could do little to stop it.
As soon as the EMPs were detonated in the skies above Israel, the Coalition forces began furiously rushing across the northern and southern borders. As they poured forth like floodwaters bursting through a dam, they were filled with euphoria. The celebrated IDF was defenseless, and the Zionists' day of doom had finally come.
Today would be the last day the nation of Israel would exist. The Islamic brigades were filled with anger and fury; they had vowed to let no Zionist soldier remain alive. They had been humiliated for decades ever since the British and Europeans had been meddling in their lands, but that humiliation was nothing compared to the day when Israel had declared itself a nation in 1948.
They had always hated the Jews – and always would. The Jews were the source of all the problems in the Middle East – if not the world. The Jews had plundered their Arab neighbors for years and condemned their wives and children to starvation to satisfy their own greed.
But today, after more than a century of constant struggle, all the wrongs would be made right and the cornerstone of the Caliphate would be laid. Today all the Jews' riches and land would once again be theirs, and their humiliation would be turned to triumph. Allah was merciful to those who served him, but nowhere were his followers required to be merciful to their enemies.
Throughout the Coalition forces and over their military communications channels, verses from the Koran and the Hadith were read, chanted, and sung. Today was the beginning of the end – the day that would soon bring their Paradise to the earth.
After the Jews were vanquished, the Twelfth Imam would return to fill the earth with his wealth, peace, and wisdom. Then the glorious Caliphate would rise.
The Prophet said, "You will fight with the Jews till some of them will hide behind stones. The stones will betray them, saying, 'O Abdullah (servant of Allah)! There is a Jew hiding behind me, so kill him.'" This was that very day!
The Prophet said, "The Hour will not be established until you fight with the Jews, and the stone behind which a Jew will be hiding will say, 'O Muslim! There is a Jew hiding behind me, so kill him.'" This – Allah willing – was that very hour!
The verses repeated over and over and rose to a clamor, urging the warriors of the Prophet onward. Today they would be heroes for generations to come, and their stories would be told to their children and their children's children. And if they died in battle, they would be in Paradise!
The millions of those filthy Jewish ape-women and children would be made slaves and dispersed throughout the lands of Islam. And for all who refused to bow to Allah, they would joyously behead.
And then they would ensure that no infidels ever lived in that cursed land of the Jews ever again. Jerusalem would be leveled and be the very center of the Caliphate.
Within minutes, they would overrun the infamous Israeli tank brigades, and the great day of slaughter would finally begin. They were to rush across the border as far as possible and destroy any Israeli soldier or vehicle in their path. They would let the weaker, slower divisions behind them do a more thorough job of spilling the blood of their enemies. And today they would offer the entire land of Palestine as an everlasting sacrifice to Allah.
But after several kilometers into Israel, the Coalition tank commanders and other ground forces began to grow puzzled. Where were the hundreds of Israeli tanks and forces that had been there just moments ago?
Before the EMP strikes, they had seen the Jews interspersed all over the countryside, but now they didn't see any at all. Where had they gone? The IDF tanks and equipment should be clearly visible! They checked their instruments and locations, and they should have been right on top of them. But their Jewish enemies just weren't there!
Some of the commanders popped their heads out of their vehicles and looked around – the entire land was barren, with no enemies in sight. They called their superiors and were told it was likely just a Zionist trick to confuse them. "Keep going forward and destroy anyone you find!" were their orders, and the commanders were fine with that.
But some of them began to have a strange, uncomfortable feeling. Something just wasn't right.
The Coalition forces continued to pour into Israel, but none of them encountered any Israeli forces – it was like the Jews had just disappeared into the sand and rocks! Those in the jetfighters did not see any Israelis from their positions either, but they continued into Israel airspace anyway. No matter, declared their officers, because today was the last day Israel would ever exist.
And by the time the Coalition forces were finished, no Jew would set foot in that cursed land for centuries.
The Israeli tank commanders and other field officers in the south shouted for all the troops to take cover and get back to their vehicles and their posts. Amid all the chaos and tumult, the Israeli troops composed themselves and followed orders.
The once-distant rumbling was now deafening, and the ground was shaking from all the tanks and vehicles rushing towards them. An enormous dust cloud had formed in their wake and was sweeping towards the Israeli front like a massive sandstorm.
The first brigades of the Coalition forces would reach the Israelis within seconds, and the IDF had no heavy artillery or armaments to use against them.
As the front lines of the Coalition quickly pressed towards them, the thousands of Israeli troops hunkered down and waited for the inevitable to occur. Everyone was sweating and afraid, some soldiers wept quietly, and many prayed for the first time in their lives. Those with little cover would soon be shot or blown apart, while those in tanks and armored vehicles would most likely be torched alive from the anti-tank missiles and napalm.
Either way, within minutes they would all be dead. The Coalition invaders had no use for Jewish prisoners.
The rumbling had turned to a roar and was in their midst now, and Ahban could hear the armored vehicles rushing past them.
He closed his eyes tightly, and then seconds later opened them in surprise. There were no sounds of what he had been expecting: artillery, bombs, or even heavy machine gunfire. From what he could tell, none of the invaders had even fired their weapons yet, but had just kept going past them – almost as if they weren't there.
"Why are we still alive?" he thought. Why hadn't the invaders even fired a shot yet? In shock, he climbed the ladder up to the tank hatch and slowly eased it open. He snuck a cautious peek out, and the Coalition vehicles continued streaming past them.
Thick dust and smoke was everywhere, blocking out much of the landscape around him. He slowly looked over to the nearest Israeli tank he could see, and one of the men in that tank was peering out from the hatch the same as he was.
Feeling suddenly brave, Ahban popped his head and shoulders out of the tank, freely looking around. The Coalition vehicles kept streaming past without incident. Several times, he was sure that some of the enemy had looked right at him, but they didn't even acknowledge he was there!
He had the strange sense that he and all the other Israeli forces were somehow invisible to the invaders. The exhaust and dust from all the vehicles made him cough, and though he was probably only visible as a faint silhouette, he knew he should still be clearly visible to them.
Soon, more IDF troops were doing the same as he was – cautiously looking out from their hiding places and their tanks and vehicles. All he could see were their faint movements and outlines, but he knew they were there. A few of the braver ones even got out and stood on the tops of their vehicles waving around in surprise.
But there was still no response from the Coalition troops – it was as if the Israelis didn't exist to them at all!
Was the Coalition blind, or were they under some bizarre orders not to engage the IDF troops yet?
The United States, Great Britain, and several other nations that had been continuously monitoring the satellite feeds were as shocked as Israel when the skies all over the eastern Mediterranean had suddenly lit up with brilliant streaks of green, red, and blue.
But once the flashes had faded, the entire nation of Israel that had once been filled with the lights from the cities, streets, and houses had fallen completely dark. The intelligence experts immediately concluded that that the Coalition had launched a series of small nuclear missiles above Israel – not to obliterate her, but to instantly paralyze her. All the radio signals and communications coming from within Israel had changed to static, along with all the video and newsfeeds.
The President of the United States had been in nearly constant contact with the other nations who had refused to join in the Coalition. The Prime Minister of Israel had been begging him to stall the Coalition or intervene in any way possible, but the United States had remained on the sidelines, primarily because of fears of starting an even larger conflict with the Russians and the Arabs.
If the President had a strategy or a last-minute plan to intervene, he hadn't told anyone – not even his own Cabinet. But when all the communications and video feeds from Israel suddenly went dead, the President of the United States realized he had to make a decision.
Since the surveillance satellites were miles above the earth, they were not affected by the targeted EMP attack over Israel, and the pictures they were now transmitting were terrifying. As the President and his Cabinet watched the Coalition forces begin to sweep into Israel, they realized that the Coalition had not come not to merely disarm the tiny nation, but to destroy her. Over nine million Jews and an assortment of Arabs and others would most likely be slaughtered. The President declared a state of emergency and headed for the bunkers underneath the White House.
And as soon as he was safely underground, the President called the chairman of the Coalition, the Prime Minister of Russia, and the Secretary General of the United Nations. The President threatened to immediately intervene with deadly force unless the Coalition forces returned to the borders of Lebanon, Syria, and Egypt. Now that Israel had been incapacitated, there was no reason for such an invasion.
But the Russian Prime Minister and Secretary General emphatically refused, citing that their enforcement of the UN Resolution had more legality and support than when the United States had unilaterally invaded Iraq to enforce their own set of sponsored resolutions.
The Coalition's intentions were clear at last to the President of the United States: the so-called "Coalition for Peace" cared nothing for peace. They had come to destroy Israel and completely reshape the Middle East, according to their own national interests – perhaps even reshape the rest of the world.
The President was furious at their response, quickly took counsel among his advisors, and then gave the order for the United States military to intervene on behalf of Israel. But no one from Israel's government could be reached, except for their ambassador who was nearby (who couldn't contact Israel either).
The limited United States' naval, ground, and air forces in Iraq and Saudi Arabia that had been on alert for weeks suddenly went into motion and rapidly moved to block the Coalition from further entering Israel, or at least to disrupt the invasion. The American naval and air forces simultaneously launched long-range heavy artillery and ballistic missiles at the front lines of the Coalition forces, which were now so swollen with troops and vehicles that few of the missiles would miss.
The Coalition demanded that the United States immediately cease their assault, or the cities and the citizens of the United States would be targeted with not only conventional weapons, but with nuclear weapons as well.
But the President was not bluffing any more than the Coalition was. The oil supplies and other American interests in the Middle East were still critical to the United States. And once the Coalition took control, the entire free world would fall under the Coalition's influence – first economically and then militarily. Regardless of his decision of whether to back down or go forward with the counterattack, he knew that millions of lives were now at risk. There was no avoiding the day of decision any longer.
The President of the United States, with his Secretary of Defense and Chief of Staff as witnesses, slowly unlocked and opened the 'nuclear football', the briefcase that had been in his possession every day since he had taken office. Everyone in the room fell silent, and fear filled their faces as they watched him remove the code-book.
While the President anguished over his decision, the Secretary of Defense stepped forward and asked him to consider just activating their nuclear arsenal, without actually launching them. Perhaps just activating a massive number of missiles (which of course the Russians and the Coalition were certain to be monitoring) would cause the Coalition to back down. And if not, at least they would be at full-readiness if and when the time came to launch. The President agreed, and the others in the roof breathed a slight sigh of relief.
But the war for the fate of Israel – and the rest of the free world – had just begun.
As soon as Russian intelligence detected the activation of America's nuclear weapons, the Prime Minister of Russia gave the order to go to the same state of nuclear readiness. But then he ordered them to go one step further: to also deploy their tactical nuclear weapons against America's military forces in the Middle East that were now interfering with their affairs.
Today, Russia would reveal her true strength, and this time there would be no long, drawn out Cold War to thwart their plans of conquest. Russia refused to call off the invasion forces and continued their massive push into Israel.
The majority of the vast Coalition forces were already within the borders of Israel, and in minutes the front would reach the northern cities. The real destruction of Israel had yet to begin, but it approaching with lightning speed.
The first of the Coalition fighter jets and attack helicopters had already reached the population centers of Haifa and Sfed and the carpet-bombing of Israel's cities had commenced.
Tel Aviv and Ashkelon would be next, and their obliteration would begin within the hour. The Coalition air forces would destroy the major buildings, roads, and the infrastructure. But the infantry and the ground forces would be ones who would conduct the actual bloodbath.
In this Holocaust, there would be no escape, nor would any liberating army save the remnant of the Jews.
As the last wave of the Coalition forces entered the land of Israel, something bizarre began to happen within her borders.
The tons upon tons of munitions that the Coalition was raining down upon the Jewish cities were striking, but were not detonating – none of them. The military analysts and Coalition officers monitoring every movement of the invasion effort were stunned and furiously ordered more munitions dropped.
But those bombs had the same effect – nothing happened. And then the Russian commanders decided to switch their arsenal from conventional to nuclear, chemical, and biological. All the treaties they had signed over the past century were now just meaningless paper.
Today they would provide the world with the Final Solution that so much of the globe had longed for.
Without warning, a massive earthquake struck within the midst of the Coalition forces – and the terrible shaking would not cease.
The very ground on which the innumerable invasion forces were driving and running shook with tremendous force, throwing multitudes of soldiers and horses to the ground. Many of the military vehicles stopped dead from the wrenching of their frames and engines.
In front of the invasion army's first wave, the ground itself began to open and swallow them alive in huge blocs. In the midst of the Coalition forces, great sinkholes began appearing at random, and thousands of soldiers, tanks, and trucks fell into them.
Yet still the ground shook – even after five minutes the earth continued its ferocious upheavals. The seismologists monitoring the quake were as shocked as everyone else – the epicenter appeared to be the entire nation of Israel, instead of just being focused in one or two areas!
And though the epicenter was in Israel, the earthquake was being felt worldwide, and nearly every person in the world was awakened and ran outside to escape.
When the earthquake finally stopped, the skies above Israel began to take on a strange faint red glow. Both the people of Israel and the Coalition forces noticed the change above them and instinctively looked up to the sky.
The glow in the upper atmosphere grew brighter and brighter, and faint pinpricks of bright lights began to appear and become more distinct. Within moments, the sky looked as if it were filled with thousands upon thousands of tiny orange flares with their tails. And the streaks were descending directly upon Israel.
But it wasn't until the first of the meteors struck the Coalition's fighter jets in the air did anyone realize what exactly they were. The millions of lights were actually fiery bolides and flaming meteors that were pouring into the atmosphere above Israel.
And even more unexplainable was how the descending missiles were finding all their 'targets': the invading Coalition forces. Few missed striking the Coalition planes, vehicles, soldiers, but none were falling upon the Israeli defenders. As the earth had done only moments before, it appeared that the very heavens had arisen against the Coalition.
The innumerable soldiers of the Coalition for Peace suddenly found themselves being attacked not by Israel or any other nation, but by heaven and earth.
Ari Bernstein and Gil Netanya stared out over the Old City. Like the rest of Beit Aghion – and the whole nation of Israel – it was completely dark from the EMP strike.
On the streets below, numerous torches had been lit and the people were using them as they moved about, presumably heading for bomb-shelters or other solid structures in which to find protection from the looming invasion.
"Gil, look!" Ari exclaimed, pointing up to the sky.
Far above Jerusalem, the sky began to take on a faint but growing orange hue, as if the atmosphere were being lit from within. Within moments, the source of the glow became more discernable, and they could see that a massive meteor shower was taking place.
But it was clear that this was no ordinary meteor shower.
Gil shot him a look of both confusion and concern.
"That's not us, Mr. Prime Minister. And I don't think it's the Russians, either!" he replied.
"Look at how many there are – there must be millions!"
They watched in wonder as many of the meteors began exploding in mid-air, and then strange smoke trails spinning off in various directions.
"What is that?" Ari asked, pointing to the streaks.
"I don't kn – wait, those look like crashing jets!"
Ari frowned. How was this possible? "If our planes are not in the skies and theirs are –" he began.
Gil shook his head, looked at him with a grave expression, and then slowly pointed straight up to the sky.
And Ari immediately realized what he was implying. He shook his head – it just wasn't possible. Yet it was happening before their very eyes. They were watching the fulfillment of the Ezekiel passage that everyone had been talking about.
He slowly stooped and got down on his knees, and Gil soon joined him.
Neither man had ever been very religious, but everyone knew the Sh'ma. And Ari suddenly felt very compelled to say it now.
"Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one!"
From their strongholds far in the north, the Coalition commanders and analysts mistakenly concluded that the United States had launched her nuclear weapons against the Coalition forces.
Perhaps the Americans had a top-secret weapons system in a low-altitude orbit that the Russians had been unaware of. As for the massive earthquake, perhaps the Israelis or the Americans had developed some sort of directed seismic weapon that they had utilized against the Coalition fronts.
The Russians were furious – this was their day of conquest and glory, and they would not be denied.
Then the Prime Minister ordered the unthinkable: launch the nuclear ICBMs against the coastal cities of the United States. Whether they were defeated or victorious in the Middle East, by the end of the day America would no longer be a significant military or economic power in the world.
Even if they met defeat that day, Mother Russia would rise again – she always did.
In the bunkers underneath the White House, the face of the Secretary of Defense suddenly turned pale, and he called for the President immediately.
Russia had launched a full barrage of ICBMs into the north and they were on their way to their targets: all the coastal cities of the United States, and a few apparently in the interior.
The President wasted no time in reacting himself – they now had no choice – they were in a fight to the death. He was ashamed at not doing what he should have at first and stand with Israel. But now Israel's fate would be theirs, and the United States would stand alongside Israel and confront the Coalition, as she should have on the very first day that the UN Resolution 3996 had been introduced.
A verse came into the President's mind as he prepared to give the order to strike back at Russia: "Those who bless Israel will be blessed, and those who curse Israel will be cursed."
And for the first time since the end of World War II, the President of the United States gave the order to use nuclear weapons against another nation.
There was now no chance the United States would escape unscathed in this new World War, but neither would her adversaries. If the United States and her longtime ally Israel were to meet their doom, then they would destroy as many of their enemies as possible while they still could.
Sadly, the President and his Cabinet knew that many in their own country would die. He hastily called for the camera crew and made an emergency statement to America: the United States was now involved in a nuclear war with Russia. Everyone should find cover and shelter, and take as much food and water to a safe place as quickly as possible.
The long-awaited showdown between America and Russia – the two great national superpowers – had begun.
Saleem Mahmad and his friend Omar exchanged worried glances with each other as they ran northward. The glorious battle that had begun only moments ago was taking a sudden turn for the worse.
Since they had joined the ranks of the 184th Legion last week, they had been preparing for this night. When the orders had finally been given an hour ago, they had rushed towards the border, following on the heels of the armored brigades.
They had just crossed the border when the ground beneath them had begun shaking terribly. Neither young man had ever felt an earthquake before, and certainly not one of that magnitude.
And the land did not stop shaking for what had to have been minutes! But once it had stopped, the division had recovered and the officers resumed driving them further into Israel.
Then the flaming rocks from the skies had started raining down upon them. Fortunately for the troops, most of the meteors were further away, and only a few had struck within their ranks. The officers had ordered them to spread out as best they could and keep moving as quickly as possible.
Saleem heard – or rather felt – something huge strike behind him and explode. He was thrown to the ground and his head banged against a rock.
He felt dizzy and tried to get up, and he felt strong hands grab him and help him to his feet. When his eyes cleared, he saw that it was Omar. He heard an officer shouting orders at them to get back in the ranks.
Suddenly, a strange look crossed his friend's face, and he turned to face the officer. And then Omar raised his semi-automatic weapon and promptly shot him in the head.
"Omar! What are you doing?" Saleem screamed.
And then Omar turned to him with the same gaze – a mask of coldness and hate.
Saleem was in shock – what had happened to him? He watched as his best friend slowly raised his weapon to shoot him.
Another meteor struck and knocked them both to the ground. Saleem scrambled to his feet and raised his own weapon and pointed it at Omar, who was still on the ground.
"Why are you doing this?" he screamed.
But his friend didn't answer and once again reached for his gun. His hand grasped the stock and he slowly took aim at him.
With sudden tears in his eyes, Saleem shook his head and shot him.
And then he threw the weapon down and ran back the way they had come.
In the thirty minutes that had passed from the issuing of the nuclear strikes to when the missiles actually reached their targets, the largest, most powerful confederacy experienced what could only be described as a supernatural defeat.
The Coalition forces that had crossed into the borders of Israel had either been shattered by the earthquake, immobilized by the sinkholes, or pulverized by the bolides. The few remnants of the Coalition that had not yet entered Israel or had retreated at the last minute were now fleeing back across the border as fast as they could.
But the Coalition survivors were in the process of destroying themselves. Though they had not yet been attacked by the crippled Israel military, the armies of the Coalition appeared to be in complete disarray. Many were now frantically attacking one another with whatever force they could muster, almost as if they thought their own allies had turned against them. The ferocity of the Coalition's self-destruction was appalling.
Yet even in with all the meteors and bombs that had rained down upon Israel, none of the Israeli cities were being destroyed, aside from some broken windows and cracked buildings from the earthquake. People across the world watching and listening to the news coming in from Israel were in awe of what was happening. Many fell to their knees, praying for protection from the events they saw but could not understand.
It was as if the entire world was coming unglued before their eyes, and they had been so unused to the supernatural penetrating their lives that they did not know how to respond.
But as the ICBMs finally reached their targets in the United States and Russia, the world news shifted away from Israel to cover the incoming nuclear missiles. The news commentators and reporters openly wept as they continued their broadcasts, some even up to the last moments before the multi-megaton bombs struck. And then many of the news broadcasts were momentarily disrupted as they were redirected to other locations that had not been affected.
In both nations where the nuclear missiles struck, the buildings and their inhabitants vanished with a terrible roar. Multitudes were vaporized in an instant along the coasts and in the major population centers of both America and Russia.
And just as suddenly as the world war had begun, it ended quietly with a whisper.
Sergei Ivanov was still watching the news when the evacuation sirens began screaming throughout Moscow.
He turned up the volume on the television and began gathering his belongings and papers as quickly as possible. He was somewhat prepared, but it would take a few minutes for him to pack up.
But when it was confirmed that the Americans had launched a barrage of their nuclear weapons against Moscow and St. Petersburg (along with several other cities), he stopped and sat back down at his desk. It was hopeless – his plan had failed.
He reached into his bottom desk-drawer and pulled out an old bottle of scotch that he kept for only special occasions. This certainly qualified, he supposed. Fortunately, it was more than half-full.
He slowly poured himself a glass and took a sip. It was still the best. He turned back to the news and shook his head at what was happening.
Their plans had been foolproof, but they had indeed been fooled. Who could have foreseen that the unthinkable would have happened? Who could have known that a supernatural earthquake and terrible meteor shower would strike at just the right moment and at just the right place to thwart the invasion?
Who would have thought that the God Himself would have awakened at this time? He had never believed in such a Being, of course – until a few moments ago.
The invasion of Israel was a risk that they had been willing to take, which by all reasoning, should have been a complete success. If all had gone according to plan, the IDF would be surrendering at this very moment and Tel Aviv, Haifa, Jerusalem, and dozens of other Israeli cities would be rubble.
The sirens continued to wail, and he continued to slowly sip his scotch. There was no reason to hurry – he knew he had little chance of surviving. He knew what was coming.
Did he have any regrets? No, it was too late for any of those now. He had done all that had been asked of him, like a good, faithful soldier of the Motherland.
He would die in a blaze of glory and fire – and what Russian could ask for anything more?
He turned off the television and then began listening to his favorite classical music piece on the CD player. He forced himself to not look at the clock, even though he knew the end was only a few minutes away now.
Sergei took the last sip of his whisky and set the glass down as the sirens continued their wailing.
But before he'd even had a chance to close his eyes, the world around him exploded in a flash of terrible blinding light and heat.
Shai slowly stood up from his curled position behind the truck – now it was raining! First the earthquake, then the meteor shower, and now rain? What was going on?
And he was still alive – it could only be a miracle. Was he in Heaven? No, one quick glance around him convinced him that he was indeed not in Heaven.
Was he in Hell? No, he didn't think so – it all still looked like where he had been when the invasion had begun, except now it was filled with destruction and carnage. The ground was soaking wet with blood and littered with mangled bodies and debris all around him.
As he got to his feet, Shai could see his fellow solders emerging also, looking as bewildered as he was. He could hear his commander and others calling out names and their owners responding. Every name had a response, and he replied in kind when his name was called. None in their company had been lost! His team shakily re-assembled, and they began trying to restore communications and some of their other critical equipment.
Moments later, he heard chatter on the radio of other commanders calling for status reports. If he hadn't still been in shock from what had happened, he would have been relieved to realize that they had electricity again and that some of their vehicles had already been restarted.
He slowly began piecing together what had happened. He remembered the Coalition forces thundering towards them, and the air filling with dust and making him cough. He had shut his eyes and tucked his head down, waiting for the inevitable. He had expected to either be quickly shot or blown up along with the vehicle he had been hiding behind. But his assumed fate had never come.
The earthquake struck just as he was lifting his head to look around, and he promptly curled up again with his head buried between his knees. He could still hear the tearing of metal, the bursting of tires, and the horrible screams of the invaders as they fell into the sinkholes and fissures.
When the screams started, he looked up but couldn't believe what he was seeing! The earth was swallowing up dozens of armored vehicles, tanks, and even soldiers on the ground, whether they were standing still or moving. And just as suddenly as the earth would open to swallow the enemy, it would close again.
He was still shaking from the earthquake and the sinkholes when the meteor shower started. Above him, he could see fighter jets and attack helicopters being struck and streaking to the ground, crashing all around him. For what had to have been ten minutes at least, wave after wave of aircraft was struck and thrown to the ground, shaking everyone who had taken cover from the earthquake.
Then the rains had begun, drenching everything, and that was what had made him finally lift his head for more than a few seconds. At first, he looked to his left, and there was so much blood on the ground that when the raindrops struck, it looked like it was raining blood!
Minutes later the rains stopped, leaving behind puddles and small pools of blood all over the landscape.
He was still reeling from the fact that he was alive. And from the cheers and whoops around him, everyone else was just as surprised.
The Coalition had been utterly decimated, and obviously not by the Israelis. Had the Americans or someone else stopped them? No, he thought – not unless they were capable of the impossible!
As he looked around in shock, he realized that he was in the midst of what could only be described as a miracle. God Himself had destroyed the invaders! There could be no other explanation for what had happened.
Only the God of Israel could have (or even would have) made a distinction between Israel and the Coalition. Only He could have directed the destruction from the skies and the earthquake to only the enemies of the Jews.
He was excited and overwhelmed by what had taken place, and yet at the same time unnerved with fear and uncertainty.
If God had finally come to save Israel from certain destruction, what would possibly happen next?
The earthquake and the destruction overhead had stopped, but Ruth's ears were still ringing. She and her mother had been crying and shaking since the earthquake had begun, but both were still apparently unharmed.
Naomi rose to her feet and looked around, almost in shock at what had been happening over the last hour.
Ruth also stood up and went to her side, and they began looking down towards the streets below and then up to the north – the carnage was unbelievable. Their neighborhood had been turned into a warzone.
Undetonated bombs, missiles, and other military equipment were strewn about all over the streets below. But few of the homes had sustained much of any damage, at least from what they could see.
The ground and roads beneath them were full of holes and craters, but the homes were mostly unscathed. The air was filled with acrid smoke and the stench of burnt metal, plastic, and also charred flesh. The meteors that had fallen upon the jetfighters and bombers in the skies above them had clearly hit their targets, and now their remains were all over the place.
It was still the middle of the night, and they were both exhausted from the terrible events that had occurred. But now it seemed as if it were finally over – there were no more bombs, sirens, or explosions from what they could tell.
As they surveyed the destruction from their rooftop, Ruth began to weep again. But as she bowed her head and fell to her knees, Naomi realized that her daughter was not crying out of fear now, but out of relief.
She heard her praying aloud and knelt down beside her. Naomi put her arms around her, but then what she heard stunned her – Ruth was praying to Yeshua! Naomi didn't say anything to stop her, but she knew her husband and sons (especially Ahban) would be angry if they heard about it.
She didn't know what to say or how to react, given all that had happened in the last few hours. In New York, she had known people who had accepted Yeshua (Jesus, in the English), but it had been years since she had heard of someone she knew doing that in Israel. The Christian movement in Israel had been growing lately, though mostly because of the flood of immigrants from the States.
So for now, Naomi continued kneeling quietly beside her daughter and listening to her as she prayed.
The shaking and thundering all around him finally ceased, and then all was still. Was he still alive? Ahban opened his eyes, looked down and briefly checked himself over. There were no broken bones or wounds as far as he could tell. He slowly got to his feet and checked on the others in the tank with him. They appeared to be uninjured also.
What in the world had happened? And then he began to remember.
He had been looking out through the hatch as the huge Coalition forces had been rolling past – without firing a shot – and then the earthquake had suddenly struck. He must have fallen down the ladder and onto the tank floor. The hatch had slammed shut, keeping out most of the dust and muffling much of the thundering noise outside.
When he and his team finally left the tank and looked outside, they were stunned. The familiar, barren wastelands of the southern Negev had been turned into fields of carnage as far as they could see. All around them were wreaked military vehicles and sinkholes with Coalition vehicles and tanks sticking out of them.
Also covering the ground were thousands of small pools of bloody water and corpses, some whole and some torn apart. Innumerable weapons and supplies were strewn about them. The ground seemed wet too – had it rained while they had been in the tank? It was hard to tell with all the blood and spilled fuel around them.
It looked as if only the Coalition forces had been destroyed, which seemed all but impossible. Ahban could see Israeli troops, vehicles, and equipment that appeared to be undamaged, even in the midst of all the destruction.
Minutes later, he and the rest of the crew cheered after the radios and communications started working again, and they learned that none of the nearby Israeli companies had suffered any casualties. There were some minor injuries such as concussions and broken bones from the earthquake and the falling Coalition aircraft, but no Israeli soldiers in their vicinity had been killed.
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